
Two Sisters

by

Jeffrey Anderson

––––––––

Copyright 2015 by Jeffrey Anderson

Smashwords Edition

––––––––

This story is a work of fiction.

Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

An Ending

Floating and Sinking

Smoking

Period Piece

The Ring

Driving Lessons

Debutante Ball

Sisters’ Weekend

Debutante Ball, Again

Shawnituck Island

A Beginning

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

An Ending


[image: image]


“No, no, no, Leah,” Brooke said in rebuke. Then her expression softened. “Let me show you.”

Leah wondered how many times she’d received exactly those words with exactly that combination of looks—reprimand immediately followed by cajoling—from her sister over the years. For some reason, today’s rendition recalled a long ago exchange in their brother’s treehouse in the backyard, preparing an afternoon tea for some imagined guests.

Matt had one day without word or warning abandoned that formerly zealously guarded treehouse in favor of long stints in his bedroom with the door closed and the blinds drawn in what Leah at the time had assumed to be some mystical communion with the gods of his adolescent reverie but now understood to have been masturbatory rhapsody, perhaps even that early with images of the boys from his gym class mixing with the air-brushed pictures of women in the well-thumbed pages of the Penthouse magazine he’d got from Joey Hanson down the street. It was Brooke, of course, who had set her straight on this point years later when in one of their rare discussions (as opposed to exasperated complaints) about their brother she had said, “It’s a wonder he didn’t yank that little thing off in all those hours alone in his room” and Leah had been naïve enough to tilt her head in puzzlement, prompting one more rolling of the eyes from her older (only two years on the calendar) and infinitely wiser sister.

At the treehouse tea preparations Brooke handed Leah the plastic plates and silverware from the canvas tote she’d dragged up the rope ladder; and Leah set them out on the square of plywood balanced atop the milk crate and covered with a floral cloth. They’d cut the tablecloth along with matching napkins from some curtains Momma had tossed in the trash. Brooke had taped the hems, using a whole roll of masking tape, and Leah ironed each piece with her play iron—the batteries actually warmed the aluminum face—on her play ironing board set off in the utility room end of the treehouse.

“No, no, no, Leah” Brooke had said as Leah carefully set the knife and spoon on the right side of the each plate, the fork on the left, in the manner she’d learned from Momma and duplicated countless times in her designated duty of setting the table for Sunday dinner each week after church. “Let me show you,” Brooke said then picked up the fork and set it on the right side of the plate, moving the knife and spoon to the opposite side.

Leah stared at this new arrangement with wide eyes—big and brown to her sister’s somewhat smaller and more closely set gray—and her mouth open. She’d not challenge her sister with the obvious and reliable But that’s not how Momma does it that she would’ve used on anyone else if they’d tried something so outrageous. She just stared and waited for the explanation that was always forthcoming and would always be right.

“What hand do you use to hold your fork?” Brooke asked in her big sisterly gaze of authority that Leah never saw anywhere else and that Brooke offered to no one else.

Leah held up her right hand.

“And what piece of silverware do you use to eat with?”

Leah pointed to the fork.

“Then what is the most logical place for the fork?”

Leah pointed to the right-hand side of the plastic plate with her right hand, where Brooke had already set the plastic fork.

“Doesn’t that make so much more sense, Leah?” Brooke said as she proceeded to reverse the silverware placement at the other three settings.

Leah didn’t respond, at least not audibly. But within herself she issued a silent affirmation. Yes, it did make sense coming from Brooke. It always made sense. She couldn’t resist.

“Now let me show you, Leah,” the grown up Brooke spoke into the lounge’s mirror as she slid the white satin waist sash from her wedding gown’s thin loops and raised it so that it crossed higher on her torso, up under her breasts encased in the lace bodice, freeing the lower part of the gown to hang loosely over her belly. Brooke handed the loose sash to Leah standing behind her. “Now tie it in a pretty bow so that the ends are the same."

Leah did as directed, adjusting the bow so that the trailing sash ends were exactly equal and fell naturally into the dress’s lower pleats.

“See!” Brooke said, gazing with satisfaction at the modification in the full-length mirror, the beautiful bride she’d long hoped to be now staring back at her in the mirror.

And Leah did see, not only her sister the bride reflected in the mirror but also all the way back to the start of their lives inextricably twined together, tighter even than that sash’s knot.
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The morning unfolded with a soundless grace and beauty, like a flower greeting the day, like one of the vibrant daylilies in Momma’s garden that was closed tight at dawn but slowly, resolutely, and silently unfurled the arms of its petals to welcome the sun, embrace it, be embraced in return. By ten it was already hot.

Brooke was in charge. She filled her Barbie thermos with lemonade, made two peanut butter sandwiches and cut off the crust, feeding those scraps to Roscoe their Boston terrier who was already way too fat, and wrapped the sandwiches in wax paper and set them in the lunch box. Then she loaded the wood-sided wagon—another hand-me-down from the aged-out Matt, off somewhere playing Army with the other neighborhood ruffians—with their lunch and two beach towels and a tube for Leah and a raft for her, both deflated and stored in tight rolls and tied with a piece of twine by their father. Then she rolled the wagon out of the garage and into that blazing sun.

Leah watched from the garage’s shadows in her shorts and T-shirt covering her bathing suit.

“Come on, Lee!” Brooke yelled soundlessly from the glare of the day outside. She had on her Barbie sunglasses—pink rims with dark green plastic lenses looking like big black holes where her eyes used to be.

Leah held on in the garage’s cool shade.

Brooke shook her head, her brown hair swaying back and forth in a slow motion wave that clearly brought her pleasure even as she tried to register annoyance, then dragged the wagon back into the garage. “The sun won’t hurt you, Leah,” Brooke said deliberately.

It wasn’t the sun Leah feared.

Brooke sighed then took a minute to rearrange the supplies in the wagon. She slid the lunchbox and inflatables to the front and used the towels to pad the wagon’s sides and back. She then pointed at the space she’d opened in the wagon’s bottom.

Though Leah was too old to be dragged around in a wagon, the spot looked good and safe to her. She sat down with inordinate grace and care, crossed her legs and leaned back against the towel-padded rail. She smiled up at Brooke.

Brooke couldn’t help but smile back. Then she held up a finger, ran into the house, and came back with Momma’s broad-brimmed straw hat, the one with the pink ribbon as a sash. She set the bonnet on Leah’s head. It was too big and fell low on her forehead. Brooke squatted beside the wagon. She could still see her sister’s eyes beneath the hat’s rim, and those eyes glowed big and round in their joyful best offering to her or the world. She nodded and tied the ribbon beneath Leah’s chin to secure the hat. She stood and looked down and laughed at the sight her sister made, her head hidden beneath the big round hat. Then she grabbed the handle and rolled the wagon’s now heavier cargo out into the sun and down the drive to the sidewalk winding off through the shade of the maple trees lining the street.

Leah loved the feeling of the wagon’s wheels rolling over the pavement and vibrating up through the wooden frame and into her body. This combined with the hat’s broad brim low over her eyes defined a safe and manageable domain, with sunlight far off twinkling down through the leaves and the purr of the wheels going straight into her bones and her hands holding tight to the wooden sides swaying gently to and fro and rattling in their own way, into her fingers, her hands. She eased into the rhythms of the outing, her eyes finally settling on her sister’s head and back as she towed the wagon along the sidewalk. When she was older, she’d wonder what it was like to stride with that determination and confidence into the future. But at that moment in the wagon, it was enough to know that her sister was in charge, watching over her. She felt supremely safe in her big sister’s care.

At the pool the gate attendant—Sally Milton, a high-schooler from the neighborhood—blocked Brooke’s entry with the wagon and pointed to the bike rack. Brooke said something Leah couldn’t see, but she did see her sister’s shoulders and neck tense the way they did when she was really mad. Leah’s hands gripped the wagon sides tighter in case Brooke decided to barge her way past Sally. But then Brooke relented and faced Leah. “Miss Bossypants says we can’t take the wagon in.”

Leah looked up from the shade of her hat and nodded. Brooke had tried. She didn’t want to get her big sister in trouble. She climbed out of the wagon with the same precocious grace as when she’d sat down, then grabbed the lunchbox and the towels and held them wrapped in her arms.

That gear, combined with the hat, left Leah all but buried beneath stuff. Brooke grinned at the sight then bent quickly and kissed her sister’s right hand, about the only piece of her body visible. Leah giggled beneath the hat. Brooke dragged the wagon to the bike rack and parked it parallel, blocking a half-dozen spaces. She looked over her shoulder to be sure Sally was watching. She grabbed the tube and raft and returned to Leah at the gate. She took the towels from Leah’s arms then led her past Sally who glared down at the Fulcher sisters but said nothing.

They spread their towels near the shallow end amidst other young children running about and playing with their moms watching from the shade of the pavilion. Leah sat on the first towel Brooke spread out, the one with Snow White asleep in the middle of the anxiously peering Seven Dwarfs. She crossed her legs as in the wagon and from the continued shade of her sun hat looked out onto a dazzling world of light and motion, from the glittering spray thrown up from the pool (the water itself invisible from where she sat) to the brilliant white concrete to the colorful bathing suits and towels to the children themselves, scampering about and chasing each other and gesturing with open mouths and shouts of exclamation.

Brooke lay down on her stomach on the other towel and stretched her already long legs out the way the teenaged girls did. She wished she had a two-piece suit like those older girls and had three times put one in the shopping cart at Belk’s and three times watched as Momma returned the suit to the hanger and picked out a pink frilly one-piece that Brooke called a “baby suit,” a pun that made Leah, standing beside the cart and watching this epic battle, giggle so infectiously that Momma and her elder daughter forgot their obstinate anger and joined Leah’s laughter. Leah had that effect on people, even her family, even then.

Brooke watched her younger sister watching the world with wide eyes and a riveted gaze. She wondered what Leah saw, wondered what it felt like to be so captivated by everything unfolding around her. Brooke could never see things with that open curiosity and fascination. She only saw what was in front of her, in the way of her goal. But Leah saw it all, and the world was always so glad to be watched by her.

Then Brooke decided her sister needed to see the world from a new vantage point—floating and weightless out there in the middle of the pool. That area was empty this early in the day, with the kids all confined to the shallow end and the adults either watching those little kids or at work and the big kids all still asleep on their summer vacation or engaged in some secret and shadowed endeavors. Brooke liked the middle part of the pool, partly for the freedom and space it gave her and partly because it allowed her to show off her natural grace in the water. It was the one skill where she surpassed not only all those her age but also girls a good deal older (not to mention that witch Sally Milton). She’d come to consider the middle of the pool her personal domain and stage, and hung out there for hours on end—doing backstrokes and butterflies, front and backwards somersaults, underwater handstands and jackknifes, or just floating easily on her back, in silence with her ears below the waterline, immune to the world around her but surely shaping an impressive and graceful figure.

But all that was when Momma was here, taking care of Leah. Today that was her job, and she couldn’t leave Leah alone. So she’d take her with her, introduce her to her domain, her favorite spot on earth. Leah would love it.

She untied the raft and unrolled it on the pool apron. The bright orange plastic was soft and supple. She blew up the raft with quick, huffing breaths. Leah laughed at her cheeks puffing out and her face turning red. At one point Brooke stopped to catch her breath and said, “You want to do it?”

Leah shook her head beneath the bonnet, looking demure and serious.

The look made Brooke laugh and shake her head before returning to her task. When she finished she punched the raft’s taut skin in satisfaction. Then she sat up and slid off her shorts and T-shirt, trying to ignore the pink little girl’s suit that action revealed. She then sat opposite Leah and took off her sister’s flip-flops and shorts. “You want to leave on the hat and T-shirt?”

Leah looked confused, staring first at her sister then at the tube still rolled up and tied.

“You don’t have to get wet,” Brooke said. Though Leah always wore a bathing suit to the pool, she rarely ventured into the water. Its feeling against her skin was almost too much to process. “You can stay on the raft.”

Leah looked doubtful.

“I want you to feel what it’s like to float on the water. I’ll make sure you stay dry.” Brooke nodded confidently.

Leah looked from her sister to the raft then back again.

“Come on, Lee. Give it a try.” She stood and extended her hand.

Leah finally reached up and took it.

They walked together, Brooke guiding Leah with one hand and holding the raft with the other, around the edge of the pool to a spot beyond the young children playing in the shallow end. Brooke dropped both the raft and Leah’s hand and jumped into the waist-deep water. She then reached back and pulled the raft in beside her. Leah, now a head taller, stared down at her sister.

“Come on, Lee. I’ll support you.” Brooke raised her arms toward her sister in a gesture caught between offer and insistence.

And for once Leah didn’t hesitate. She stepped forward into those arms and beyond, out over the water.

Brooke was caught off-guard and almost lost her balance at the sudden weight. “Whoa, Lee!” she said before steadying herself.

Leah tucked her legs up under her torso to avoid touching the water.

Brooke turned and held Leah over the raft, but the raft began to drift away. Brooke started to stumble after the fleeing raft. She feared she’d drop Leah in the water or bash her against the pool apron. Either way she’d betray her sister’s reckless trust. She began to fall toward the water, trying to hold her sister above it but knowing she was doomed to fail.

But just then Leah reached out from Brooke’s arms and grabbed the raft and pulled it toward them. This allowed Brooke to drop her on the raft rather than in the water. Leah knelt in the middle of the raft, on her hands and knees. A little water sloshed onto the raft but not much. Freed of her cargo, Brooke let her body continue its fall into the water, pushing the raft out in front of her. Leah looked back over her shoulder under the straw hat, a smile on her face at the successful transfer (had it ever been in doubt?) and this new floating weightlessness. Brooke smiled back then, using the fast fading pool bottom as a springboard, launched herself in a shallow dive that took her under the raft and all the way to its front. She turned her body underwater and rose up facing backwards toward the raft. Leah was still looking over her shoulder to where Brooke had been. Brooke said, “Boo!” and tapped the raft. Leah faced forward to discover her sister, her hair wet and slick like a seal’s, floating there in front of her. Leah’s eyes grew big at the wonder and newness of it all.

“You O.K.?” Brooke asked.

Leah nodded.

“You like it?”

Leah’s broad grin was a generous affirmation.

“Watch this,” Brooke said. She disappeared under the water and out of sight.

Just as Leah began to feel panic, Brooke’s arm rose up out of the water to her left and her hand ringed Leah’s wrist. Then Brooke’s other arm rose from the other side of the raft and found Leah’s leg. Leah giggled at the touch before Brooke let go and surfaced on the right side.

“Pretty good, huh?” Brooke said.

Leah nodded.

“Even if you can’t see me, I’m always here,” Brooke said firmly.

And Leah believed her.

Brooke was beside herself in delight at having combined her two greatest passions—swimming and care for Leah. They had the center of the pool all to themselves. For Brooke at least the world began and ended right there, everything she needed; and maybe for Leah too, so happy was she to be out here with her sister. But her joy was offset by a cringe of fear every time Brooke disappeared beneath the water. Also, she started to tire of crouching on her hands and knees, wished she could maneuver into a sitting position but was afraid she’d fall off if she moved too much. Pleasure and fear alternated with each appearance then disappearance of her sister.

Brooke in her boundless enthusiasm reeled off every aquatic maneuver she knew and several new ones. She wasn’t showing off for Leah, who couldn’t see most of her moves anyway (and had already watched them from poolside many times). No, she was just thrilled with the day and the chances it offered, impassioned in the possibilities for them both. She swam circles beneath the raft, did twirls, rolling corkscrews, walking handstands along the pool bottom.

From that bottom she saw a shadow cross above and felt a roiling of the water, or was it the brush of a hand? She surfaced and spotted Billy Alexander, a fifth grader who teased and tormented her mercilessly, laughing over his shoulder as he glided through the deepest end of the pool then hoisted himself out of the water and scurried across the pool deck and out of sight, daring her to follow.

“I’ll get you later, Billy,” she yelled then muttered under her breath “Boys” as she turned to Leah. 

Except Leah wasn’t there. The raft was there, with Momma’s straw hat floating in the water alongside. But Leah was gone.

Brooke would have many shocks in the years to follow. Sometimes she thought her life a lightning rod to the world’s surprises (generally choosing to ignore her role in inviting such lightning bolts, always reaching to the sky). But no subsequent shock would rival that instant and the paralytic fear it produced. For some length of time, everything froze—her usually limber body first and foremost.

Then it unfroze. She dove beneath the water. Most times she kept her eyes closed in the pool because the chlorine irritated them. But now her eyes were not only open but wide with fear and desperation. She spotted a dark shape at the bottom, where she’d been just seconds before (had that been what she’d felt?). She swam to the shape with a speed she didn’t know she possessed. And suddenly Leah’s face was inches away through the pale blue medium. Her sister’s eyes were also open, and not frightened at all, just staring to Brooke, to where she knew her help would descend. Leah’s blond hair billowed out behind, framing that trusting gaze.

But when Leah saw Brooke’s terrified expression that calm faltered. Leah’s eyes closed and her mouth released a huge bubble of air, her cheeks that had been puffed out suddenly deflating. Brooke pulled her sister tight against her body with both arms and braced her feet against the pool bottom. But before pushing off, she instinctively put her mouth over Leah’s, to keep it sealed or give her sister air, whichever was needed. Then she pushed off.

They surfaced directly under the raft which bobbed off to one side. Brooke unsealed her lips from Leah’s, which had never parted, and leaned her head back a few inches. Leah’s eyes opened and showed the briefest moment of surprise before settling again into the trust that seemed their natural state when pointed toward her sister. Leah drew a long draft of air. She hooked her legs around Brooke’s waist, her arms over her shoulders.

Brooke laughed. “What you do with Momma’s hat?”

Leah looked around and pointed to where the hat was floating beside the raft toward the deep end.

Brooke turned and saw the soaked hat. Beyond that, she saw the lifeguard, a hunky senior, making moon eyes at Jackie Stevens, a svelte cheerleader in a very skimpy bikini, from his seat in the lifeguard’s chair. Then she took in the whole pool perimeter, looking over Leah’s shoulder as they made a slow twirl. Children were playing, in the water and out, parents were reading newspapers or dozing or chatting away. No one was looking at them. No one had seen what had just occurred.

Brooke again looked at Leah, whose eyes had never left her face. “I broke my promise,” Brooke said.

Leah tilted her head in question.

“You got wet!” Brooke shrieked.

They both laughed. Leah hadn’t even noticed. Then Brooke used one arm to stroke their way toward the shallow end of the pool, holding Leah, who was still wrapped tight around her, with her other arm, nudging the raft and the hat ahead of them with their conjoined bodies.

––––––––
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That night Momma gave them permission to lie out on the deck for a few minutes before bed. In their pajamas and bare feet they spread the beach towels from this morning and lay on their backs looking up at the sky. The sun’s heat still clung to the moist air that draped itself over them like the world’s biggest and best blanket. But the sky was clear, and the stars sparkled above in their infinite multitude. They stared off into that infinity, each lost in her own thoughts.

Brooke was already hatching a plan to get even with Billy Alexander. It had to be good and it had to be secret. He couldn’t know who’d done it, just as he didn’t know how nearly his show-off stunt had come to tragedy. She considered lots of options before settling on biting red ants. Matt, in a rare confidence, had shown her the hill of a large colony of such ants on the vacant lot next door, warning her to steer clear or suffer the penalty of many painful bites. She could lure some ants into a jar with a cloth soaked in sugar syrup, then drop that cloth into Billy’s gym bag tucked under the seat while they rode on the bus. That plan would have to wait till September and the resumption of school, but no matter—it would work and it would be good.

Leah thought of the silence inside the silence of the blue world she’d descended through this morning. Until that moment she’d always perceived the world as a hum of motion—inside her eyes, her bones, her head, even in the quiet moments before sleep, even in her sleep: always that hum, that sense of motion all about her, whether seen or not, touched or not. But in falling through the water, everything else had stopped. It was only her moving then, nothing else—a new stillness, inside the silence. Then suddenly Brooke had joined her in that new place, that total silence, mashed her body, her lips against hers, made them a single entity in this just discovered realm where nothing else moved, nothing else existed. From that point forward Leah never wondered what it was like to be someone else, like the others. It was enough just to be herself, be that person inside that stillness within the silence, and Brooke there too. That would be a place she could always go.

Above them a meteor flashed its brief trail across the sky. They both saw it. To Brooke it was a prod toward the future and the life that future held, no place else to go. To Leah it was the heavens’ seal on her silence, a flash without sound or hum but bearing promise. That these different perceptions found their way to a common sharing and purpose seems in retrospect incredible, but to those two sisters lying on that deck it was already taken for granted in that part of themselves beyond reason and sensing.
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Brooke slammed the phone down and glared at Leah. “Why are you always listening in?” she screamed. She jumped off the bed and pushed Leah toward the door. “Get out of my room.”

Leah didn’t fight but didn’t run either. She’d stumble sideways a couple steps at each push then catch her balance and wait till Brooke pushed again. In this stumble and stop sequence the two made their way across the room toward the door.

“Get out!” Brooke shouted as she pushed Leah into the hall. “Leave me alone!” She slammed her door.

Leah stood outside the door. She hadn’t been listening in. She’d been doing her homework in Brooke’s chair while her sister was lying on the bed talking on the phone. She wasn’t even looking at Brooke, so how could she be listening in? But sometime in the midst of her multiplication tables she felt a tension enter the room. As with most of these instinctive perceptions, she could not have described the feeling or how she’d become aware of it; but something made her look up. Roscoe felt it too, as the Boston terrier quietly rose from his pillow at the foot of Brooke’s bed and made a discreet exit out the door. Maybe that’s what she’d felt—Roscoe’s unease.

She looked to her sister. Brooke was lying on her stomach on the bed, her feet in sneakers nearest Leah and her head and face not visible from where she sat. But even with this limited view, Leah could tell Brooke was upset. Her legs were extended out straight, her feet pointed like arrow tips wanting to stab something, anything. And Brooke’s shoulders were square and tight, not their normal relaxed swagger. Leah knew from the start of the phone call, when she’d entered Brooke’s room with her math book and her sister had smiled and nodded toward the chair as she dialed the phone, that the call was to Billy—yes, the same Billy that had nearly drowned her at the pool five years ago—because Brooke’s face exhibited that recent giddiness that maybe charmed Billy and other boys but seemed fake and forced to Leah. But then Brooke didn’t ask her permission or her opinion.

Nor did she ask her advice once whatever was said on the other end of the line had sent her into this fit of emotion. She’d just slammed the door. Leah stood outside the door for a few more seconds, waiting for it to open, willing it to open. But it didn’t open. So she walked the few steps down the hall and into her room.

Her math book was still in Brooke’s room—she’d left it on the chair. But she didn’t feel much like multiplication tables right now anyway. They made her head hurt even under the best of conditions and usually required Brooke’s help on the most difficult parts. She had her well-thumbed Laura Wilder Little House books and a copy of The Secret Garden Momma had given her for Christmas, along with some Welty stories and a Cather novel that Brooke had checked out from the junior high library (at Leah’s specific request—Brooke wouldn’t read a book for pleasure if her life depended on it). But those options of escape into imagined worlds, soothing and captivating in almost all circumstances, offered little consolation at the moment. She flopped down on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Roscoe, who’d been hiding under the bed, suddenly appeared and jumped up beside her. He gave her face a quick lick with his dry and raspy tongue, then settled into the notch along her side. She let her arm gently wrap itself around his chubby body, making an impromptu cradle for the dog—security for him, comfort for her.

Leah couldn’t understand what was going on with Brooke. One minute she’d be dancing on air and figuratively, sometimes literally, lifting Leah up with her. She’d pull Leah into her room and ask her opinion about this or that outfit, pairing the outfit with her hair piled atop her head in a bun, tied in a braid (that was Leah’s favorite part—combing and braiding Brooke’s hair), gathered in a simple ponytail, or hanging loose about her shoulders which was how she’d always worn it till these latest changes. They’d visit the Teens department at Belk’s and Brooke would hold up all sorts of skimpy and revealing tops (clothes Momma would never let her buy let alone wear) over her still almost flat chest, sometimes pairing those tops with a hat or a scarf or a Puka-shell necklace. Leah couldn’t help but get caught up in Brooke’s outpouring of energy but even at times like these wondered where the old Brooke, the one with a swagger and single-mindedness and devil-may-care attitude, had gone.

And then there was the dejected Brooke, the one prone to outbursts as had just happened or withdrawing into her own world of secret troubles and disappointments. This Brooke was new also. In the past, Brooke met disappointments with renewed determination and creativity, always looking for a way around the obstacle, never surrendering to the defeat in the long-term, even if it meant accepting it for now. Brooke never gave up. Now, it seemed she was daily, and all to a largely unseen force named Billy Alexander. Billy couldn’t by himself make Brooke act like this. There was something else going on, and Leah had no idea what. The worst part was, Brooke wouldn’t tell her.

Two nights ago she’d snuck into Brooke’s room on the way back from the bathroom, to snuggle up beside her sister as she’d often done when they were younger. But Brooke wasn’t there. Her window over the porch roof was open on the warm spring night and the screen set off to the side. For some reason Brooke’s absence wasn’t a surprise. She’d been absent in so many other ways recently her physical absence seemed a natural development. Leah had slid between the covers of Brooke’s bed to await her sister’s return, which she never doubted. She hoped that return would occur before Momma knocked on the door in the morning and opened it to find Leah alone in Brooke’s bed. And she had returned, at some hour deep in the night. At first Leah had thought it a dream—Brooke’s arms around her, her lips kissing her cheek, her body full-length along hers. But then Brooke had pressed her mouth tight to Leah’s ear and said something. Leah, awake by then, could tell by the three bursts of air, measured and deliberate, pushed into her ear.

A long time ago, after Leah had asked what spoken words were like, Brooke had pressed her mouth to Leah’s ear and pushed many bursts of air—some soft, some powerful—against her eardrum. The feeling of Brooke’s lips on her ear and the compressed air in her head made Leah giggle. Afterwards, Brooke wrote that was the Lord’s Prayer on the chalkboard she carried but rarely used since Leah had long since learned to read her lips. Maybe Brooke thought writing the title would help Leah hear the spoken words. For weeks afterwards, Brooke would speak long passages directly into Leah’s ears—news from the morning paper or the comics or from the Beatrix Potter books Leah knew by heart—trying first the right ear then the left. Leah could easily recognize certain common syllables from differences in the way the air making the word was compressed and the shape of Brooke’s lips on her ear. She loved that touch. But even when she knew the words being spoken, could measure the beat of the syllables against her eardrum, she could never understand what those words sounded like, what it would be like to receive words as invisible vibrations rather than visible shapes on the mouth or the page. They’d finally stopped the experiment when Momma caught them one day and told them in no uncertain terms that “Proper girls do not act like that!” Leah saw Momma’s scolding. Brooke’s frown settled across her face even though her back was to Momma. It was in that moment—Brooke’s descending frown without looking, not all their lengthy mouth-to-ear efforts—that Leah came to understand, as well as she ever would, what it was to hear spoken words.

So two nights ago after Brooke’s return, her sister’s words were not heard but they were understood. They were not understood as sounds, never would be. But they were understood by the gentleness of Brooke’s lips against her ear, the secretive soft bursts of air on her eardrum, and the vibrancy, the shimmer emanating from Brooke’s body beyond her lips. And Leah also knew the cause for all this happiness, for she could smell Billy on Brooke’s clothes and skin. But knowing all these details didn’t solve the mystery of Brooke’s behavior, only deepened it. Where had she gone? What had she done with Billy that his smell was on her? And why did it matter enough to cause all these unprecedented changes?

These same questions pressed on Leah now, as she lay on her bed this time, earlier in the evening, her lights on and Roscoe beside her, but the same darkness of not knowing engulfing her. There were many things in her world that she did not understand, things other people took for granted that she might not ever understand. But Brooke had never been one of them. The rest didn’t matter as long as Brooke was clear. But if Brooke joined the ranks of the unknown, where would she be? What would she know?

Leah closed her eyes. This simple action placed her in another realm, immediately and seamlessly. With her primary connection to the world around her suspended, her body and consciousness fell into a familiar bright abyss. To keep from falling too far too fast, she spread her hand atop Roscoe’s belly. His skin was warm, his thin fur there unbelievably soft. She imagined the world she now occupied as warm like his skin, lined with that soft fur. She felt a gentle rhythmic thumping to this world. It was the beat of life and promise and welcome.

She descended deeper into the bright abyss. She wasn’t frightened. No harm had ever come to her here, in all her visits. The place had always welcomed her, and in it she was queen—the good and gracious queen from the picture books, with the glowing robes and her hands clasped at her waist and a gentle and loving smile beneath her blond hair radiant under a golden crown. As the queen she could go anywhere in her kingdom and be greeted warmly.

So she went to her stables. They were all white too. You didn’t see them until you were there. Then you saw them. The horses, all white, emerged from the white stables that had emerged from the white background. The horses did a sort of light-hoofed prancing dance, together and coordinated yet separate and distinct, each movement its own note yet collectively all the movements, the mincing prancing steps forming a visible music.

She raised her hand and the music stopped. She asked the lead horse, “What would it take to ride?”

The horse said, “Ride? What is that?”

“To climb on your back and be carried around,” Leah said.

“Ahh, you mean fly,” the horse said.

And suddenly Leah was flying, maybe on the horse’s back but she saw nothing beneath her, nothing carrying her rushing through the white and brilliant air. She held her breath at the rapid movement but knew she was safe, knew her kingdom would not betray her.

The horse set her down on the beach. “There you are, Your Highness. I must return to the others. You know how they are.”

Leah nodded, and the horse was gone.

She knew she was on the beach not by any water or waves cresting. Her world was a sea of white. But there was a dolphin standing beside her. He was all white too, but she could see him. Maybe no one else could, but she could.

“How was your ride?” the dolphin asked.

“Flying,” Leah said.

The dolphin laughed. “Lead Horse has such singular pretensions.”

“Pretensions?”

“Wishes beyond his abilities,” the dolphin said.

“Yes,” Leah said. “And you?”

“I swim the seas, Your Highness.” 

“And stand on the beach.”

“Only for you, Your Highness. My legs work only in your presence.”

“And you’ve known that long?”

“Long as I’ve known anything.”

“And the others?” 

“They stay in the water, Your Highness, as has been decreed.”

“By whom?”

“By you of course.”

“When?”

“At the start of time.”

“And this cannot be undone? The others can’t ever stand?”

“A royal decree has never been undone.”

“Not even by me?”

“By you least of all.”

Leah didn’t understand how this could be, but the dolphin seemed so sure. “Take me for a swim.”

“It’s flying,” the dolphin said.

“That’s what the horse said.”

“But I’m telling the truth.” 

And suddenly Leah was flying again, through the brilliant white water, the waves cresting, the sea swallowing her.

Brooke lay down on the side opposite Roscoe on the bed.

Leah opened her eyes but for just a moment didn’t seem to be seeing—or seemed to be seeing too much, her eyes aglow with some hidden light or secret. Then she blinked once and focused on Brooke’s face just inches from hers, her sister leaning on her elbow and looking down.

Brooke’s eyes were tinged in red but dry. She smiled at Leah in their oldest immediate connection. Then her face grew contrite. “I’m sorry, Leah. I know you weren’t listening. Even if you were, it was O.K.”

For a second Leah couldn’t imagine what she was talking about, then she remembered. She nodded to Brooke and offered full forgiveness with her eyes. But then her eyes and eyebrows and entire face formed a question mark—Why?

Brooke sighed. How could she offer an answer or explanation she herself didn’t have? Then suddenly she knew. She leaned over and pressed her mouth to Brooke’s near ear and spit out a single violent syllable against Leah’s eardrum. Then she leaned back laughing. 

Leah laughed too, puffed out her rosy white cheeks and spat out her own burst of air to the ceiling above. To both of them, heard and unheard, the word was the same—Boys!

––––––––
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Not long after Brooke tried to more fully explain this episode, but the effort required the lubricant of cigarette smoke. That’s how Leah perceived the silver stream flowing forth from Brooke’s barely parted lips, as some kind of greaseless lotion freeing her words on the subject, her thoughts. That is, until the lubricant made Brooke cough, at which point it became acrid gray smoke emerging from Brooke’s mouth in hacking bursts, swirling about her face as Brooke tried to disperse the irritant and catch her breath. The incident left the eyes of both sisters watering, though Leah’s in laughter, Brooke’s in moderate distress eventually merging to laughter.

They’d reactivated the long dormant treehouse for this latest sharing. Though Father smoked a pipe in the evenings while reading the paper and Momma had long been a habitual cigarette smoker who was now trying to wean herself of the habit to serve as a better role model for her children, and the smell of smoke in the house would not have been immediately suspicious, Brooke decided that this latest experiment in being grown up could not occur inside the house. She wasn’t so much worried about what discovery and the resulting punishment might mean for her, but she was concerned about what it might mean for Leah and for their unsupervised time together. So when she snuck a single cigarette from Momma’s open pack in her dresser drawer after school one afternoon, she hid it in the breast pocket of her shirt then found Leah reading in her room and led her out the back door and to the treehouse.

The structure was a little worse for wear and neglect, with mold on the rope ladder and sidewalls, leaves in the corners, spider webs along the eaves and between the rafters. But it creaked and swayed only a little bit as they climbed up there and was dry inside and most importantly secure from prying eyes or sniffing nostrils. Brooke led the way then helped Leah through the hatch. She brushed a thick layer of dust and pollen off the peach-basket seats then gestured for Leah to sit and did likewise, facing her sister from a few feet away in the close space.

She took the cigarette and matches from her pocket and, without pausing to meet Leah’s eyes and the surprise and censure she knew would be there, hung the cigarette between her lips, struck the match, and placed the flame to the cigarette’s tip, her eyes big as she focused on what was a tricky and unfamiliar maneuver—bringing a lit match that close to her face without burning herself or missing the tip of the cigarette. This was not the first time she’d smoked; she’d done so with Billy a couple of times. But this was the first time she’d tried to light her own cigarette, and it was a little more complicated than she’d anticipated. The match burned to her fingertips and she said “Ouch” and the cigarette dropped from her lips to the dirty treehouse floor. She picked it up, blew the dirt off, rubbed it lightly against her jeans leg, then placed the filter between her lips again. She lit another match but it went out before she could raise it to her lips. The third match wouldn’t ignite despite more than a dozen passes over the cover’s lighter strip.

Leah reached across the short distance between them and gently eased the matchbook from her sister’s fingers that were now shaking in frustration and anger. Brooke looked up at her sister. Leah stared back with an expression not of censure but of indulgence. She took a match from the book, lit it with one sure strike, and held the flame to the tip of the cigarette. Brooke’s laugh burst forth around the cigarette and extinguished the match.

Leah looked at her and said with her eyes, “Do you want to light it or not?”

Brooke grabbed the cigarette from her mouth as she doubled over in giggles. After a minute, she sat up straight again, locked her face into a composed and serious mask, returned the cigarette to her lips, and nodded gravely, as if authorizing her launch into outer space or the push that would send her tumbling out the back end of a plane into her first skydiving freefall.

Now it was Leah’s turn to laugh, though more in control. She struck a new match and lit the cigarette.

With Billy she’d only drawn the smoke into her mouth, afraid she’d embarrass herself if she tried to inhale. She’d held the awful tasting stuff in her mouth for a few seconds, trying to keep her cheeks from puffing out, then slowly pushed the smoke out through her lips as if exhaling, the way actresses did on television. But since those faux samplings, Brooke had become determined to experience the real thing, to draw the smoke into her lungs and hold it there. To that end, she’d discreetly tried inhaling the pale steam of Leah’s vaporizer, which disappeared or changed somewhere down in her lungs and didn’t come back out in visible form. Then she tried inhaling the propellant of the whipped cream can, mainly because she’d overheard older girls whispering about the practice one day on the bus. The gas went in invisible and came out invisible but somewhere down there made her dizzy in a giggly way but nothing like the effect she expected, or wanted to create, from smoking. Finally she lit a cone of incense she’d gotten as a gag gift at a Secret Santa party. Hidden Passion it was called. The smoke that rose in a gentle spiral from the ashtray was white and pungent and not entirely unpleasant smelling, with hints of ginger and citrus and something the box called exotica but smelled a lot like burning rope. She positioned her face above the curl of white smoke, drew it into her mouth then, with some hesitation, down into her lungs. She held it there for a few seconds before breathing it back out again. Wonder of wonders, the smoke emerged still white and tasting only mildly repugnant. She inhaled a larger draft of smoke, and exhaled in front of her dresser mirror. She looked so cool. She nodded proudly to her smoke-exuding reflection. Then she stopped that trial. The incense was irritating her throat and filling the whole room. Though the day was frigid, she threw open her window. She tried to snuff out the smoldering cone, but that only made it smoke worse. She thought of throwing it outside but figured that might start a fire. She grabbed the ash tray, ran out her room and down the hall trailing white smoke, and dumped the ashtray’s contents into the toilet. The incense sizzled and sparked before she pulled the handle and flushed it down. Momma asked about the odor when she got home. Brooke told her it was from a scratch and sniff perfume sample in one of her teen magazines. Momma had stared then nodded once, in a well-practiced response to Brooke’s improbable claims, keeping to herself whether she actually believed her eldest daughter or was simply choosing in maternal magnanimity not to challenge her fib this time.

So when Leah lit
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