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For Amanda, who only flies when

she thinks no one is watching.





We are fortunate to live in a world where we are not limited to experiencing only the things we understand. And as for whether things are possible, if they happen, does it matter whether or not they are possible?





  1


a forest

BRUNO OPENED THE BACK door of his family’s new house and stepped into the thickening air of dusk, having no idea he was about to fall in love. He left the flagstone patio and crossed the lawn to a high wall of cypress bordering the backyard. After passing through the hedge, he traversed a grassy alley and climbed two stone steps through another row of trees to the larger rear yard. There a neglected tennis court lay hidden under acorns and leaves, enclosed by more cypress and canopied by tall oaks. A picnic bench languished in the shadow of a tree. Fireflies blinked in the darkening corners.

Bruno went back to the grassy alley. At one end the peak of the garage roof loomed black against the purple sky. In the opposite direction the alley dead-ended in a copse of dogwoods and shrubs. Bruno figured the exact center of this neighborhood block must lie somewhere on the other side of those trees, surrounded by backyards. He walked to the copse, but it was too dense to see anything through it. A small flock of birds rose, whisking the sky, and resettled in the trees past the tennis court.

Cicadas thrummed around him. Bruno carefully stepped into the tangle of greenery and near darkness, and just when he thought there was nothing to find, the overgrown area gave way and he emerged in a clearing.

Bruno found himself on a small square of freshly mown grass, enclosed by solid walls of bushes and trees on all sides. He couldn’t see a roof in any direction. Well-tended clusters of white flowers grew in beds on each side of the clearing. An arched alcove sheltered a small fountain, its laughter echoing quietly off the marble. Turning back, Bruno couldn’t see how he’d made it through the thicket.

The air in this unexpected place smelled of cloves, with a hint of the seashore. Bruno wondered what could be brining the air here, two hours’ drive inland. He felt as though he had been transported to a remote sanctuary. The deep shadows held a chill. 

There was a rustling that sounded too loud to be a bird, and he considered fleeing back into the trees, fearful of being caught trespassing. But before Bruno could move, a man emerged on the far side of the clearing, clad in a battered oilskin mackintosh, a dark work shirt and pants, and well-worn boots. His rugged face made it hard to guess his age; bits of dried leaves clung to his hair and the rake he carried.

“I thought I’d see you soon enough,” the man said. He had a deep voice with a little gravel in it and an accent Bruno guessed was Australian. “How d’you do?”

“You did?” Bruno asked. “Are you our neighbor?”

“No, I don’t live here.”

“Are you the gardener?”

“That’s about right,” the man said, idly hefting the rake. “Are you Bruno, then?”

“How did you know?”

“It’s my job to know. But not many folks come through here, so there aren’t many others it could have been.”

“Why don’t people come through here?”

“Because they don’t know how to find it. It’s tucked in the middle of so many places, but most people don’t even realize it’s here.” With the toe of his boot, the man pushed a loose piece of sod back into place at the edge of a flower bed.

Bruno approached the fountain and read the letters carved into the arch. “Ebentwine?”

“I don’t know who named it. It’s been called that as long as I’ve been here, and I’ve been here a long time.” The gardener reached up to a branch and pulled it down slightly, inspecting it. “Where are you headed?”

It sounded like a suggestion that he be on his way. “Home, I guess.” He turned to go but realized he had lost his bearings.

“Go this way.” The gardener pointed to a hedge on one side.

“Thank you.” Bruno carefully pushed through the hedge, expecting to reach the grassy alley behind his house. Instead he found himself in the far reaches of a lawn behind a house he didn’t recognize. The scent of the clearing was gone, replaced by the more familiar suburban smells of pine trees and grass clippings. The shades of green around him seemed duller, perhaps because of the fading daylight.

Now he was sure he was trespassing. The gardener hadn’t seen him come in; how could he have known which house was Bruno’s? Then again, how had he known Bruno’s name? Bruno turned to go, then stopped.

Music was playing somewhere—a song that tugged at him like a ghost. He scanned the house in front of him, looking for the source. In an open upstairs window, a slender girl stood in profile, pulling a brush through her shiny dark hair. Bruno stepped out from his cover among the trees, mesmerized by the sight. The music was faint, but wavering notes from an electric guitar reached him, and the low voice of a woman. The past and the future fell away.

He didn’t pay much attention to girls usually, and when he did, he only compared them unfavorably with his older sister, Sophia. But now it was as if Bruno were seeing a girl for the first time. The air around her figure seemed to vibrate like heat above asphalt, and everything outside her window went out of focus.

She set her brush down and looked out over the trees. Bruno guessed she was a few years older than he was, and her pale face was more elegant than that of any teenager Bruno had ever seen. The song floated down to him over the wash of guitar, the lyrics unclear. All of it was so unexpected, so otherworldly; Bruno no longer cared that he didn’t quite know where he was. He would have stood there all night watching her.

In the upstairs room, the shadow of another person slid across the ceiling, and the ethereal girl turned away from the window. She moved out of sight, and the spell on Bruno was broken. He became aware of the cicadas in the trees again, and he swatted at an insect by his ear. He waited, but after a minute the chill began to seep through his shirt. Picking through the wall of dark green, he found his way back to the clearing.

The gardener was still there. “Back so soon?”

“That’s not my house,” Bruno said.

“I know.”

“Then why did you . . . I thought you said . . .”

“Come back whenever you like,” the man told him, pointing to another place in the hedges.

“My house is that way?” Bruno couldn’t tell if the nodding man was amused or annoyed. Bruno stepped carefully into the thicket, concerned he would wind up in yet another unknown place. But he emerged in the grassy alley and returned to his own backyard. In his mind he still saw the girl in the window. Who was she? He wondered how he might meet her. It felt like the easiest thing and the hardest thing in the world. He went inside his house.

His brother was calling his name as Bruno climbed the stairs, and the last bit of adventure faded from his mind. He shouted back, “What!”

“What time do we have to be there tomorrow?”

“I don’t know.” Bruno did know, but he liked holding out on his older brother. He went into his bedroom and over to his window. Across the trees the neighboring roof darkened as evening took hold. It was not the same roof he had seen on the other side of that strange little clearing named Ebentwine. Bruno must have gotten turned around; the girl must live on the other side of them.

He sat on his bed and considered the two sealed moving boxes huddled together in the middle of the wood floor. His bare dresser, empty desk, and lamp stood against the far wall.

“What did you say?” his brother called.

“I said I don’t know!” Bruno went down the hall to his brother’s bedroom. Sylvio was sitting at his computer, dressed in gray slacks and a black shirt, his black hair parted as if with a knife. Bruno wondered why he went to all that trouble when he hadn’t left the house all day.

“We’d better find out.”

Bruno pushed his hands down in his jeans pockets and looked around his brother’s room. After only two weeks it already looked as though he had been living there for years. Three walls were covered with the same posters and clippings that had decorated Sylvio’s room in their old house. Dozens of wine crates were stacked on their sides against the fourth wall to make shelves that crowded the ceiling. All the same books, CDs, and notebooks were there. Bruno recognized the gloomy song that was playing on Sylvio’s computer, though he didn’t know its name or the name of the band. He wondered if Sylvio knew the song he had just heard in the beautiful girl’s backyard, but there was no way he’d be able to describe it. “Do we have to make dinner?”

“Probably. They’re out meeting people from the new parish. They didn’t say when they’d be back.”

Bruno wandered out into the hall. He had acclimated quickly to the dimensions of the new house. It was bigger than their last house, but older. The first bedroom at the top of the stairs had been put together as a guest room, which pained him a little, because it would have been their older sister’s. But Sophia was off at college, and even farther, studying abroad. She had left for Argentina before she’d even had the chance to see this house. She wouldn’t set foot in Whiterose until Christmas.

Later, Sylvio teased him as they ate the omelets Bruno had made. “So, are you going to start mowing all the lawns and walking all the dogs here, too?”

“Maybe. Who knows, maybe someone else has all the jobs already.”

“I hope not; what would you do with all your time? Are you curious about high school?”

“Not really. Maybe a little.”

“It sounds like Suburban is a lot bigger than Franklin High.”

“That’s not saying much.”

“True. I may not see you very much at school. I remember when I was a first year and Sophia was a senior, we saw each other all the time. She kind of looked out for me. It’s probably not going to be like that here.”

“That’s okay.”

“Have you decided what you’re going to wear?”

His brother was serious. “I haven’t even thought about it.”

“You kill me, you know that? It’s the first impression you’re going to make on everybody! You can’t do that over.”

“What are you going to wear?” Bruno already knew.

“White shirt, polka dot tie, black sweater vest, black velvet trousers. I know I’m breaking the rule, wearing velvet when it’s not between Thanksgiving and New Year’s. But this is a special occasion.”

“And when you go out dancing.”

“What?”

“You wear velvet when you go out dancing.”

“Oh, yeah. But I don’t know if there’s anything like that around here. I had to drive forty minutes to get to Hermetica. Who knows; here I might have to drive a couple hours to find a club like that. I don’t want to think about it.”

Bruno thought only that his brother was going to be warm in velvet pants. The garage door motor churned on the other side of the mudroom door, and in a minute their parents came in.

“Oh, good, you ate!” Mr. Perilunas kissed them. “We met some really lovely people tonight. I think this new parish is going to be fantastic.”

“Mom, what time do we have to be at school tomorrow?” Sylvio asked.

Seven forty-five, Bruno thought.

“Seven forty-five,” his mother said. “You must be so excited!”

After dinner, Bruno studied himself in the mirror in the upstairs bathroom. The edges of his sweatshirt were frayed, and his wavy brown hair bristled on his forehead as though he had toweled it dry and forgotten about it, which he had. He went back to his room and sat on the edge of his bed. Out the window the roof of the house next door was barely visible in the night sky. He went to the lonely moving boxes and pulled up the packing tape. He dug out a big burgundy book with Maps of the World written in gold on the spine and went back to his bed.

He opened the book at random, confident the cities he found would be familiar. “Pardubice,” he said carefully, sounding out the letters on the map. He knew the names on these maps by sight, but not by sound. This was his favorite book, but during the move a different map had captured his attention: the full-scale one, where one mile equals one mile. His family had pulled up their pin from a place Bruno knew as well as the lines on his hand, and pushed it down again in a new place. He knew this new place decently well already—he had studied its map obsessively from the moment he had learned about the move—but the streets and corners of Whiterose waited for him to walk them or see them from a car window. There was a particular pleasure in proving a map right by going there in person, and that anticipated pleasure outweighed any sadness Bruno had felt about what he was leaving behind. He was ready for the next thing.

 

“WELL, YOU LOOK ALL RIGHT, I guess,” Sylvio said the next morning. Bruno looked down at his jeans and striped polo. He only felt self-conscious when his brother looked at him. But then, Bruno always thought Sylvio looked as if he was dressing for the movie he hoped to be cast in someday. “You ready?”

They went out to the garage and got into the old black car that had been purchased after forty-five minutes of negotiations between Bruno’s brother and his father in a sales lot the previous week. Bruno liked the car. With rounded surfaces that would have been more sharply angled on a new car, it had the look some older cars do, as though it enjoyed its job of driving. Sylvio plugged his music player into the new stereo in the dashboard, and they coasted down the driveway.

His brother sang along with the opening lines of “Fascination Street.” He looked over at Bruno. “You like this one, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Bruno said.

“You know who it is, right?”

“Um, no,” Bruno said, thinking, The Cure.

“C’mon—you do! The Cure!”

“Right,” Bruno said. He was paying more attention to the world outside his window. He knew their street, populated by large houses with large lawns to keep them apart. He didn’t see the house from the night before. Where is it? How did I wind up somewhere else? The first day of school might have intrigued him more if the girl he had glimpsed wasn’t still vivid in his mind. There was nothing to be done about it now. He knew the next two turns, and then he mentally unfolded his map, predicting the street names and confirming them on the corner posts when they passed. “Why’d you go this way?” he asked when his brother turned.

“What do you mean?”

“You could have stayed straight and turned on King Street, and saved about half a mile.”

“God, I forget how freaky you are,” Sylvio muttered. “I can get there this way, though, can’t I?”

“Sure,” Bruno said. He watched Sylvio for a moment. “You’re nervous.”

“Yes, I am. You’re not the one who’s going to stick out like a sore thumb. I know it’s a bigger school, but what if people don’t really get my style here? At Franklin everyone was used to me. It could be a lot harder here.”

“I like the stuff you like,” Bruno said.

“No you don’t, not really. But I’m glad to know that if I get pasted in the parking lot, you’ll step in and get pasted with me.” Sylvio grinned.

“I didn’t say I would do that.” Bruno grinned back at him. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. There might even be some people like you.”

As they approached Suburban High School, Bruno stared out the window at the imposing building that sprawled like a set of massive building blocks dumped out on the lawn. He was confused; something didn’t match the pictures and plans of Suburban he’d seen on the Internet. “That wing is new,” he said, pointing out the window.

“How do you know?” Sylvio’s “Oh . . .” made it clear he had answered his own question.

Sylvio found a parking space. The morning was bright and clear, and the white noise of hundreds of kids filled the air like ocean spray. The brothers got out of the car and looked at each other over the roof. “You ready?”

“Sure.” They were about to head toward the building when Sylvio stopped. Bruno followed his brother’s stare to a black sedan rolling sedately through the parking lot. It made a graceful arc into a space and stopped. Three doors opened, and out stepped two girls and a boy.

“They look like you,” Bruno said, but his brother actually shushed him.

The girl who had driven wore a fitted black dress covered with tiny white polka dots. Her razor-sharp black bob shone like vinyl in the sunlight.

“Is she wearing driving gloves?” Bruno asked.

“Just shut up,” Sylvio hissed.

The boy wore a light-gray suit with a gray shirt and a black vest. He pushed his curls back from his forehead, and what looked like the cross of a rosary on a beaded chain escaped from his shirt cuff. The second girl towered over the other two. She wore a charcoal suede skirt and a black sleeveless turtleneck, and her long, straight hair fell halfway down her back.

The three of them turned toward the building and caught sight of Bruno and Sylvio. As if someone had given an unheard command, they all stopped. They carefully bent their heads together to converse. Then the three strangers walked deliberately toward them. They reminded Bruno of slow-moving runway models, or one pack of lions approaching another on a wildlife television show.

“Hello,” the boy said to Sylvio. “Are you new?”

“Yeah,” Bruno’s brother said. “We just moved here.”

“I’m Marco.” The boy extended his hand, and they shook.

“I’m Silver.”

“Silver?”

“Well, my real name is Sylvio, but I’ve always gone by Silver.” Bruno’s brother looked at him for reinforcement, and Bruno remembered how desperately Sylvio had tried to get that nickname to stick in his old school. He nodded, wondering whether Sylvio would be any more successful here.

“Nice to meet you. This is Regine.” Marco presented the girl in the polka dot dress, who smiled at Sylvio while her eyes devoured him. “And this is Celia.”

“This is my brother, Bruno.” Everyone shook hands, and Bruno felt like the sore thumb on a hand of elegant fingers. When it came time for him to shake hands with Celia, his discomfort became more acute. Her long, dark hair was shiny and impossibly straight. Her eyes were green and her skin was fair and smooth. She was almost a foot taller than Bruno in her heels. She smiled politely at him, and he was struck dumb—because Bruno was sure this was the girl he had seen in the window of the house next door—somewhere—the night before. In the darkness beneath her window he had found her captivating. Standing in front of her now, he was transfixed. Once again the rest of the world was a blur, and she was the only person he saw clearly.

“What year are you?” she was asking him.

“First year,” he mumbled.

“I’m a junior. I can tell you all about this place.” Celia smiled. “Do you need help finding your homeroom?”

Bruno had effortlessly memorized the floor plan of Suburban High and was sure he could find every room in the school, except those in the new wing. He had acquainted himself with the stairwells, the bathrooms, the cafeteria, the auditorium, the pool—even the janitor’s closets—before he had packed his boxes to move. He looked up at Celia.

“Yes.”

“Last year when I was new, Regine walked me to my homeroom,” Celia said when they had parted with the other three in the lobby. Regine had volunteered to help Sylvio find his way, leaving Marco to smirk and watch them all go. “I had just met Marco and their other friends in the parking lot, like we did today. I was so nervous.”

Bruno looked at her as they walked up the stairs. He waited for her to say more, but she didn’t. He realized she was comfortable with silence, and if Bruno could have taken his heart out of his chest and handed it to her, he would have done it right there in the stairwell. She stopped for a moment on the landing between floors and pointed out the window. “These are my favorite trees. In another month they’ll turn an amazing golden color.” He looked out the window and then back at her. She carried a black bound sketchbook in one arm.

“So, are you into the same things as your brother?”

“Some things,” Bruno said. “I like a lot of the music he likes.”

“Really? That’s great. But you don’t dress like he does.”

“No. I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay!” She laughed, and it was like a bell ringing. “You may not believe this, but a year ago I didn’t have the first clue about style, or music, or anything, really.”

“No, I don’t believe it.” Bruno couldn’t imagine Celia in any other clothes. His brother’s outfits always seemed affected, but Celia was something altogether different—sophisticated, effortless, beautiful.

An older boy passed them on the stairwell and said, “Hi, Celia.” She gave him half a smile but didn’t reply. She murmured to Bruno, “I don’t think I’ve ever spoken to that guy.” 

In the first year hall Celia helped Bruno look through the lists posted by each of the homerooms. On the third one they found his name. “Well, here you are,” she said. “God, I remember how petrified I was to walk in there!” She peered into the room, and pushed her hair back from her temple, flashing her delicate wrist. She turned back to him and saw he had been watching her. “Are you going to be okay?”

“Sure,” Bruno said. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Where do you live?”

“Over on the east side, on Market Street,” she said.

“Oh.”

“Why do you ask?”

“I just . . . like to know where people live,” he fumbled. “I like maps.”

“You’re funny.” Celia smiled. For a few seconds she studied him, searching his face in an exquisite, terrifying way that made him feel she hadn’t looked at him completely before then. “Maybe I’ll see you at lunch. Good luck!”

“Thanks.” Bruno watched her glide slowly down the hall. It was easy to keep her in sight even as she neared the far end. He turned and tried to walk into his homeroom with the same grace. In his beat-up sneakers he knew he wasn’t pulling it off.

He sat down at the first free desk he saw, pondering what Celia had just told him. Bruno knew where Market Street was, and that had to be at least four miles away from his house. Was he mistaken? The girl in the window next door had looked exactly like Celia. He was sure he had seen her. It didn’t make sense.

No matter. Before that day, Bruno would have scoffed at the idea of love at first sight. Now only one thing mattered: figuring out how, in less than twenty-four hours, he had fallen helplessly in love with two identical girls who lived on opposite sides of this new town.

 

BRUNO TOOK HIS TIME getting to his next class, looking in each doorway, examining the spaces that corresponded to the room numbers he already knew from the plan of Suburban High, half hoping he might catch a glimpse of Celia in one of them. He reached the intersection of the science wing and the main hall and noticed a girl stopped in the middle of cross traffic, studying her schedule. She looked in one direction and then the other, the ringlets in her blond ponytail flicking back and forth. Bruno thought she was a second or two away from tears.

“Where do you need to go?” he asked her.

“Um, two fifty-seven,” she said. Her eyes were round and startled.

“Down there. It’s the last door on the left.” He pointed.

“Thank you!” She gave him a relieved smile as she rushed away.

High school was going to be a lot like eighth grade, he thought. Sit down and think about whatever it was the teacher wanted him to think about. Fifty minutes later, get up, go somewhere else, and think about something else. He liked the way his knowledge accumulated like water dripping in caves, gradually leaving long spikes of mineral deposits behind, hanging from the ceiling or rising from the floor, sometimes even meeting in the middle to make a column. Bruno couldn’t think of any better use of his time. He didn’t care much for making friends. If someone was nice to him, he was nice back. If someone was mean, he ignored them. A few times Bruno had surprised his middle school peers by stepping in to stop a fight. When it was over, he had walked away and put it out of his mind.

All morning Bruno thought about Celia. He had admired girls once or twice before, but he never had been entranced by one before. The dark style Sylvio liked, which to Bruno had seemed like some kind of pretend dress-up, Celia made seem natural. And she was beautiful—it always came back to that. Bruno felt like a fool, daydreaming about her, but he liked it.

At lunchtime he looked for her in the cafeteria, but it was Marco who stood up and waved across the room at him.

“Hey, Bruno! How’s it going?”

“Good,” Bruno said, setting his things down next to Marco. He was surprised to be acknowledged, much less called over.

“Go get food. I’ll be here.”

“Is Celia coming?”

“Um, I don’t think she has lunch this period.” Marco looked curiously at him. When Bruno returned with his lunch, Marco said, “I was sitting here with Brenden on the first day last year when Celia came in. I remember thinking she had no idea how beautiful she was. We kind of interrogated her, but she didn’t seem to mind.” Marco looked into the distance. “It seems so long ago. So much has changed. Our group used to be six, but three of them graduated, and they’re all off at Metropolitan this year. And things were really crazy for a while when one of Celia’s other friends died.”

“Someone died here last year?”

“Yeah, she drowned in the pool. When we walked in here this morning I could still feel a sadness hanging around this place. Celia doesn’t really talk about it. I wonder how she feels.” Marco fell silent for a moment, and Bruno waited. “I remember at that first lunch we asked her for her favorite opening line of a song.”

“Why did you do that?”

“We have those conversations a lot,” Marco said. “Best cover version. Best black-and-white music video. This morning in the car we were listing our favorite couplets—you know, two lines from a song. 

“When did they build the new wing?”

“The technology wing? This summer. They built the pool the year before last. This place was big and sprawling enough as it was, and now it’s kind of ridiculous,” Marco said. “Have you had any classes in the new wing yet?”

“No.”

“There’s a mosaic that last year’s senior class donated. Celia designed it. Check it out when you go over there.”

“Oh, okay.” Bruno tried to look nonchalant.

“I know you have a total insta-crush on her.” Marco grinned at him. “It was kind of obvious this morning.” He saw the alarm on Bruno’s face. “Don’t worry! To start with, you have excellent taste. Even I’ve had a crush on her. I should tell you, though, she has a boyfriend.”

“Oh, sure.” The news was like a heavy door slamming. Of course she’s taken.

“Tomasi. He’s a senior at St. Dymphna’s. I don’t know him too well, but he’s a good guy. And they’re serious. Anyway, I just thought I should tell you. Might make it easier for you to let it go.”

“Well, thanks,” Bruno said.

“But she’s one of the nicest people you’ll ever meet,” Marco continued. “So don’t let a little crush stop you from getting to be friends with her.”

“Why did you say even you had a crush on her?”

“Because I’m as queer as a Lewis Carroll story.” Marco grinned at him. “My boyfriend, Brenden, was a senior here last year. He’s at Metropolitan now. He only left a week ago, and I’m already jonesing for him. I’m going to visit in two weeks.”

“That’s cool. Do you have a picture of him?”

“I do!” Marco was thrilled to pull out his phone, and Bruno studied the photo carefully. “He reminds me of someone . . . I feel like I’ve seen a picture . . .”

“Maybe the Smiths? He looks a lot like the lead singer, Morrissey.”

“Oh, yeah. My brother has a couple of his albums.”

“Smiths, or his solo stuff?”

“Solo, I think.”

“I’m not surprised Silver likes him, though the Smiths albums are even better than Morrissey’s solo albums. So, what’s your brother’s deal, anyway? I mean, the way he dresses, he looks like he listens to the same music we do.”

“Probably. But he didn’t have any friends at our old school who liked that stuff. He went to a dance club every weekend, but it was thirty miles away.”

“There’s a great club here. Would you be into that scene, the music and everything?”

“I hear a lot of stuff he plays, and I like some of it. I don’t look like it, though, do I?” Bruno said.

“Look like what?”

“Like you guys.” Bruno wondered why that mattered to him, all of a sudden.

“Well, that’s up to you. I have a feeling Regine will have sucked Silver into our group before the end of the day, judging from the way they hit it off this morning. All last year she was hung up on our friend Ivo—he’s at Metropolitan this year, too—and I would have said she still hadn’t gotten over him completely, until the moment she laid eyes on your brother in the parking lot.” Marco chuckled. “Anyway, we tend to get a little serious with our clothes and our music and stuff. But it doesn’t mean you have to.”

“Okay.” Bruno wondered what it would be like to take such things seriously.

“I kind of made it sound like we’re a cult, didn’t I? We’re just friends who like the same things. If it turns out you do, too, well, we’re not going anywhere—at least, not for a year. Don’t take this personally, but if I could, I would leave now. I’m basically just waiting for this year to be over so I can go to Metropolitan and be with Brenden again. I’m almost finished with my application already.”

Bruno looked aimlessly around the cafeteria, but he was thinking of the girl in the window from last night. If he had to get over his crush on Celia, how fortunate that there was another girl, who looked exactly like Celia, to whom he could devote his feelings. Bruno turned back and caught Marco studying him. “Well, maybe I could make you a shirt while you’re thinking about it,” he said.

 

BRUNO WENT TO HIS web design class, stopping on the way to check out the mosaic Celia had designed. It was pretty much what he had expected: a rectangular cobblestone patch from which kids in mortarboards, open books, and computers emerged. He imagined Celia laboring over the design in her sketchbook.

The computer lab was stark, with rows of laptops cabled to long tables and whiteboards on every wall, but Bruno’s attention was caught by the teacher, who had wheeled around, obviously startled by his presence. Statuesque and imposing, her long wavy hair pulled loosely back, she wore a wide-legged pantsuit and a fitted blouse. “You surprised me!” Her deep voice was either nervous or defensive.

“I’m sorry . . . Is the web design class now?” He pulled his schedule out of his pocket.

“What’s your name?” She took up her class list.

“Bruno Perilunas.”

She located what he assumed was his name and put a mark next to it. A few other students arrived, and the tension dissipated. “Sit wherever you like.”

The teacher wrote her name on one of the boards and started the class. “I’m Ms. Moreletii. One t. Two i’s, but only pronounce one of them. All right.” She left the board and walked the aisles like a general reviewing her troops. “This is not a keyboarding class. This is not a class to learn to make cute presentations, or desktop publish, or create spreadsheets. You should have been doing all that since third grade or earlier, and if you haven’t, God help you, but I’m not here to teach it to you. This is a programming class.” Ms. Moreletii stopped at the end of a row and turned to face the table where Bruno sat among his classmates. “You are going to learn web design. Sometimes we will use software that does the programming for us, but we also will be digging into the code and editing it directly. This class is an elective, but don’t be fooled—it will not be easy.

“Because some of you may not have realized what you signed up for, I have a two-week grace period during which you can drop this class. Okay, your login ID is your first initial and the first seven letters of your last name. If your last name has six letters, use the first two letters of your first name, and so on. Your initial password is Suburban with a capital S, and you will be asked to change it the first time you log in.” The class hesitated, and a hint of impatience crept into Ms. Moreletii’s voice. “Well, go ahead!”

Bruno logged in, wondering whether he had made the right decision to take this class. Welcome to high school, he thought.

 

WHEN BRUNO MADE IT down to the lobby at the end of the day, he found his brother with the three kindred spirits. Celia smiled at Bruno, and he wondered whether Marco had told her anything about their conversation at lunch. “How was your day?” she asked Bruno.

“It was good. How was yours?”

“It was good, thanks,” she said. She turned to talk to Marco, and Bruno waited patiently for his brother, who did not seem to have any sense of urgency about ending his conversation with Regine. Once again Bruno felt conspicuously out of place standing so close to this glamorous group of people. Sylvio managed to look as though he had known them for years. Bruno hung back from the four of them, but then something inside him rebelled and he stepped forward.

“This might be the best day of my life, and I never would have guessed it,” Sylvio said when they were finally in the car. “How’d you do?”

“Fine. They’re nice.”

“They are! And they’re so cool, too! I can’t believe it.” 

Sylvio gleefully tapped the steering wheel in time to the music. “Marco said he had lunch with you?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m having a hard time picturing that.”

“Did you get her phone number?”

“Who, Regine? Yes. She told me about a nightclub they go to on Fridays, Diaboliques. It sounds pretty awesome. Actually, I kind of wish we had moved here last year. She told me about three of their friends who were seniors last year. I guess they’re all at Metropolitan now: a brother and sister, Ivo and Liz, and another guy, Marco’s boyfriend. I forget his name . . .”

Brenden, Bruno said under his breath.

“The six of them call themselves the Rosary, and they did everything together. It must have been amazing. I guess I’m the newest member.”

Bruno was a little stung that Sylvio already had placed himself with these intriguing new people. Sylvio’s greatest wish had come true on their first day at Suburban.

“We’re going to do what they did last year. Starting tomorrow we’ll drive to Regine’s house on the way to school, and then we’ll make the rounds to pick up Celia and Marco so we can all arrive at school together. I’m so glad I got a black car!”

Bruno looked out the window, counting down the blocks until they got home.

 

WHEN THEY ARRIVED HOME, Bruno dropped his things and went back out the front door. He turned in the direction of the house next door—the house whose backyard he guessed he had visited the night before, even though from the front it looked nothing like that one. If that other girl—Celia’s double—wasn’t in this house, she had to live in one of the houses on his block, so he would work his way around until he found it. Bruno had intended to make the rounds in the neighborhood to offer his services, so he had an excuse to conduct his investigation. 

This lawn was flat with only a few bushes. It would be an easy job to mow it, if they needed someone. The metal knocker sounded deep and important against the heavy wood door. Bruno stepped back and put his hands in his pockets and then pulled them out as a woman answered. She looked older than his parents, but not as old as his grandparents. Her curly hair was brown and gray, and in her long denim skirt and nubby sweater she reminded Bruno of a kindergarten teacher.

She gave him a friendly, curious smile. “Hello. Can I help you?”

“Hello, ma’am. My name is Bruno. My family moved in next door.” Bruno motioned vaguely in the direction of his house.

“Oh, hello! It’s nice to meet you, Bruno. I’m Alice Stein. I met your parents a couple of weeks ago when we were out walking. We’ve been meaning to invite you over for dinner.” Alice turned when another woman came into view behind her. “Gertrude, this is Bruno—is it Perilunas?” She turned back to Bruno for confirmation, and he nodded.

“It’s nice to meet you! I’m Gertrude Toklas.” She extended her hand and Bruno shook it.

“I just wanted to let you know, I mowed lawns and walked dogs for people where we used to live, in case you need anything like that.”

“You know, we might.” Gertrude looked at Alice, who nodded. “We go out of town sometimes, and it’d be nice to have someone to bring in the mail and water the plants.”

“Actually, I wouldn’t mind having a break from mowing the lawn, too,” Alice said. “Do you shovel walks when it snows?”

Bruno nodded. “We have a snowblower.”

“Well, I think we definitely will be able to make use of your services. What are your rates?”

“For the lawn, the first time is free, and then I can give you a fair price.”

The women raised their eyebrows at each other. “Very impressive. You are quite the businessman,” Alice said. “I was going to mow the lawn this weekend. Would you like to do it?”

“Sure,” Bruno said. “Do you mind if I take a quick look in the backyard?”

“Go right ahead. It’s nice to meet you!” The women closed the door, and Bruno went off around the house.

There was a gazebo and a vegetable patch. No rock garden. The dense brush along the back side of the yard probably hid the Ebentwine clearing, but when Bruno looked up at the back of the house, there was no question: The windows were the wrong size, and in completely different places, and they had no shutters. This most definitely was not the yard in which Bruno had trespassed the night before. 

He worked his way around the block and picked up two more yard jobs, but none of the other houses looked anything like the green-shuttered house in which he had seen the transfixing girl who looked so much like the transfixing Celia.

He returned to his own backyard and was heading through the hedgerow into the grassy alley when his mother poked her head out the back door. “There you are! Dinner will be ready in a little. Would you be a love and set the table?”

After dinner Sylvio got on the phone, and Bruno was sure he was talking to Regine. Ignoring his conscience, Bruno picked up a cordless extension, placed his thumb over the microphone, and carried it down the hall behind his back. He leaned around Sylvio’s door frame to look in and said, “Are you on the phone?” When his brother angrily pulled his cordless away from his ear to snap that wasn’t it obvious he was on the phone, Bruno turned on the phone behind his back. Feigning exasperation, he backed away from the door and retreated to his room to listen in.

“Tell me more about the Rosary,” Sylvio was saying.

“Oh, it’s the only thing that’s kept me alive for the last three years,” Regine said breathily. “My first year, I remember noticing Ivo and Liz immediately. Especially Ivo, because he was the first one who really started dressing the part and everything. I remember feeling so cool when they spoke to me—you remember your first year, when you felt lucky if anyone from the upper classes paid any attention to you? Bruno must have felt that way when we talked to him today. Marco didn’t transfer in until the next year, so to start it was just the four of us. I don’t remember how Ivo and Brenden met. The first year we were kind of in our own world, until Brenden got his license and we went to Diaboliques the first time, and then it all clicked.” Regine’s voice sounded dreamy and wistful. “By Halloween everything was in place. We were dressing up every day, and people started to recognize us the way they do now. The next year Marco got here, and he and Brenden started dating almost immediately. Then Celia joined us last year.”

“How did you come up with the name?”

“It was Ivo’s idea. And then we all wore rosaries for a while, which was funny since none of us is really religious.”

“I thought it might have something to do with the Jesus and Mary Chain or something.”

“Oh, I like that band! But no, not really, though I can see how it fits. Last year Marco made us the bracelets for First Night, and now that’s our symbol.”

“Do you think he’d make me one?”

“See, I don’t know . . . The Rosary is a special group of people—it still is. Three of them are at Metropolitan now. I don’t know if I have the right to say that you should join the group if three of the founding members haven’t even met you.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Sylvio said, trying not to sound disappointed.

“You’ll meet them soon. I’m pretty sure they’ll be back for fall break, and they’ll definitely come back for Halloween. They’ll like you—I’m positive.” Regine was silent for a moment. When she spoke again it was clear she was trying to be as encouraging as she could. “I have no doubt when they meet you they’ll be totally fine with making you a member. I already talked to Ivo today and told him all about you.”

“You did?”

“Of course. So, who’s your favorite band?” Regine asked.

“I don’t know if I have one. The Cure, maybe.”

“That’s a good choice.”

“But I love so much music, and a lot more obscure things than the Cure. Do you like Ikon?”

“Yes! Patrick plays them all the time. Do you like Faith and the Muse?”

“‘Shattered in Aspect’ is a great song. Do you like Ghost Dance?” Sylvio asked.

“I don’t know that song.”

“Oh, no, it’s a band.”

“I—I don’t think I’ve heard them.”

“They’re older. Most of their songs have never been released on CD, but they’re really good. I’ll make a disc for you.” Bruno detected his brother’s pleasure in knowing some music Regine didn’t.

Bruno carefully put down the phone. He went downstairs, out into the backyard, and through the hedgerow. At the end of the grassy alley he passed through the trees and reached the strange clearing with the fountain marked EBENTWINE. Again the air was oddly perfumed with spice and brine, and the surrounding town might have vanished from beyond the perimeter. The gardener was there, working on one of the flower beds.

“Hello again.”

“Hello.” Bruno inhaled the different air. He half expected to hear the distant cry of a gull.

“Are you going to see her?”

“See who?”

“The one of whom you’re so fond. What’s her name?”

“I don’t know.”

“I thought you did.”

“Do you know who that girl is, who lives in that house you sent me to?”

“I haven’t met her, but I thought you did today.”

“Do you mean Celia?” The gardener nodded. “It’s not Celia.”

The man laughed. “Of course it is.” He lifted a plant from a wheelbarrow and set it into the hole he had dug.

“But it can’t be. She told me she lives on Market Street, and that’s at least four miles away.” Confusion fuzzed around the edges of Bruno’s brain.

“That’s right. And you’re almost there.”

“To Market Street? That can’t be right. It’s all the way—” Bruno raised his arm, but he wasn’t sure in which direction to point. His head felt light.

“No, no, her house is right through that hedge, just as it was last night. You can’t stay here, so you’d better go see.” The gardener moved to one side of the clearing and beckoned for Bruno to follow. Bruno went through the hedges, and when he reached the other side, he paused, waiting for his head to clear. He looked up at the window, and there she was.

She stood in profile, brushing her long, straight hair. She turned and looked out at the night sky, and there was no doubt. There had never been any doubt. It was Celia, even though Bruno had no idea how he had reached her backyard having barely left his own. There were mysteries to ponder, but for the moment he didn’t care. He marveled at this perfect girl who stood in the open window above his head. The same ethereal song that had been playing the night before drifted down to him, but Bruno still couldn’t hear the singer’s words.

Once again Bruno felt the pull to her, and he wondered if this was what the moon felt, gazing on the earth. He was rooted in his spot, ready to stare up at Celia all night, when the back door of the house opened and an older woman came out into the yard, a phone to her ear. “Okay, I can talk now. I didn’t want her to walk in on me,” she said, and Bruno leapt back through the hedge.

The gardener looked disappointed. “That’s it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I thought maybe you’d visit her for a while.”

“How is it possible . . . I don’t understand . . .”

“We are fortunate to live in a world where we are not limited to experiencing only the things we understand.” The man’s eyes were serious, and he spoke to Bruno like a child. “And as for whether things are possible, if they happen, does it matter whether or not they are possible?”

“I need to go home,” Bruno said. 

“All right then. It’s just back that way.” The gardener gestured, and Bruno ran in that direction, brushing past trees and hedges. The next thing he knew, he was pulling up short in front of his garage. The lights from his house waited on the other side of the hedge. 


  What just happened?
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dance along the edge

THE NEXT MORNING, SYLVIO drove them to Regine’s house and then they followed her car. Bruno’s heart beat faster when they turned onto Market Street. They stopped in front of a house that had the same white siding and evergreen trees he had seen from behind for the past two nights, and Celia emerged. She waved at Sylvio and Bruno and got into Regine’s passenger seat. They continued on to pick up Marco at his house before proceeding to school.

Bruno felt like a stowaway in a funeral procession. He had worn the only pair of dress pants he owned and a button-down shirt, but in the mirror he had looked rumpled and uncomfortable. When the five of them walked into school, Bruno fell back, watching Celia from behind. In twenty-four hours he had fallen in love twice. At least he knew now it had been with the same girl.

Celia looked around to see if he was there. She gave him the hint of a smile, then turned back. For the rest of the walk into school he studied the texture of her moss-green crushed-velvet jacket. She chatted with Marco, who looked like a proper companion for her. In the lobby she told Bruno, “You look nice,” and he almost felt worse.

He thought about Celia all morning and wondered about her boyfriend, Tomasi. Sitting in geography class, he tried to guess what Tomasi looked like. Bruno supposed he must be tall, since Celia was tall
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