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I’m Nobody! Who are you? 

Are you—Nobody—too? 

Then there’s a pair of us!

Don’t tell! they’d advertise—you know! 

How dreary—to be—Somebody! 

How public—like a Frog—

To tell one’s name—the livelong June— 

To an admiring Bog! 

E.D.
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ONE

FRACTURES



“Have you ever had a standing O?”

He leaned in. She took a sip of wine. Now that they’d almost finished their second bottle, she saw him in a different light. She almost trusted him. It had been a surprise when Philip Post invited her to dinner and, in spite of his reputation, a part of Holly was pleased. Philip was undeniably handsome. His ruffled hair, his accent, the crisp British inflections, his attentive manners, all contributed to his seductiveness, and he surely knew it. The overall effect was such that it was sometimes easy to forget what Philip was actually saying. Holly’s mind had wandered, just seconds ago. He’d asked her a question, hadn’t he? My, this was too much wine! She’d been thinking: I could tell him about the letters. Yes, I could!

She wanted to impress him.

Philip pinched at the table cloth. “Come on, Holly, tell me. I have my suspicions. I reckon you’ve had a standing O.”

His voice was confidential, coaxing. Why did he want to know? Looking into his eyes—a mix of hazel and blue—she considered how Philip would appreciate the significance of her discovery, unlike her family and friends; he could understand her delicate position, and might even be of service. Holly nodded.

He smiled. “I knew it.”

“Those days are past me now.” 

“That I can’t believe.”

“Philip,” she began, with a playful wave to change the subject, “you know I work in the Special Collections archives, right? They’ve assigned me to the war letters? Well, something peculiar has happened. It was an accident. But I think I’ve discovered something important.”

He shifted in his chair, his eyes darted upward—the briefest flicker—but Holly caught it. Oh, she’d seen it all her life, this nervous reflex! Philip had done it at least three times this evening, and on this occasion it was followed by a movement around his mouth, a tiny tensing of his lips. Holly was six feet, nine and one half inches tall. Even when she was sitting down, people were always sizing her up. They couldn’t help themselves. And Holly couldn’t help registering every instance.

“How exciting.” His voice a conspiratorial whisper. “I love peculiar accidents, especially important ones.”

Holly paused. Was he mocking? Philip specialized in media theory and it was often difficult to gauge how serious he was about a subject, even if his jokes (he would argue, his eyes merry, letting you in on the secret) served a serious point. His manner was contagious, too. Philip referred to their college town as “Grainball City” and Holly, though impatient with outsiders who made ironic remarks about the Midwest, caught herself mentally using the term. The way Philip said it wasn’t exactly scornful; it was like a form of recognition from someone sophisticated. It felt flattering to be teased. He also referred to the university as “Grainball U.” If Philip could mock this town and their employer, well, so could she! But she would never let him mock her.

“It’s a difficult subject,” she said, cautious. “I could be mistaken.”

“Tell me about it.”

He didn’t avert his gaze. Maybe she wouldn’t tell him yet, because revelation was also a confession, a form of exposure, which she could withhold and use to tease him back. She could assert her own kind of superiority. A short time ago she would’ve said that she no longer cared about the opinion of Philip Post and his ilk, but suddenly it mattered how he might perceive her. She was a Master’s student on the verge of dropping out; her basketball scholarship had long since expired. Unlike the more promising graduate students who’d been granted fellowships and teaching assistantships and were already burnishing their CVs, Holly subsisted on loans and part-time jobs. In the library she worked alongside undergraduates, scanning old letters from the Civil War onto basic software so that they could be transcribed into a digital archive. It was a repetitive task that wouldn’t have intellectually challenged a ten-year-old. As far as Philip Post or anybody with a promising academic career was concerned, she’d been exiled to Siberia. All this was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. Because they didn’t know what she’d discovered.

The waiter approached their table and put the check between them.

“I’ll pick this up when you’re ready.” He stooped closer. “Or can I get you something else?”

He’d hovered over them the entire evening, unctuous and clingy, as if he longed to sit down and join them.

“Please leave us,” Philip said. 

He backed away.

Philip pursued, “I bet you’ve had lots of standing Os.”

Reaching for her purse, Holly wondered: why is he stuck on that subject? She doubted that he was a basketball fan. Did Philip even know anything about basketball? Had he seen her play? The warmth in his eyes no longer struck her as seductive; he appeared . . . well . . . puppyish. Impressing him was beside the point. She recalled a circle of graduate students gossiping about Philip Post in the office cubicles, and the burst of laughter when someone said, “Can’t you imagine spanking him? I sure can.”

“Hol-lee! Hol-lee! Hol-lee!”

The din had been deafening, more than 18,000 spectators on their feet, clapping and chanting her name. Even people who, seconds before the final buzzer, had been rooting against her and cheering for the other team. Now a victory had been seized, a slice of history was complete. The crowd rose as one, roaring its approval. The acclaim was tremendous. The building shook. She was the cynosure of their desires. 

She had suffered being The Tall Girl. For years she’d endured the stares and remarks and outright insults. Can you see my house from up there? and Look! It’s Queen Kong! Worse, this growth had come early. She reached six feet tall when she was twelve years old. Part beanpole, part flamingo, with stick-thin arms and legs, Holly was all pointy knees and elbows. She remembered with special bitterness her sixth-grade teacher who’d exclaimed, when Holly stood against the wall to be measured for a classroom chart, “My goodness! You might never stop growing.” In an agony of self-consciousness she hurried with hunched shoulders to her desk in the back of the room (strategically placed so as not to obstruct her classmates’ views), fighting tears and, for the moment, literally believing what she’d heard (the words of her teacher, an authority): she might never stop growing! She was in sixth grade—by next year, in seventh grade, would she be seven feet tall? In eighth grade, eight feet tall? The future—her future—seemed positively monstrous.

“Are you raising your hand?”

A question in class, and Holly knew the answer, but she decided not to admit it. How could you raise your hand and duck at the same time? She hated being looked at.

“Me? No.”

That same year she’d lost her mother, a blow crueler than any she could’ve previously imagined, a change which made her look apprehensively at the world and suck her teeth. In her mind Holly replayed and scrutinized everything that happened that day. Anita Winegarten had been taking the family cat, an aging castrated tom named Pirate, to a pet clinic in Alliston, a town nine miles away, where there was a veterinarian with a good reputation for small animals. (The local vet in Sheridan served the nearby farmers and their large livestock; a sickly cat ranked low on his priorities, and probably he would suggest a measure that the Winegarten family didn’t want to hear.) Her mother had loaded Pirate, who was limp as a dishrag but mewing feebly in protest, into a travel cage. “Don’t worry, honey,” she reassured Holly. “Everything’s going to be all right.” She put the travel cage in her car and drove away.

And that was the last time Holly saw her.

Early that evening, a trucker spotted a car in the ravine on Highway 62, several miles west of Alliston. There was a corner and the ditch was steep, and the undergrowth, a dense patch of ragweed and orange tiger lilies, was thick enough to conceal an automobile. Other passersby had driven by this spot and noticed nothing. But the trucker, from his higher perch in his cab, had seen a glint of sunlight reflecting from what looked like a windshield. When police arrived on the scene, it had been nine hours since Anita Winegarten had left the house. When they found her, she was still breathing. But she succumbed to her injuries on the following day. 

Holly didn’t learn the details of her mother’s death until much later. Her memory of events was a wash of emotion punctuated by images, such as the moment her mother put Pirate in the cage. “Everything’s going to be all right.” And afterward, how their father hadn’t brought home the smashed car but had returned with some of its contents; the travel cage, now empty (the police said they’d found it that way—where was Pirate?); the car’s registration papers; her mother’s purse. One day before the funeral Holly sneaked into her parents’ room while her father was upstairs explaining events to her little brother, and she opened the purse, which looked and smelled as it always did, a jumble of items scented with spearmint. This time, unlike earlier instances of snooping, she wasn’t playing with her mother’s compact mirror or looking for dimes and quarters. She was just . . . thinking. Eventually she helped herself to a piece of chewing gum (her mother always carried gum and offered it around) and folded the stick into her mouth, slowly chewing. How could she be gone? How was it possible?

Even before the accident, Holly’s thoughts about her family were often mournful, centered on a question: what went wrong with us? Her father, Art, was a tall, balding man with long arms and mittlike hands; he was the high school social studies teacher and baseball coach. In his younger years he’d been a stand-out center fielder with dreams of making the major leagues; he’d played college baseball on full scholarship and later joined the navy, serving on the U.S.S. Niagara. While stationed near San Diego he met Anita, a short, busty woman who was working on a degree in speech-language pathology. She had a pert nose and wore her hair in blow-dried flicks and in early photos, she appeared rather glamorous. Later, when Art convinced her to come to the Midwest and they’d settled in Sheridan and started a family, she was motherly and plump as a pigeon. She worked as the high school guidance counselor and was popular in the community, appreciated for her friendliness and ease in conversation. In a town of this size, where public school life and sports teams were the main interest and source of local pride, Holly’s parents had been important figures, and much respected.

But their children, Holly and Honus? It was as if a mix-up had occurred and their lines of inheritance had gotten crossed. Although she had her mother’s pert nose, in every other way Holly was very much her father’s girl. Long and sinewy, and then some, after her astonishing spurt of growth. Whereas Honus took after his mother: he was short and pudgy in atypical places for a little boy. Five years younger than Holly, he was just as sensitive to the gaze of others. He had cried when some kids had jeered at them—“Hey, it’s Laurel and Hardy!”—and this was before he even knew who Laurel and Hardy were.

And his name! What had Anita Winegarten been thinking when, in a moment of weakness, she’d consented to Art’s enthusiastic plan to name their son after Honus Wagner, the legendary German-American shortstop whose prodigious throwing arm had first been spotted by an alert scout watching a ragged youth fling rocks? (How many times had Holly heard that story?) Holly recalled the summer vacation when the family had piled into the car and driven to New York City, where they stayed in a cramped hotel and saw skyscrapers and the Statue of Liberty, and their father took them to a baseball game (of course), their mother took them to a Broadway musical (unable to get tickets for Cats, they saw Lubed, where the word “fuck” was said forty-three times—young Holly had counted) and, on their last day, they went to the Metropolitan Museum of Art where, after breezing by the Egyptian mummies and the Temple of Dendur and paintings by Rembrandt and Picasso, her father finally found the corridor leading to an oak-paneled room of long tables covered in glass, which contained a collection of the earliest, and most prized, baseball cards. “See that one!” he’d said, taking his son in his arms and lifting him to look, “that’s Honus Wagner. That card is priceless. That’s who you’re named after.”

Honus peered, interested, while Holly and her mother waited listlessly, shifting on tired feet, eager to go out for icecream.

On the long, tedious drive home, which took two and a half days, Holly shared the back seat with Honus and, to amuse herself, teased him. She pretended that they were being followed by sinister strangers. She pinched his arms and legs, whenever he fell asleep, and when Honus protested, she feigned innocence and said they were “spider bites.” She called him Honus-Wonus, which made no sense, but it seemed to annoy him so that was its own reward. And when her parents overheard their bickering and told them to cut it out, Holly resorted to more subtle means. She didn’t touch him, she didn’t speak. She looked at him. Stared with bugging eyes. “Stop looking at me!” Honus cried. Holly turned away, watched the world rush by her window. A few minutes later, she moved her head and silently bugged her eyes at him again, and when Honus noticed, he insisted, “Don’t look at me!”

“What’s going on back there?” her mother asked. 

“I don’t know,” Holly said.

“She looks at me.” 

“Holly, leave him alone.”

“How does that hurt him? Looking?” 

“You heard me. Leave him alone.”

Thereafter it became a sly contest, stealing glances at Honus, pretending to look straight ahead, but screwing her eyeballs to the side. Eventually Honus became so exasperated that he exclaimed, “Fuck you, Holly!”

The car veered.

“Hey!” her father shouted.

“See? If you weren’t so cheap about theater tickets,” her mother snapped.

On the way home they also visited several Civil War battlefields, because Art Winegarten was a history buff and liked to show his children maps and monument markers and muddy creeks while they stood in weeds and sweated and swatted at gnats. Holly wondered if her mother was right, that her father also enjoyed this sort of thing because you didn’t have to pay. At one of the battlefields Honus fell to his knees and threw up his lunch—the less said about that, the better—and her brother’s struggle continued when they got home to Sheridan.

Honus tried to devote himself to his father’s dreams. Art loved baseball and fantasized about his son following in his footsteps; but Honus just couldn’t make it work. In Pee-Wee League, because of his squat build, he got put behind the plate as a catcher. But he wasn’t good at catching, though he worked hard to block the ball or knock it down with his body. The elastic straps of the protective equipment chafed his tender skin and led to a nasty rash that he nervously scratched into bloody stripes which, when they began to scab and heal, itched terribly, till he scratched them raw again. He ended up on the bench after a foul tip zinged off his bare hand and broke two of his fingers. Art consoled him that it was all right, accidents happened and there was no shame in watching from the side, but Holly knew her little brother well and could see how relieved Honus was, even thankful as he leaned back on the bench and deliciously rubbed his rash against the wire mesh. How glad he was to have broken his fingers!

Later that same summer, Anita Winegarten had died, so anything to do with baseball was forgotten, trivial. Holly recalled how, the night they got the news, she’d sat crying at the foot of the stairs. Honus had just been put to bed and her father came down and wrapped his arms around her. Sobs surged through Holly, she began to choke and hiccup, and Art ran his hand through her hair, speaking softly until Holly exhausted herself and breathed more easily. Then he lifted her in his arms and began to carry her upstairs. She clung to his neck and started sobbing again. Her father hadn’t carried her to bed like this since the old days, when she was a small child. That seemed so long ago. She held him tight, pressing her face against his chest.

Art managed her weight without difficulty, but maneuvering her length was another matter. After two steps he paused, wobbling slightly, and Holly lifted her eyes and watched as he tried to angle her sideways and attempt several more steps. Despite his best efforts, her feet banged against the banister and the spokes beneath the handrail.

“Ow!”

“I’m so sorry, Holly, I’m so sorry.” 

“Hol-lee! Hol-lee! Hol-lee!”

She became the star center for the Sheridan Trojanettes. They had ruled their sports conference of rural schools, but at the state tournament the team faced much stiffer competition, and the weakness of the rest of the squad became apparent, so it was up to Holly to carry them, on both offense and defense.

And she did—she dominated the tournament, leading all scorers and setting a new state record for blocked shots. And the final game had been a turning point in her life.

Because on this night, after already scoring forty-four points while being triple-teamed by the defense, she found herself at the free throw line in front of 18,000 screaming people with two seconds left, her team trailing, seventy-six to seventyfive, and her father, now the varsity girls basketball coach, watching her from the bench in pained wonder. What was Holly thinking? Certainly not of her mother, not now. Not yet. She could barely stand. How did a person get through such a situation, in front of so many eyes? 

In her younger years, she’d resisted encouragement from others to play this game. Holly was slow and uncoordinated, a prisoner of her stature, and basketball seemed like yet another way to call attention to the aspect of herself that she liked least. Why seek out an audience? To trot back and forth like a giraffe in shorts—the idea made her cringe.

But, as time passed, out of anger and boredom, she’d embraced the game. Mainly anger: that was the trigger. In the summer of her fourteenth birthday her father had married a virtual stranger who was also named—oh, how stupid irony could be!—Anita. Just like her mother. Anita. She was a paralegal at a law firm on the town square; she had a big nose and wore big earrings and pink workout suits. Holly so thoroughly resented seeing this woman moving into their house and sitting in the same chairs once occupied by her mother and showering (naked!) in their bathroom that Holly spent most of that summer outdoors. First she hung out with her schoolfriend Caitlin but then Caitlin left town to be a counselor at a church camp; while Holly’s other main friend in those days, Kyla, had attracted the interest of Tyler, a grinning boy with an incipient moustache. Kyla plucked her brows and her arms were soft and plump, and she liked to sit on Tyler’s lap. They spent hours giving each other hickeys in a garden shed where Tyler put his hand up Kyla’s shirt and tried to take off her pants.

“Do you think I should let him?”

Holly pondered. Did she mean the hickeys? Putting his hand up her shirt? Unbuttoning her jeans? It was all sort of embarrassing, not to mention endless. She didn’t answer quickly enough.

“Never mind,” Kyla said. “See you!”

She left to spend time with Tyler, and Holly no longer saw her.

 Meanwhile, back at the house, Honus, in a shocking display of disloyalty, had fallen in love with his new step-mother. He was worse than Holly’s father! He accepted every overture from the newly-arrived Anita, who cooed and petted and spoiled him by letting him drink as much soda as he wanted. Honus soaked up attentions and soon he was cheerfully submitting to almost anything Anita said. He became her adoring slave.

Rather than witness this disgusting spectacle, but having no friends available and nowhere to go, Holly boycotted the house and went out to the driveway. (She didn’t want to go away too far, lest it seem she was renouncing her rightful place in the household.) She retrieved a basketball from the basement and started shooting at the hoop attached above the garage. It was a pretext. It allowed her to appear occupied. She shot for one hour. Two hours. Three hours.

“Aren’t you coming in for lunch?” Anita called through the screen.

“No, I’m not hungry.” 

“Of course you are.” 

“I’ll eat it out here.”

Her father Art was away all day, supervising a summer baseball camp, but when he returned in the evenings he insisted that Holly come inside and join them at the table for dinner. After the meal, though, she went back to the driveway and shot baskets till after dark. Between the pud and thud of the bouncing ball, and the rattle of the backboard, she could hear the sounds of the television through the screen windows. She could picture the others sitting on the couch and sometimes heard them laugh along with the television, the canned roar of the studio audience. Riotous applause! They were all in it together. No, she didn’t want to go inside.

Holly’s skills developed slowly, sometimes unconsciously. Her first real pleasure in the game came the following year, when the Nichols family moved in, just two doors down her street. There were three Nichols boys and soon Holly found herself in demand to fill out their number for basketball games of two on two. The Nichols’ driveway was larger and offered a better playing surface. In the beginning there was a temporary awkwardness due to the fact that Holly was a girl, but it was quickly forgotten as they grew absorbed in their contests, which lasted for hours, and sometimes, as their imaginations imposed new twists and exceptions and overtimes, a game went on for days, with fantastic scores like 315 to 313. Scott, the eldest Nichols brother, teamed with Danny, the youngest, while Holly’s partner was Mickey, the middle son. Holly quickly developed a crush on Scott. She admired his confidence, his easy laugh, his muscular little butt. He was a natural athlete and games consisted of his mighty efforts to make a team with Danny who, as the youngest, was unable to accomplish much on the court. The sides were evenly matched, as Holly and Mickey assumed the middle. Once the Nichols boys became used to her, and she to them (these boys were so loud, they used bad language, and they were always scratching their nuts), the arrangement seemed to have existed forever.

In the early years Holly lumbered and was a poor dribbler, but the summer she turned seventeen, something changed. She’d reached her full growth at fifteen, or fifteen and a half, and now, as if overnight, her coordination caught up with her musculature, and everything gelled: suddenly she could make her body do what she wished it to do. Her jumps were well-timed; she dribbled comfortably with either hand; she was no longer slow and in the heat of the moment her reach was explosively quick. She remembered the first time she blocked one of Scott’s shots. He was a year older than she, and he started for the boys’ varsity team, but she leaped and let fly a long arm and swatted away his attempt at a lay-up. Surprised, Scott laughed, but she noticed a strain in his face after that moment, an added intensity to his play, a determination not to be shown up. A short time later, Holly did it again. Scott had stolen the ball from Mickey, dribbled twice and turned, assuming he had a clear shot—and Holly was already there, anticipating, jumping as he released the ball. She slapped it back in his face. “What the fuck!” he shouted, losing his temper, as his brothers howled with laughter. His upper lip was already swelling, and blood shone red on his teeth.

“Wasn’t on purpose.” It was all Holly could say.

She was sorry for his lip, yes . . . but a part of her was also proud. By then she was intensely in love with Scott, a secret she harbored in isolation because he was dating someone in his own class, Lacey Ryerson, one of the prettiest girls in school who belonged to a circle of other very pretty girls who didn’t mix with Holly. They belonged to the Dance Club and performed a routine called “Strut Your Stuff!” Holly hadn’t even considered joining the Dance Club; she didn’t want to wear leotards in front of gawkers; she most definitely didn’t want to strut her stuff —the very phrase made her recoil. (“Stop slouching!” Anita frequently reminded her.) But now, a change had occurred, and in some ungraspable way Holly had just shown Scott her affection by slapping the ball in his face. It was a declaration of love. If only he could understand. Why couldn’t he see it?

That winter, when the basketball season started at school, Holly was completely in command. For the first time, the organized league games became as fun as the ones in the neighborhood. And the approval of the crowds was a tonic. The cheers! For her! This was no strut, no affectation: this was game. She loped down the court, experiencing a surge of exhilaration as she left opponents behind.

That was the same season her father Art became the varsity coach of the Sheridan Trojanettes. For his entire career, baseball had been his abiding interest, while helping out in other sports was merely a professional duty. But when the previous coach retired, he threw himself into the job and, with his star daughter, an exciting new chapter in life began. Suddenly he and Holly had a new relationship, sharing hard work and hopes, sharing success. They were a team within a team.

“Box-out drill!” Art called, clapping. “Let’s go! Let’s go! First time, no hands!”

Players ran toward the basket, thundering down the floorboards. Holly was always first or second to arrive.

Of course, it could get awkward having her father in this role. All the other players called him Coach Winegarten, but she couldn’t bring herself to say that; she couldn’t call him Dad, either, not on the court. So she avoided calling him anything because there wasn’t really a word to describe what passed between them, this new intimacy. At home, their relations shifted, too. She started referring to him in the third person as Art. “What’s Art going to show us tomorrow about defense?” At first she said it archly, as if it were a private joke between them. He accepted it with a shrug and a grin. He seemed to like it.

Up in his bedroom, Honus played his parents’ old vinyl records on a turntable that the first Anita, his mother, had brought to Sheridan from California. He’d rescued it from a box in the basement and found a replacement needle at a garage sale. He wired up the big block speakers encased in lacquered plywood and you could hear him singing along behind his door. 


Lookin’ at the devil 

Grinnin’ at his gun 

Fingers start shakin’ 

I begin to run . . . 



Honus took scissors to the album covers and cut them into pieces which he rearranged on his wall, inventing imaginary duets, experimenting with possibilities. He got into trouble for that. “You should ask first! That’s no way to treat those records.”

“But they were just sitting there,” Honus said. 

“Some of them might be collectible.”

“Collecting dust. You weren’t listening to them. I’m making something out of them. Don’t you see?” 

“Hol-lee! Hol-lee! Hol-lee!”

Senior year, the last game of her high school career. She’d already signed a letter of intent to enroll on a full sports scholarship at the state university, which had one of the strongest women’s basketball programs in the country. This is how she found herself at the free throw line in front of 18,000 screaming people with two seconds left to play. Just moments ago, trailing by one point, Holly’s teammates did what their opponents and every single spectator knew they would do: they passed the ball to her. It was up to Holly, to do the job and win for them, one last time. She caught it at the far corner of the court, feinted left, then dribbled in close to the basket. But, before she could get a shot off, she got clobbered.

It was intentional, but not exactly vicious. Basic strategy dictated that fouling Holly made sense, instead of letting her take a clear shot at a short distance. The odds were better for the opposition to send her to the free throw line.

But there were accidental factors, too. As defenders converged on Holly and they all fell in a tumble, Holly’s right foot was planted, then wedged against another player’s leg. Her upper body fell first, but her leg was inadvertently held back. The strain—she felt it—while thinking: please, let me fall. But she couldn’t, not swiftly enough, and that fraction of a second was enough to break her leg.

The pain was amazing. For several seconds she was actually blinded by a sort of explosion in her head and she couldn’t see. She heard the roar of the crowd, the referee’s whistle. More pain shot up her side as her opponents disentangled from the pile. She cried out and rolled onto her other side, a spray of her game sweat casting droplets on the varnished floor. “It’s OK, Holly, you’re OK,” called Kat Myers, one of her teammates, standing over her, reaching down to help Holly to get up. It was sort of encouragement they always said to each other when someone fell. Kat was excited, caught up in the moment and Holly, in her confusion, mechanically responded, taking Kat’s hand and finding her feet. She took three strides to the foul line. Each time, a terrific pain shot up her leg and into her spine, like a charge of electricity. In the general melee and because Holly had responded fairly quickly, the referee didn’t call a technical timeout for injury. The other team had used up all their timeouts, otherwise they would’ve called one, in order to create a delay and add to the psychological pressure on Holly. At the Sheridan bench, everyone was standing, Art was pacing out of bounds, his tie unknotted and his shirt dark with perspiration. The din in the auditorium was deafening. Art still had a timeout but he hesitated to use it. He could see that something was wrong but stopping the action might indeed play into their opponents’ hands and put more pressure on Holly. But still—he moved towards the scorers’ table. He had only seconds to decide.

At that moment Holly looked over at the Sheridan bench and saw where her father was heading. Her long arm made an abrupt, chopping motion in his direction. He caught it in the corner of his eye and stopped, turned to her, and she repeated the gesture, in front of thousands of witnesses. Art went no further, and the din intensified. Was the player commanding the coach? Was the daughter ordering her father? Or was it just a heartfelt expression of individual will?

She held the ball now. She was panting from the pain, her mouth hung open, a trickle of drool edging out of one corner and making its way to her chin. The backboard, basket and net began to blur in front of her eyes. She blinked and tried to focus. Put it in, she thought. Put it in. Maybe she didn’t have to see. Maybe it could be just like another lonely summer night when she refused to go into the house, when she shot in the dark . . .

It went in.

The roar intensified, she heard the muffled voices of teammates beside her, encouraging her, and now the ball was in her hands again. One more. One more. She’d maintained almost all of her weight on one leg but lifting her arms required a slight shift in balance and a momentary pressure on the other leg. The pain shot up her spine, excruciating, and for a moment she actually forgot where she was and what she was doing. She saw flashes of blue and then green, and it seemed as if somehow she was outdoors. Not playing basketball but simply standing and waiting. The blue was pieces of sky and the family was on summer vacation and her father had taken them to a hot grassy field where something terrible had happened. Her mother Anita stood nearby. Holly wobbled and felt the pebbled rubber of the basketball in her hands, her heart beat wildly. There was the basket. Put it in. Put it in.

It went in.

“Hol-lee! Hol-lee! Hol-lee!”

She could not walk off the court as the nearest bleachers emptied and pandemonium ensued. She left the auditorium on a stretcher. The ceiling was spinning. From the floor level to the highest rows of the arena, a standing ovation. “Oh Mom,” she gasped. “Look at me. I’m broken.” 

[image: images]

April 12, 1863 

My dearest,

I do not mock the demise of Union—do not doubt my devotion—beyond the obstacles of war—to you.

A love so big it scares. You rubbed my Stomach (my breast not covered with the Bed-cloaths) and bid it ease us.

I want to see you more—Sir—than all I wish for in this world.

You can and must NOT doubt me—

Yours lovingly,

Emily

“So tell me about it,” Philip said.

When paying with his credit card at the restaurant, Philip had split the total exactly in half. They left a cash tip and his portion was light so Holly had topped it up, upon which Philip asked, “You know the waiter?”

“No. He was a strange fellow, though, wasn’t he?”

“Used to be one of our doctoral students,” Philip said. “Specialized in the Vorticists. He was in the running for a Randolph Fellowship but when he didn’t get it he cracked up and shaved his head and sent menacing messages to the Dean. Utterly lost it. Never did finish his dissertation. One of those cases.”

Holly nodded knowingly, though she was uncertain about his allusion. In a college town like this one, you found exstudents and hangers-on in every niche. Bus drivers were extremely polite and helpful because many of them had master’s degrees in social work. In front of the restaurant, Philip went to the rack and unchained his bicycle. Together they walked out into the night.

The air was soft. They strolled along tree-lined streets under a platinum moon, Philip pushing his bicycle, an oldfashioned model with upturned handlebars and an oversized frame. (“My faithful steed,” he called it.) He wore a smart leather shoulder bag in which he kept his laptop and pedal clips. The street was largely empty of traffic but the neighborhood pulsed with activity. In lighted windows of two-story houses that had been converted into student accommodations, you could see young people in front of computers leaning toward their screens and typing. On front porches, housemates sat on lawn furniture and sipped tall cans of beer, chatting and joking. In one yard a drunken boy slipped on the grass as he was trying to pound in a sign with the latest anti-Bush, antiwar slogan, and a porch erupted in hilarity as he lay on his back with his face in a rictus, feigning death on a battlefield. Further down the street, music throbbed spasmodically from a larger structure, the brick mansion of a fraternity house whose front lawn was illuminated by spotlights for a swelling circle of revelers. The party had begun.

“I turn here,” said Holly, pointing to a side-street.

They cut the corner and continued in the leafy dark, their arms almost touching. “Philip, have you ever heard of Michael Donahue?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

Since Philip concentrated on media theory, she wasn’t surprised by his answer. American literature wasn’t his specialty. Earlier in the evening he’d described himself as a “memester.” But at least he didn’t pretend. So many professors bluffed and dropped names. They protected an aura.

“Well, he’s a pretty obscure figure that only a few people will remember. You see, I’m working in Special Collections at the library, in the Civil War archive?”

“Right. There’s something peculiar and important, you said. Sounds sexy.”

Holly stopped walking. Now they stood in front of her house, a mustard-colored hatbox which she shared with her landlord and another renter. The windows were unlighted. “You might not have heard of Michael Donahue, but how about Emily Dickinson?” She smiled down at him. “There’s a connection, see, we’re talking about one of the greatest American writers, if you care about that.”

“I thought you were going to tell me about your standing O.”

He pushed back a lock of hair from his forehead. 

“Geez, Philip, what is it with you?”

“Over there,” he hissed, pointing to the shadows of the neighbor’s garage. “Against the wall.”

“What?” Holly turned quickly. Had he seen someone lurking?

“We could do it against the wall.”

Holly replayed the words in her mind and turned back to him. “Are you nuts? Did you just say what I think you said?”

“Or there.” He pointed. “Up against a tree! Standing Os for both of us. You like it standing, you said you did.”

“I said no such thing!”

“Come on, it’ll be great, Holly. Will you do it for me? Please? I’ve always wanted to be dominated by a giantess.”

“You—you,” she sputtered. “Go!”

She flung out her arm and Philip reeled back. She glared at him and then, with an exaggerated shrug, he gave his bicycle a push and climbed on, rolled off silently into the night. 
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Holly was on friendly terms with her housemate Chelsea, who was also her landlord, though there were many things about Chelsea that she didn’t understand. There were two bedrooms upstairs, one where Chelsea slept and the other which she used as an office, where she conducted most of her business. Holly lived downstairs with her own bedroom and the kitchen, which Chelsea never used. The basement was rented by a large young man named Wayne who worked night shifts delivering pizzas. He had his own entrance and they rarely saw him, though they found his empty pizza boxes in the trash and often heard him thumping down below. They called him the Troll.

Holly had never seen Chelsea cook anything or rarely even use a dish. When she’d first moved in and Chelsea told her that she would have the kitchen to herself, Holly
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