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Introduction

 I once
had the pleasure of attending the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show
as the guest of Anne Rogers Clark. Annie, as those in the dog show
world knew her, was a formidable presence: a three-time best in
show-winning handler, 22-time judge, and the only person to have
judged all seven groups and Best in Show. Certified to judge every
breed recognized by the AKC, her knowledge of dogs was unmatched.
She was also extraordinarily kind and generous and funny. At the
time, I was working as an editor of children’s books, putting
together a series about dog breeds. Annie, whose personal fondness
was for poodles, had provided me with photographs of her dogs. When
she extended an invitation to accompany her to Westminster, I was
of course thrilled, not only to meet her, but to get a behind the
scenes look at something I’d watched for years on television.

I’d always found the Westminster proceedings a
little baffling, particularly the judging of the seven groups the
breeds are sorted into, where a judge is asked to select a winner
from among two dozen or more breeds. In the Non-Sporting group, for
instance, this might include breeds as disparate as the Shiba Inu,
the French Bulldog, and the Xoloitzcuintli. “How can you pick a
best dog when the breeds are so different from one another?” I
asked Annie.

“You don’t judge them against one another,” she
explained. “You look at them each individually and ask yourself
which one is the best example of what its breed is supposed to be.
Each dog is first and foremost competing against itself.”

I’ve judged a fair number of writing competitions,
and every time I’ve tried to keep Annie’s words in mind,
approaching each short story or book as a distinct entity related
to the others in the group only by virtue of being something made
up of words. Rather than comparing one to another, I try to
evaluate each story on its own. Does it accomplish what it sets out
to do? Does it do so in a way that’s interesting? Is the use of
language, structure, and theme particularly effective?

Then, of course, there’s the not-inconsiderable
matter of the heart.

The judge selected to oversee Westminster’s final
Best in Show group—which comprises the winners of the seven
individual groups—does not know who the contestants are until she
walks into the ring to make the final decision on the year’s top
dog. The idea, of course, being that there should be no
preconceived notions, no outside influences. Although each of the
final seven has supporters who cheer loudly as their favorite trots
around the ring, the judge is supposed to be evaluating them with
an unbiased eye, making a selection based solely on breed
characteristics, bloodline, conformation.

And yet…

As readers, we have individual tastes, likes and
dislikes that are purely personal. The same is true for writers
when we peer under the hoods of other writers’ stories to get a
look at the machinery that makes them run. There are styles and
genres I prefer, and story-building devices I find either appealing
or distracting. A truly impartial reading is impossible, at least
for me. I can appreciate the skill used in crafting a story even if
I don’t ultimately enjoy it as a reader, but in the end my
emotional response to a story usually wins out over my respect for
a writer’s technical ability. There’s a reason I would make a lousy
Westminster judge: I’d choose the one who made my heart beat the
fastest, even if (actually, especially if) it was flawed in some
way.

Finding my top three was surprisingly easy. After
reading the 15 finalists, I put them away and moved on to other
things, waiting to see which ones would come calling again.
Although each story here has something memorable about it (and many
thanks to the first-round readers for choosing such a diverse
group), ultimately there were three that I found myself thinking
about the most over the following days: Alise Wascom’s “Bear Food,”
Michael Chin’s “Moonshine,” and J. Marshall Freeman’s “Curo the
Filthmonger.”

Apart from solid writing and the requisite “a
character discovers something about life / herself / himself and is
changed in some way” thing that all great stories mostly have,
these three stories have little in common. So how to choose one to
take the title? Truthfully, any one of the three would wear the
crown well. Wascom’s “Bear Food” features an unforgettable main
character in Tulip, and when you think the story is going in one
direction, it changes course, ultimately taking you someplace you
didn’t expect yourself (or Tulip) to end up. Chin’s “Moonshine” is
a shimmering, sweat-soaked look at the beauty and terror of being a
teenager filled with longing and overflowing with the need to love
and to be loved, only to see the object of your desire drifting
farther and farther out of reach. And Freeman’s trippy “Curo” is
something altogether different, a rollicking sci-fi story that
takes all the tropes of the genre and not only pays loving homage
to them, but turns them on their head to deliver a clever
commentary on the power of art and artists.

Much like a Westminster judge asking the finalists
to parade around the ring one last time, I watched these three
stories run around the inside of my head, examining them closely to
see what it was about each that I loved, what made me return to
them again and again, and what each left me with. Truthfully, I
also looked for any flaws I could use to take one or another of
them out of competition. Also truthfully, I found none. Each story
accomplishes what it sets out to do. Each is magical and delightful
in its own way. Each deserves to win all the things.

But a winner must be declared, and in the end, my
thoughts returned most often to “Curo the Filthmonger,” to the
language and characters and, ultimately, the way it delighted my
heart as both a writer and a reader. And so it takes this year’s
Best in Show ribbon. Your choice will perhaps be different. That’s
okay. No story is one size fits all. And as I said, you can’t go
wrong with any of the contenders. This just happens to be my top
dog this year.











Michael Thomas Ford


Runner-up

 Moonshine

Michael Chin

The night Evie came to live with us, all Zach wanted
to do was look at his old Playboy, stolen from another boy’s
father’s collection. Before school let out for summer, Zach had
bartered baseball cards and half his lunch for it. The sun crept
between boards in the treehouse and drew bright parallel lines over
his face.

That’s when a white SUV pulled up in front. It was
Delia—my father’s date. She was a big woman—not overweight or
obviously muscular, but broad-shouldered, with firmer arms that
looked firmer than most women I’d seen her age. She wore a flowing
white dress. I had a hard time imagining her driving all the way up
from South Carolina in it; had she changed at a rest stop? Her hair
reached halfway down her back, the same red-brown color as the
checkerboard Zach and I used to spend hours at before Zach got
bored with it and called it kid stuff.

When Dad had told me six months earlier that he was
going to try online dating, I told him it sounded like the stuff of
bad comedy. He gave a weak laugh, and I was sure he’d fail—nothing
more than a few first dates, then resign himself to bachelorhood. I
didn’t like the idea of new people in the house, besides which, if
he remarried, Mom would never come home. But Dad spent every night
on the computer, typing in flurries. Then he started taking his
cell phone out on the porch, and I’d hear him laugh. Not the way he
laughed at my jokes, but real laughter like when something funny
happened on TV or when he had one of his college buddies visit for
the weekend.

After three months of that, he told me she was
coming. Delia, whom he had never met in person, was going to drive
up to New York to spend the summer with us. Then he dropped the
bomb: her daughter, Evie, would take my bedroom.

“You can keep your stuff in there, but you’re
sleeping on the couch, Cal,” Dad said. “These are a couple of real
southern ladies, and we’re going to show them our best hospitality.
I expect you to act like a gentleman.”

From the moment he heard of the arrangement, Zach
started concocting stories of how I would lose my virginity that
summer. He’d grown up as a middle child amidst five siblings, and
told me how someone was always walking in on someone else in the
bathroom, bumping bodies in the narrow hallway that led to their
bedrooms. It was a pain in their overcrowded house, but for me—when
it was just Evie’s body to contend with—proximity and close
quarters could work to my advantage. Of course, by the time Delia
and Evie arrived, Zach had retreated to more concrete visions of
the two of us trying to sneak peeks through the bathroom window
when she showered.

I told Zach I wasn’t looking forward to having these
people moving into our house. I complained about the loss of space
and privacy. I didn’t care what she looked like.

Zach nodded sagely. “She might be a fattie.”

But Evie wasn’t a fattie. Zach and I laid eyes on
her at the same time, seconds after the SUV settled into park. She
had dirty blond hair tied up in a bun, darkly tanned skin, and wore
a plaid shirt tied at the midriff. She also had on the shortest
jean shorts I’d ever seen, revealing long, skinny thighs. Delia
tried to hug her there in the street, before they approached the
house. Evie pushed her away and said, “Moooom,” in a loud and
elongated way that I could hear from the tree house.

The magazine fell to the floor, the pages all curled
and bent into each other. Zach elbowed past me to get a closer
look.

*

When Evie made herself at home in the room that had,
up until that evening, been mine, she let loose her bun, and her
hair fell down to her shoulders. She studied my CD collection,
lined up on a makeshift shelf, bracketed to the wall over the
bed.

“Your music really blows,” she said.

I hated for clothes that had been outdoors to even
touch my bed. Mom had always said beds were meant to be
sanctuaries. But Evie didn’t even bother taking off her sneakers
before she stepped up onto the freshly laundered sheets to get
closer to the CDs, and pulled out a Room for Squares.

I stepped closer to her. “What do you listen
to?”

“Anything good.” She put the CD back on the shelf
but in the wrong spot. In the space for The Black Parade,
which Zach had borrowed months ago, out of alphabetical order. “The
Roots. Radiohead. Nirvana—not that Unplugged shit all the posers
wanted to listen to after Kurt killed himself. Real Nirvana.”

She turned around and stepped off the bed, pulling
the side of the bottom sheet so it was no longer tucked in.

She faced the rest of my belongings and I readied
myself for Star Wars and X-Men themed body shots, maybe a knock on
the plush elephant that had progressed from a sleep companion to
the object I humped three or four times a week, one side now
stained with a white cloud shape.

She twisted her hair around her finger. “What do you
do for fun around here?”

“Fun?”

“You’ve heard of it?” She batted her eyes at me in
this way that she could have been flirting, but was more likely
poking fun at the very idea that someone like her—female, blonde,
objectively attractive—would flirt with someone like me—scrawny and
unsure of himself. “Back where I’m from, we chip in for a keg, and
somebody’s older brother buys and hauls it out to the middle of the
football field. What do you do?”

“There’s Tully’s.” I set my sleeping clothes down on
my desk and didn’t know what to do with my hands. I’d never had to
think about how to pose in front of someone else in my own room
before—no one besides Zach or Dad, or Mom when she was still
around. “It was an old drive-in movie theater. They closed it down
five years back, but kids still go there to hang out and
stuff.”

I wanted to tell her about the October night that
last fall when Ray Shabots from the AV club smuggled a projector
out of the school in his backpack and set it up to show
Ghostbusters on the big screen. We sat outside there on
blankets and beach towels. Somebody brought a grill to make hot
dogs and hamburgers. Zach and I ate and ate and laughed and quoted
lines from the movie back at the screen. And as the screen turned
to black and the credits scrolled, I lay back, hands behind my
head, and stared at the almost-full moon. I smelled the dewy grass
and the lavender from the detergent Zach’s mom used on all of his
clothes.

“Stuff,” Evie repeated with an elongated f.
“That’s where kids go to hook up?”

It was true that even on that night of
Ghostbusters, when everyone was invited, a sweetish smoke
smell permeated the air, beer bottles clinked and, yes, there were
dozens of couples making out. A rumor arose that Johnny Reds had
nailed Candice Lawson somewhere in the darkened field, beyond the
glow of the screen. It wasn’t so shocking that the two would have
sex—that much was assumed—but that the sex would happen so close to
us boys who had never so much as held hands with a girl.

Apart from that night, I’d only been to Tully’s by
the light of day. Zach and I used to ride our bikes there every now
and then and act out all manner of dragon-fighting, damsel-saving
scenarios in the tall grass. Every now and again, enough kids would
have the same idea that we could play an impromptu game of
football.

Now that I was older than the kids who played there,
I still went sometimes to read. Sit down a hundred yards apart from
all of the hollering and games and the quiet was remarkable. I
could still see the kids but it was like they were on mute.

But after dark, yes. People went to Tully’s to kiss.
To hump. To hook up.

“It’s pretty there,” I said. “Peaceful.”

She turned around and shimmied off her jean shorts
right there in front of me. She wore off-white panties, striped in
two shades of pink. The middle of them stuck up her butt just a
little. She put on her own pair of gym shorts, then turned looked
over her shoulder at me. “Maybe you can show me that place
sometime.”

Word around town was that a big box store had bought
up the lot. That any day there might be bulldozers and a taller
fence put in place. I worried about taking her there on the wrong
day. But summer had settled in and nothing had happened yet. There
were only about six good months without frost to do any sort of
demolition or construction in Shermantown, so maybe they’d wait
another year. “Sure,” I told her. “We’ll go there sometime.”

“You think your friend Zach will come along?”

The moment would have blown Zach’s mind—seeing
Evie’s underwear and hearing her speak his name within a twenty
second span.

“Sure,” I said again, and scooped up my clothes
again to settle into my exile in the living room. To leave her
alone.

*

The next evening, while Dad grilled, I told Zach
that Evie was pretty, but she didn’t do anything for me.

He told me, “She’s the kind of girl who makes a dude
eat her out from behind. You know? So he has to shove his nose
right up her crack. Nasty hot.”

I didn’t know where Zach got this stuff. Maybe his
older brother, the degenerate, the only sibling who didn’t have to
share a room, and who’d graduated high school three years ago but
still lived at home. We used to sneak into his room to steal
glimpses at his VHS porn collection. The blinds were always drawn
and the air always smelled sweet and stale.

Evie leaned in close to the grill maybe to sniff at
the charcoal and the ground beef as they cooked. Her mother reached
an arm across Evie’s chest as if to protect her from the spray of
burger grease, or from inhaling too much smoke. Dad didn’t seem to
notice Evie, just Delia, and he turned his head to give her a peck
on her lips, not so different from the way he used to kiss Mom when
he was busy doing something else.

“She’ll hear you.” I tried my best to look like I
wasn’t listening.

“So what if she does?” he said.

Evie looked over at me. No sign she’d heard
anything, but like she was studying me. The same way she looked at
me when I forgot I had to bring a change of clothes to the bathroom
and left the shower with nothing but a towel around my waist. A
quick scan, up and down.

“Nasty, nasty, nasty,” Zach chanted.

We headed over to the old red picnic table my father
had built around the same time he hammered together the boards of
the treehouse. His handyman phase, Mom had called it. Zach had been
visiting for dinner a lot. Once a week or so when my mother was
around, and more often after. I think he sold his parents on the
idea that we needed him around.

By the numbers, it wasn’t as though Zach stayed for
dinner more often in the two weeks since Evie had moved in. But it
sure felt like it.

Dad and Delia sat down on one side of the table,
burgers, chicken breasts, and charred ears of corn stacked on
platters in front of them. Evie sat down on an end and Zach swooped
in to take the middle seat between us. From all of our
conversations I had deduced that he saw the two of us in
competition for her affections. I wasn’t trying, though, and
assumed she’d never give either one of us a second look anyway.

Delia blew cigarette smoke out the side of her
mouth, away from us. She had been smoking in the house, too, aimed
out open windows but inevitably clouding up Dad’s bedroom and the
kitchen with that stench.

“I thought it would be nice if we said grace.” Dad
propped his elbows on the table, folded his hands in front of his
face, and closed his eyes. Somehow I’d missed that all the little
hairs on his forearm had turned as gray as the hair on his head. It
was the first time I had ever heard him propose grace. “Cal, why
don’t you lead us?”

Zach snorted. Delia beamed and pressed her palms and
her fingertips together in front of her face.

“I haven’t done this much.” I put up my fists,
knuckle-to-knuckle.

Dad opened one eye and gave me the same look he gave
me every time I mouthed off to Mom in front of him, and the same
look as when the teacher called home to tell him Zach and I were
cheating off each other’s math homework.

So I bowed my head. “Thanks for the food, God. We
appreciate it. Amen.”

Delia repeated the amen. Then my father. Zach and
Evie in mumbles.

My father gave me a less pointed version of the same
look, as though he weren’t sure if I were sassing him or if that
were really the best I knew how to say grace. “I think we should
also raise a glass to family coming together. You take an
assortment of people and they don’t always gel. But here we have no
fewer than three families represented here.”

Zach knocked his knee against mine. Soft enough that
no one else noticed. I looked at him but he was looking down at his
lap. And there, half-obscured by the red vinyl table cloth, his
fingers were interlaced with Evie’s. He glanced at me and smirked
just enough for me to see it.

“So let’s raise our glasses. To the family we choose
and to togetherness.”

Dad and Delia had wine glasses, cabernet poured from
the box on the kitchen counter. The rest of us had blue plastic
cups emblazoned with a Coca-Cola logo. We all lifted ours, touching
them in zig-zag patterns so everyone made contact with everyone
else. Evie hit mine hard enough to splash each of ours, to spill
sticky lemonade over our hands, onto the table. Zach and I bumped
knuckles, his skin hot and sweaty under the summer sun.

*

About a week later, Zach suggested we all go to
Tully’s after dark. He and I hopped the chain-link fence. He had a
backpack stocked with a blanket, Granny Smith apples, and a bag of
Ruffles sour cream and onion chips, but nonetheless cleared the top
of the four-foot enclosure without incident. I was carrying
nothing, but managed to bump my knee on the way over. It smarted,
but I forced myself not to limp. Evie smirked at me anyway. She
handed Zach her tote bag, mysteriously full, then propped herself
to sit down on the steel bar at the top of fence, spin on her ass,
and take Zach’s hand as she dropped gracefully to the ground.

There were fireflies everywhere. Buzzing around,
leaving traces of their glow in zig-zag patterns above the high
grass. I could hear other voices in the field, but none close
enough to make out what they were saying. Silhouettes against the
grass, beneath the moon and stars. They could have been anyone.

We walked ten, twenty yards into the dark before
Zach stopped. “Here.” He unzipped the bag and spread out the red
and black checkered blanket over the grass. I remembered a time
when we were young enough and bored enough in his living room to
take whatever we could find—books, the TV remote, his mother’s
little ceramic cats—and lay them down on the black squares to play
a makeshift game of oversized checkers.

The blanket seemed smaller in Tully’s field and it
occurred to me that, barring one more growth spurt, the two of us
were as big as we would ever be. That the world would soon stop
shifting beneath us, and however big things seemed now was how big
they would seem for the rest of our lives. The blanket hardly
spread far enough for the two of us, much less Evie. I sat down
with a whole leg off of it, tickled in the grass and the swarm of
mosquitos I smacked at, too late every time.

They sat cross-legged on the blanket, Evie’s knee
propped on Zach’s thigh. There was barely room for me to exist
without touching one or the both of them. While Zach unloaded his
snacks, Evie opened the tote bag and unveiled a little mason jar
full of clear liquid. She held it up to what light there was. “It’s
moonshine,” she said. “There’s an old man back home. We all call
him Uncle Roger. He makes it in his basement. Once he thinks you’re
old enough, he’ll sell it to you five dollars a jar. No two jars
taste the same.” Evie tried to loosen the lid but it held fast.

“Give it here.” Zach took it from her, tensing his
forearms as he tugged and tugged and finally got it to turn. He set
aside the lid and lifted the jar to his lips. I recalled dares from
years past. I’d dared him to chug pickle juice with a scoop of
mayonnaise mixed in. To eat a tooth-paste-frosted slice of American
cheese. He’d always do it.

Zach gulped the stuff down as if it were cola. For a
second. Then he coughed violently, spitting up half or more of what
was in his mouth over the blanket, me, Evie.

Evie rubbed a hand over his back. “You never drank
before, huh?”

I rubbed off his spit from my wrist onto a corner of
the blanket.

Zach kept coughing and his voice came out raspy.
“I’ve had beer before.”

“Uncle Roger says it’s 80 proof.” Evie took the jar
from him. She proceeded to drink from the jar more slowly, evenly,
almost as much as Zach had tried, her neck pulsing as the moonshine
poured into her. She offered me the jar.

Zach’s eyes were teary from all that coughing. He
ran a forearm over them.

Neither one of them said a word, but I could already
hear Zach calling me a chicken shit if I didn’t at least take a
sip, and Evie’s laugh.

So, I drank. Just like Evie had, slow and steady.
The stuff smelled like my mother’s nail polish remover and burned
my throat. I had to quit sooner than Evie, but I willed myself not
to cough even once, just opened my mouth wide to air out the
taste.

“It’s good, huh?” Evie took it back and drank some
more.

Zach insisted on another swig and took it slower
this time. Evie tore open the chips and told us we ought to have
something to soak up some of the alcohol or we’d have trouble
walking the mile back home.

Evie ended up finishing the jar. Zach lay flat on
his back and she propped herself up on him, left elbow on his rib
cage, right hand tipping back the jar. I positioned myself half on
the blanket, half in the tall grass, swatting at flies, picking off
ants as they tickled my skin. Evie lay down again, head on Zach’s
shoulder, an arm stretched over his chest. I couldn’t see what she
was doing, but I imagined her massaging his bicep. He’d told me she
liked his biceps.

“When my mother first told me we were moving to New
York for the summer, I thought she meant the city.” Evie moved and
pushed out her leg so it touched mine. “I’m glad it’s a place like
this. Where you can hear the quiet and see the dark.”

Evie rubbed her bare calf against mine till she’d
pushed up the leg of my jeans, and it rubbed over my shin, soft and
slow. I figured she hadn’t meant to touch me. That the contact was
accidental. Her skin was hot and smooth. My breath caught in my
throat.

Zach started pointing out constellations. I could
only assume he made up most of them—I’d never known him to have an
interest in such things. His voice slurred. His finger traced a
pentagon between points of light. He called that one the big
house.

“It doesn’t look that big,” Evie said.

“It’s all a matter of perspective. Perspective and
distance,” Zach said. “If we can see it from a million miles, it’s
enormous. Big enough for a mom and dad, and as many kids as they
want. Guest rooms for aunts and uncles to stay without all being on
top of each other. Enough space for everyone to breathe.” I’d never
heard him this philosophical before. That was new.

My head felt warm and ached. I could feel the weight
of it every time I turned it. It occurred to me that the leg over
mine could just as easily have been Zach’s as it was Evie’s, and
maybe he was trying to mess with me. We hardly ever touched
anymore, but I closed my eyes, and hoped.

I opened my eyes after a minute and looked down. It
was Evie. Evie in those cutoff shorts, her legs glistening in the
moonlight.

But it wasn’t just her leg in motion, out there in
the field. In perfect syncopation with that peculiar rhythm, there
was a waving motion at Zach’s crotch. I propped up my head over my
forearm to get a clearer view of Evie’s arm disappearing at the
wrist, under Zach’s belt buckle, pressed against him, stroking and
kneading back and forth and back and forth and back and forth.

A minute later Zach shuddered, shaking Evie a
millimeter off him, a millimeter into me so she had her butt to my
hip. Evie reached a hand over her head and came back to bite into
an apple. Too soft to really crunch—the fruit at Zach’s house was
always just a little past ripe.

Zach reached for the jar of moonshine from his side
and picked it up. I thought he’d complain that it was empty—even
though he’d already had too much—but instead he just held it up
there to the starlight so the glass reflected and refracted all
those points of light. He mumbled something about trying to catch
fireflies, and then sat up and hurled in the grass.

*

Moonshine became a fixture between the three of us.
Based on how many jars of the stuff Evie produced, I was left to
surmise that she was either secretly making it herself in some
hideaway she had discovered in our house, or, more likely, that
better than half her summer luggage had been those mason jars. She
hadn’t packed many clothes, for sure, wearing that same pair of
shorts every single day, to the point that I could start to smell
her from a few feet away—that odor of denim and stale sweat.

Zach told me he loved that smell. He told me I was
crazy if I didn’t, and I told him that I never said I didn’t like
it, just that it stood out to me. Of course I like it.

A month passed, full of lazy afternoons of passing
jars over games of Monopoly on the kitchen table, or while we
watched home design shows on cable. Some days we read. A Bradbury
novel for me, while the two of them flipped through magazines—Dad’s
Hunting & Fishing for Evie, an issue of Delia’s
Cosmo for Zach, out of which he spoke in a falsetto, quoting
suggestions for how to make sure your colors never clashed again
and lines about how to please a man in bed. Pin him down. Make
him tell you he wants you.

Evie rolled her eyes. “If a woman needs for him to
say it, then either he doesn’t really want her, or she’s doesn’t
have enough respect for herself.” She turned the page, and I caught
a glimpse of a man posed with an oversized trout. “She shouldn’t
need a man to tell her anything.”

When Dad got home from work and Delia got back from
wherever she whiled away mornings and afternoons, Evie would
disappear into the kitchen and return with glasses of her mother’s
sweet tea for everyone, and pass them out in the glow of the TV
screen, somehow keeping straight the glasses that were just tea for
the grownups, from the spiked ones for us children. The first time
she did it, I purposefully spilled my glass on the floor, sure we’d
get caught. But Evie and Zach played it cool, so the next time, two
nights later, I did, too, and if Dad or Delia caught on, neither of
them ever said anything, either too distracted with cuddling their
bodies close together, or with whatever was on TV.

I knew what it meant to be a third wheel, but when
neither Zach nor Evie gave me a sign to leave, I’d decided it was
all in my head. That we might coexist as a trio. That Evie liked me
more than I liked her, and Zach would never turn away his best
friend. And no one would ever know why I preferred it to be just me
and Zach alone.

The three of us drank together in the treehouse,
under daylight, until one day—the end of July, early August—when
the wood creaked too badly beneath the weight of our bodies, and I
complained it wasn’t safe.

Zach took a long swig from the jar. Practiced now.
Able to hold his liquor. “If you’re so worried about it, you can
leave us alone.”

Evie reclined, ankles crossed, her neck in the crook
of Zach’s elbow.

So I climbed down.

A week later, Zach started stocking shelves at
Chandler’s Grocery. His mom had been bugging him to find a job
since school let out, telling him he was sixteen years old and he
ought to start earning his keep. Finally, she found the gig for him
through a friend. He started disappearing for days at a time to
work, with the promise that he’d purpose some of his income for
candy bars and potato chips, maybe an outing to the movies for the
three of us.

“Not another nudy mag?” I asked him.

He socked me good on the shoulder. Evie laughed.

One afternoon, he was working, my father was at the
office, and Delia was window shopping at the mall. I was reading
Brave New World, when Evie ran up to me where I sat on the
couch and punted my book square out of my hands.

“What the hell?” I said.

“I’m bored.” She shrugged and folded her hands in
front of her and knocked knees. The very image of a pouting school
girl.

I recovered the book and smoothed out the yellowed
pages. “Why don’t you try reading?”

“Boring,” she said, dragging out the O-sound. She
bundled her hair behind her as if to form a ponytail and then let
it drop. “Why don’t we go bug Zach at work?”

“How do you think you’re going to get there?”

“We could walk.”

I scanned the page to figure out where I had left
off. I set quotas for my reading. Tried to get through at least
fifty pages each summer day. But since Evie arrived, I’d been lucky
to get twenty. “It’s five miles away.”

She tore the book from me. Fast enough that I
couldn’t even let go of it in time, and the page I’d been open to
ripped, the top half dangling at a misfit angle.

I got to my feet and stood close enough to loom. I
could smell the moonshine on her breath but wasn’t sure if she was
drunk. “What’s your problem?”

“I told you, I’m bored.”

“Give me back my book.”

“Make me.”

I reached for the book, but she moved it out of the
way so I stumbled, and had to put out my hands to the floor to keep
myself from falling all the way over. I stood up. Flushed.

And she slapped me. Hard. Across the cheek. Stiffer
than play.

And I shoved her.

She fell on her ass.

I was scared I’d hurt her. Ready to apologize. To
take my book back and go outside to the treehouse and cede the
world indoors.

But she crouched and sprang forward, driving her
shoulder into my gut, hooking the backs of my knees with her
hands.

My fingers clenched her biceps and I had flashes of
the wrestling matches that Zach and I had had in years past. The
point when hot skin turned slippery with sweat and we jostled for
position in go-behinds and headlocks at an age when I didn’t know
what a boner meant but instinctively hoped Zach didn’t notice
mine.

She wrapped her thighs around my ribs and squeezed,
got me on my back and scooted up on me until she had her
denim-covered crotch poised three or four inches from my chin,
where all I could smell was her and I almost retched. “Admit
it.”

I tried to sit up, but she pressed her full weight
on me, had my shoulders pinned to the carpet below. “Admit
what?”

“You’re jealous of Zach.” She scooted off my
shoulders, shins still weighing against my upper arms, jean shorts
hovering over my mouth and nose. An inch of breathing space. “You
want me.”

I pressed my feet to the floor and bridged up,
arching my back, pelvis in the air. Caught her off balance and
rolled. Knelt on top of her left thigh and pinned her wrists over
her head. I caught a little of her hair in my fingers in the
process and tugged. “I want you out of my house.”

She went slack for a second. I let go of one wrist
and the tangle of hair from my hand. She moved the hand down and I
though she meant to elbow me in the ribs or coil around me and flip
me over the way Zach had found ways to do dozens of times in the
past. But she moved too slowly for that and touched too softly.
Slid her hand under my waist band and felt around. She smiled when
she made contact, when she found me hard.

She kicked off her shorts. I was still on top of
her, but there was little question that she was in control and that
little of what was happening was new for her. She rubbed me the
same way she had Zach back at Tully’s, until I started to grind
against her myself. I heard the pattern of Zach’s breathing that
night. I tried to match it.

She got my shorts and my boxers off in the same
jerking motion. Got on top of me again. Straddling me. Grinding
clockwise to my counter. Until everything went hot and wet. Until
she hugged me tight and rolled me back on top of her and took my
penis in her hand again to guide me inside.

In between sensations, in between blindness and
stillness and feeling nothing in the world above my waist, a terror
took hold of me—that I might get Evie pregnant. I didn’t have any
condoms. I didn’t even know where to get one. I knew Zach had some.
He’d opened a pack of twenty in front of me once, the clear plastic
wrapping all connected in a chain that descended from his hand to
the floor, unfurling and unfurling. That pang of something like
jealousy that I felt in my gut, not because he had condoms and not
that he might have sex before me. Jealousy of someone else, someone
who didn’t yet exist in our world. The way he had smiled, teeth
stained with Coca-Cola residue, at the promise of all of that sex
that awaited him. A lifetime of orgasms ahead.

Evie recognized what was happening before I did. She
took my shoulder in one hand, the base of my penis in the other,
and pulled me out. Just as the semen burbled out over the back of
her hand and over her pubic hair and on the carpet. Just as I could
breathe again.

I expected her to look smug. Superior, that she
could make me do this. Vindicated that I had wanted her all
along.

But she didn’t smile. Her lower lip trembled like
she might cry. “Why did you close your eyes?”

My chest heaved. Sweat soaked my T-shirt. I pushed
away memories and imaginings. I pushed away Zach and focused my
eyes on Evie. “Did I?”

“You didn’t look at me.” She scooped up her clothes
and ran for the bathroom.

*

One day, Delia and Evie were there. Dad was happy.
Zach was my best friend. The next day, the Evie and her mother were
packing.

“We talked about it.” My father flipped burgers for
one last dinner as a family of five.

I stood by him. Inside, Delia fixed a pitcher of
lemonade from a pouch and tap water. Zach had his arm over Evie’s
shoulder, sitting on the ground at the opposite end of the
yard.

“It’s crazy, I get it,” Dad said. “We’re grownups.
She’s got obligations. A summer’s fine. A vacation. But she can’t
just up and move her whole life. And neither can I.” He ran a
knuckle under his nose and stared into the smoke. I thought he
looked disappointed, but also a little relieved—like at least he
could go back to wandering the house bare-chested and only have me
to worry about if he got a beer with the guys after work. “We had a
nice summer, end of story.”

Delia had dark rings under her eyes and her hair had
grown frizzy in the late summer humidity. She poured the lemonade
in careless, sloshing motions, one after the next, each threatening
to overflow its glass.

I figured Delia and Evie would stay the night at
least, but they had other plans. My father held Delia’s elbows,
stood chest to chest in the yard after dinner. Said they should
wait. Get a good night’s sleep.

Delia was crying. But she held firm. Said they could
reach Pennsylvania before midnight if they left right then, and her
girlfriend would put them up for the night.

Zach and Evie ventured an open-mouthed, sloppy kiss
in the driveway. She pulled away from him first. He kept his hand
on her hip until he had his arm fully extent, fingers stretched.
Until he had no choice but to let her go.

Delia hugged me. Evie didn’t say goodbye, or even
look my way.

And they were gone.

Zach stopped coming over. His excuses varied: he
told me he had to work all the time, and then that he had too much
homework after school started, and his mom was riding him because
he would have to apply to college soon, so he had to get his grades
in shape and starting making teachers like him if they were going
to write letters of recommendation. Parts of this were true, I was
sure.

I pressed him one time, asking him what I had
done.

“Dude, she was my girlfriend,” he said.

I wanted to tell him Evie hadn’t meant anything to
me, and I was happy she was gone because he was too good for her
anyway. I wanted to tell him I missed him. But it was one of those
times when there were too many words running through my head to
make space for any of them to come out of my mouth, and he had
walked away before I said a thing.

We still had the same circle of friends. We all ate
lunch at the same table. But I hardly ever talked to Zach alone
anymore, and I never saw him after dark.

My English teacher, Mrs. Chester, said we should
start thinking early about college application essays, and offered
ten points of extra credit for anyone who turned in a personal
reflection about an important place. After a night of chemistry
homework, I wasted an hour picking at that paper. I thought of
Tully’s and remembered a time before I’d met Evie. That night we’d
all snuck into the field. The way the moonlight fell over Zach’s
face and how close we sat—close enough to feel each other’s body
heat, and for me to imagine that he liked it, too.

But when I finally set pen to paper, I found myself
writing about the church I hadn’t attended since I was ten. I wrote
about the way sunlight got refracted when it shone through stained
glass windows. I wrote about kneelers that buckled beneath the
weight of growing boys. I wrote about old bibles—those dusty books
with the gold edges on every page that I had to assume used to be
shiny.

Mrs. Chester read it aloud to the class as an
exemplar. I picked my cuticles and only looked at Zach once. He was
resting his cheek on his forearms, fast asleep, or at least faking
it.
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A tow-headed youth solemnly deposits before us an
iced cold plate of fish slices floating in a pool of purple liquid.
He is dressed head to toe in black, and he disappears into the mist
generated by a dry-ice machine near the kitchen door. Banks of fog
drift across the dining room where other androgynous servers can be
seen moving with hypnotic slowness. The air is filled with voices,
their murmur beyond the reach of understanding. For the face of
each speaker is obscured by the wing back chair in which it is
cradled, and tall tabletop candelabras cast individual features
into shadows. In the gloom the chairs, slip-covered to the floor in
red muslin, appear as sarcophagi nestling sacrificial victims.
Flickering torchères burn strategically on the room’s perimeter,
and they contribute to the sense of a secret and mysterious rite
taking place. For Café Sphinx raises the standards for dining in
New York to sublime new heights, I think, and experiences such as
these confirm the notion that city’s fickle cultural life depends
on consuming the past.

“O brave new world,” I cried, “with such smoked
salmon in it!”

“That looks vile,” said Paul Bridgewater, squinting
through owlish black eyeglasses at the appetizer. Sampling a slice
of fish sitting in a sauce made from crème de cassis and
raspberries, Paul uttered his verdict with finality: “Not
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