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				Women are never virgins. Purity is a negative state and therefore contrary to nature.

				—William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury
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				• Life Expectancy •

			  Coach Theo Burke was standing outside his classroom during morning break when he noticed Josie across the hall, pinned up against a locker. One of the varsity basketball players, Jatarius, was doing the pinning—his near seven feet making Josie seem short in comparison, big hands straddling her shoulders, too-handsome black face leaned in to kissing distance. The worst thing—the thing that felt like a punch in the gut—was the look on Josie’s face, a look Theo knew well. Her head was tilted, and she was smiling, but just a little: that smart smile, that sexy half-smile with the bottom lip barely caught under her front teeth, an expression that Theo recognized as the smallest bit calculated but mostly genuine. Mostly the only way Josie knew how to be.

				He strode over, hands shoved so deep in his khakis that his watch got caught on one side. He cleared his throat.

				“Jatarius,” Theo said.

				“Yeah.” A slow breath, dusky, directed on Josie and not at him.

				“Move it along.”

				Jatarius pulled to a slow stand, languid, his skin gleaming as if oiled. “Just talking, Coach,” he said, and Josie giggled. Theo turned to her, and she looked away.

				“You’re supposed to be swapping books now, not talking,” he said, realizing as he said it how ridiculous—how old—he sounded. Josie was losing interest in him, and all he had to cling to was his authority as her teacher and her coach. Her better. And how false that felt, watching her now, knowing what her breasts looked like beneath that T-shirt and hooded sweatshirt: small, spread apart—a tall girl’s breasts.

				Jatarius pulled his book bag up over his shoulder. “See ya,” he told Josie, and she fluttered her fingers at him as he sauntered off.

				“What are you doing?” Theo whispered, looking around to make sure nobody was watching them.

				She tried to laugh again, but her voice caught a little, and she stopped. Her eyes were overbright, her shoulders stiff, but she smiled—for him, for the group of girls crossing behind him. “I’m pregnant, Coach,” she said. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. She shrugged.

				The bell rang, and Theo turned to walk back into his classroom, where twenty-six sophomores were waiting to learn about the Fertile Crescent, the first bloom of civilization.

				Abortion, she told him. Soon, now, so I don’t have to miss any game time. Right away. Yesterday.

				“All right,” Theo said, patting the air with his palms, a gesture implying Calm down that he used when students freaked out about a bad test score or got into fights. He and Josie were in his coach’s office. He’d let practice out early that day, after only an hour. Josie had seemed normal—made her warm-up sprints at top speed, missed only a single basket as they ran figure eights—but he could barely concentrate enough to follow the action or to guide the girls to the next drill. They looked the same out there in their practice jerseys and white high-tops: lanky girls with brown ponytails and acne. Only Josie stood out, her gold hair alight under the gym’s fluorescents. Only Josie seemed real. “All right, slow down. Give me a minute.”

				She looked at her hands, as if she were counting off the seconds. “Antibiotics,” she said finally. “I was sick over Christmas break. That’s what did it.”

				Theo was thinking: baby. He had a baby, and a wife. His baby was eleven months old, and they called her Sissy, short for Cecily. Five months ago they found out that her breathing problems were caused by cystic fibrosis, which turned the name—their affection—into a lousy pun, a cruel joke. “Wait,” he said. “What? Did what?”

				“The antibiotics affected the Pill,” she said. “I looked it up on the Internet. At least I’ll know better from now on.”

				“From now on?”

				“Jesus,” she said. “I’m eighteen. I’m not going to stop having sex.”

				“I’m just saying,” Theo said. He wondered, despite himself, if she would still want to have sex with him.

				She pulled a package of gum out of her purse and unwrapped a piece. “I’m just ready to get this over with,” she said, now chewing. “I’ve got a lot to worry about. School and all.”

				“Of course,” Theo said. She was going to Western Kentucky University in the fall, a full ride. He had helped her get it. He had posed with her, her mother, and Western’s basketball coach three months ago when they signed the letter of intent, and the photo ran in the News Leader. “Cute girl,” his wife had said when she saw it. And Theo—who was already meeting Josie for fast screws in his office and his car and a few times at her house, when her mother was pulling seconds at the sewing factory—had only nodded.

				Now Josie sat in the chair opposite Theo’s, the desk between them, and played with the end of her thick, yellow braid, wanting, he saw, to put it into her mouth. He’d done his best to tease her out of that habit, seeing it as the one solid piece of evidence between them—other than the obvious fact of their positions as teacher and student, of course—that being together was scuzzy and wrong, an embarrassment to them both. Because in so many other ways, it hardly seemed like a problem at all. She’d turned eighteen in December, and she was about to graduate. She was mature. She had a good future ahead of her. There was the infidelity, but Theo tried, with some success, to keep his home life and school life separate, and it seemed to him that he was okay—getting by, at least—as long as he was able to do what had to be done in both lives. He was an average teacher, but better than most coaches: he liked his World Civ classes and tolerated Kentucky Studies. At least he wasn’t just popping a movie in the VCR every day like Mathias, the boys’ basketball coach, who famously screened Quigley Down Under for his freshman geography students during their Australia unit. He thought that he was a better-than-average father, at least most of the time. He’d hoped for a son, sure—pictured a boy all those years he and Mia were trying and failing to conceive, a boy to play basketball with and to fish with, all of the clichés. But he’d been happy with his girl, and if her delicacy dismayed him a little—how could it not?—in so many ways, it only made him love her more.

				Some days, driving home from work, he thought, I have a house, and was instantly filled with pride. House, yes—he was a man, all right. I have a wife. I have a child. Before coming in the front door, he would picture all three—house, wife, daughter—as they ought to be: clean, happy, healthy. This is my life, he’d think, and then he’d open the door.

				“My mom probably wouldn’t be too upset if she knew,” Josie said. “She likes you. She doesn’t get hung up on stuff like you being a teacher. She’d take care of it if she had the money to, but she doesn’t.”

				“How much?” Theo asked.

				Josie shook her head. “I don’t know yet.”

				How much was an abortion? Two hundred dollars? A thousand? He tried to imagine withdrawing that much money from the checking account without Mia noticing. Mia was in her own world a lot of the time these days, but she could surprise him with her sudden sharpness.

				“But you’ll take care of this, right?” Josie said. She was going to cry, he was sure. Put the braid in your mouth, he thought. Do it if that’ll shut you up. “Right?” she said.

				No less than five hundred, he bet. But he could scrounge it up. Mathias might loan it to him out of his pot fund. Theo could pay it back slowly that way—twenty this week, fifty the next. There wasn’t any question, though: it had to be done. His job paid for shit—and he’d have to pick up something part-time this summer, probably, just to make ends meet—but it was all he had, and the insurance was good. He couldn’t lose that. Not with Sissy to worry about.

				“Okay,” Theo told her. “You get the information and set it up, and I’ll pay for it.”

				“And drive me,” Josie said. “I can’t ask Mama to do that.”

				“Okay, I’ll drive you,” Theo said.

				She pulled the rubber band off the end of her braid and raked her fingers through the thick
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