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PART ONE














CHAPTER 1



I am looking at myself, in the reflection of the still water in one of the many here-today-gone-tomorrow pools that appear in the woods. My woods.

Hands and knees sink into the damp earth at the edge of the small pool as I crouch lower, lower and lower to examine myself more closely. My bluetick hound, Chuck, is hard on my shoulder, he and his reflection every bit as confused by me as I am.

The frayed tips of my long black hair contact the water, and I stop. The reflective me and the actual one meld, a sort of liquid hair frame boxing us in together, stuck with each other. For moments, I cannot move.

This is no Narcissus here. I am not loving what Im seeing, and would in fact be the happiest guy if I looked down and saw something else, someone else. I keep checking, every day, as I pass every reflective surface.


But I always find this face. And I ask again, Who in hell is this?



By the time I look around, I have no idea where my dog is. They are familiar woods, our woods, and Chuck could be in any part of them. Something happens, I guess, when I go looking, when I go thinking, when I go down there into reverie. I dont know what it is, but it upsets Chuck, and hes gone.

Chuck, I call out, and hear my voice roll out, around, and back to me. Birds alight, critters skitter, but Chuck does not return.

I know he hears me. I hate it when he does this. Hes being dramatic. Either that or hes getting laid.

Chuck! I bellow.

He has no sense, no discretion, no discrimination. My dog feels about sex the way most cats feel about killing: anything that moves.

Chuck!

I surprise myself with the intensity of my yell. He makes me get like this. Its not that he has to be obedient and stupid all the time like other dogs. We dont have that kind of relationship. Its well beyond that. Were more like brothers. Its like if your younger brother were going around having loads of sex before you ever even

Chuuuuck!

The entire woods shake with my rage. I squeeze my eyes shut, my fists pulled so tight my fingertips just might pop through the backs of my hands.


I open my eyes to see it actually happening, the trees trembling, pine needles and leaves parachuting to the ground, branches snapping.

One old maple, thirty yards ahead, finally gives up and falls with a cracking, snapping fanfare. Three younger trees are flattened underneath.

Cool, I say, coolly. I used to scare myself when I did this kind of almighty crap. But you get used to it. What else can you do?

The dog yelps. He remains in hiding.

I am patient.

The tree quietly shifts, rustles, as if settling down into death. Only its reversing. It comes up off the ground a foot, then three, then six, as if pushing itself up, then slaps back to earth.

I did that, you see. Its what I do.

The dog yelps again.

I see a big boulder, I say out into the distance. Chuck, would you like to see the big boulder?

Chuck does not want to see the big boulder. He comes slinking out of the brush. He wont look at me as we resume our walk, to our place. First I scared him into the trees with my inexplicable behavior, then I scared him back out likewise.

This of course is totally unfair, but what isnt? It is not Chucks fault that I am tense and frustrated. But its not mine either.

What was it this time, Chuck, you pervert? A chipmunk? A duck?

It is not his fault, what is happening to me, to us. It is not his fault that we are not what we once were. We are not a boy and his dog. Havent been for about six months now, since around when I turned seventeen, and things have gotten weirder and weirder. Things like not recognizing my own reflection. Things like knocking down trees and throwing two-ton rocks. Without even touching them.

You know, things like that.

And that is the extent of what I know.

There is more to know. You know theres got to be more to know.

So who does know?

Maybe Chuck. My best friend, my better me. The further I get from myself, from knowing myself, the more I feel I need him by my side. I have no explanation for this, I simply feel it.

But if he does know, hes not talking.

Sorry, I say to him as we reach our spot. I crouch down, run my hand lightly over his flat, velvety head and make sure his eyes catch mine. Sorry, I say.

He snorts, then circles around behind me and climbs on my back. I climb us up the tree.

This is as close as we get, these days, to rightness. We are sitting in our tree, in our woods. Like we do. We are above it all, away from it all, yet somehow in control of it all.

When were up here, I immediately feel a different relationship with everything. I look across the woods, the fields, the nearby houses, and on a good day, across the far hilltops. And if I can see it, it is mine.


Like I said, I move things. With my mind. The rocks, boulders, rotting tree trunks in the woods below us. Cows in the meadow beyond. I look at them, stare at them, think about them where they are and think about them someplace else. And there they go. Havent you always wanted to do that? You have, of course. I always did, and then I did it. I stared at one of those big-headed cows, standing in the same spot, chewing the same plug of cud over and over, until I just couldnt take it anymore, and somewhere, way deep in the itchiest innermost section of my brain, some synapsey thing screamed, Do something with yourself, you goddamn cow! And then, before I could even comment to Chuck on the irony of it all, HowNowthats what me and Chuck named herHowNow was chewing from the farthest point away in the field. Just where Id imagined throwing her in my frustration.

Thats how I found out I could do it. Ive thrown a lot of crap now, in the last six months.

It is the one single singular thing I do, and I havent the vaguest idea how I do it. Chuck and I are the only two who know about it, because until I get a grip on whatever the hell is happening, I dont dare try to explain it to anyone else.

Im afraid of what someone might say or do. Im afraid of what I might say or do.

Im afraid, to tell the truth, of being whatever the hell it is I am.

I look at Chuck whenever Ive done it, and he gives me the look. Wrinkles up his intelligent, dirty sweat sock of a face in slow-eyed recognition. Appreciation. Hes my dog, my boy. Whatever I do, he will give me the appreciation face. Thats his job.

No matter what he really thinks.

Sure, Chuck, I say today. Big deal, isnt it? I can move rocks and cows. Does it do me one single ounce of good? Does it enhance the experience of being me one bit? I can defy nature, but can I throw a baseball two hundred miles an hour? No. Can I sing? No. Can I invent a computer games system that will bring Wall Street and Silicon Valley and girls to my feet? No. Trees fall down when I tell them to, and Im still such a mouse in my own life that Im jealous of my dog.

Chuck gives me the appreciation face. Superior sonofabitch.

Right, I say. Of course youre all serene and philosophical and all. Id trade tricks with you in a second. Cmon, lets swap. You make stuff fly around, and Ill lick myself in mixed company. Whaddya say?

Chuck knows. I know he knows.

He gives his boys a lick and grins at me.



It is a long walk home for Chuck and me, longer than usual. It is our last walk together in these woods, because tomorrow we are leaving Port Caledonia for a place called Blackwater. Nice college town: rolling hills, running water, good four-season climate with snow in winter and sweat in summer so you never wake up not knowing what month youre in. But more than missing Port Caledonia, and all the friends I didnt quite make here, and all the good times I almost had but didnt, I am going to miss bits. Bits like the big roundabout on the cul-de-sac where our house is. Its covered in crap from everybody walking their dogs there and not picking up after them, but we have the greenest grass and the earliest-blooming dogwoods as a result. I learned to ride my bike spinning around that roundabout alone four, five, six hundred laps at a go.

Ill miss the woods. Ill miss the woods badly. There are piney woods all over this part of the world, so Im not afraid that Ill never find another one. But I will still miss this one. Things happened to me here. Me and Chuck became me and Chuck here. I learned to move things twenty times my size without touching them here. A guy doesnt forget stuff like that.

My dad shed the old mortal coil here in P.C. That is, he died here. Not that that should make much difference in how I feel, because I have no recollection of the man. His ashes were scattered here too, though I have no recollection of them, either. He was here and then he was not, and while that does not leave me with a bunch of memories of the two of us hauling catfish out of the river or throwing curveballs to each other across the front lawn, it leaves me with something all the same. Its not a memory. Its a memory of a memory, and it lives here.

I stopped being a kid here in the Port Caledonia woods. I dont know if thats a good thing or a bad thing, but I know its a big thing.

Im going to miss Jules, mostly. I dont even like to say it, because saying Ill miss her brings me that much closer to tomorrow and reality and being without her. She is my oldest friend, not really my girlfriend, really my true fine love. We have the kind of love, Jules and me, where we know instinctively that there has always been a sort of not-to-be-ness about us, but we are wrecked at the mention of being separate. So for the most part weve been leaving the whole issue alone.

Alone. Right.

Tomorrow is it, then. And tonight its good-bye. We havent even had sex yet, me and Julesme and anybodyand so we have decided that we need to do it tonight. Theres a party: we are meeting there, and when the music and beer and, I dont know, the lighting, are all right, we are going to slip away someplace and make love, me and Jules. Make love, me and Jules. Thats what it will be, love. No matter how botched and weird and awkward the act is going to come off. It is going to be love. Making love, me and Jules.

I do like to say it.

Probably more than I want to do it.

Im not a freak. Or maybe I am. I dont know what it is, but make no mistakeI am the problem. We would have done it a long time ago if I didnt keep coming up with strep throat and dead grandmothers and old weightlifting injuries. It is I who stand between me and us, because Jules is well into the idea for reasons not immediately apparent to any of her friends. I, like every other guy in Port Caledonia and a vast majority of the girls, would be honored to be Juless bedmate or conqueror or supplicant or whatever the deal is supposed to be. Yet something, something deep and strident and genuine, has told me over and over: no.

But tonight I will ignore it. Tonight I will be with Jules because being with Jules is, even more so, too right to ignore. And then Im going to tell her about what I can do.

And then, Im hoping, maybe something will be different. And tomorrow we wont be as alone.



I walk into the house, the home, soon to be the memory. Right now all it is is a warehouse. Brown corrugated boxes line the entrance hall. All we own, save a few essentials, is in these boxes. The furniture, such as it is, is ours if we want it, but we dont. Nothing matches, nothing works, nothing much matters. Every stick has been picked up at a garage sale or a junkyard, and we couldnt care less. The new house comes furnished, and that was all we needed to know to leave all the old stuff behind.

I stop just inside the door and take in the reality of it. My life in a box. Every thing of consequence, of my life, of my mothers life, fits into pretty small boxes. If it cant fit into the bed of our pickup truck, it ceases to be part of our lives anymore. It becomes instant past.

I guess we live kind of blinkered. And thats just fine with me and Eleanor.

There are two machines that complete what you might call our family unit. One is clearly my mothers favorite. He is a green Apple iMac she calls Big Ben, and on whom she taps day and night.


Hi, Ben, I say as I walk past the study/bedroom door. Hi, Eleanor.

Eleanor is my mom. She is a very good mother and leaves me alone much of the time because I can be trusted and she knows that, and because I want to be left alone and she knows that. She is also a very good anthropologist because she never leaves her research alone. Thats why shes got this big-deal fellowship. Thats why Blackwater State College.

Hi, Chuck, she says, looking up from the screen with a dirty, guilty smile. She always looks like I have seen her at something seriously intimate when I catch her alone with Ben. As if Im bothered by her preference for technology over most human interaction. Hi, Marcus Aurelius, she says.

Please, though. It is just Marcus. Birth-certificate-wise the Aurelius bit is true, but I dont use it. Would you?

The other machine is the one I shamelessly favor. Even Chuck gets jealous. Its Brainwave, and I love it and I excel at it. I check in on it every time I walk into the house, the way new parents must check on an infant. I enter my bedroom, walk to the desk, plunk down in front of it, and gently caress the thumbpads. Yo, B.W., did you miss me? I say as the machine heats up.

A groan comes out of Chuck. I disregard him. I am in position, poised, alert, good posture. I face the wall of my bedroom, where the screen flickers at me, on the opposite side of the wall where Eleanors screen flickers at her. Like we are about to commence a gigantic game of Battleship.


Port Caledonia. Woods. Cows and trees and boulders and did I say I learned to ride my bike right out there on that roundabout? Six hundred circuits. Jules.

Chuck sighs and flattens himself like a rug.

The game begins.

Bye, I say out loud, to Eleanor and Chuck and this world where the rest of you dwell.

Bye, I hear in return.








CHAPTER 2



The music is loud and uninteresting, and I can honestly say that I could not identify one single band if anybody asked me. Fortunately, no one is likely to ask me that or any other question at Doone Howes party. Aside from wealth and good looks there isnt a lot bad you can say about Doone Howe. He was good enough to invite me to his end-of-summer party, which is commendable since I dont get a lot of invites and he doesnt know who I am. But there are a lot of rich, beautiful boys who still would exclude people just because they can.

And Doone has excluded nobody, as far as I can tell. I sit in the corner of his expansive living room farthest from the stereo, watching all of Port Caledonias under-twenty-one population meander in. There is dancing going on, and drinking, and laughing, and head-butting. People spill out through the sliding glass doors and into the steam of Port Caledonia August, spread out on Doones dads pearly green lawn or continue out to the sand barge and even into the river.

I gaze out the window. You can forget sometimes, but from this vantage point the pull of the water, of the particular landscape of Port Caledonia, is undeniable. The clean, strong River Cal meets the estuary right out there, under the big bridge. Woods seem to accumulate from all over to meet here, hard by the running water. This is where forest meets ocean, estuary, river. Cant ask for much more out of a place than that.

I pull myself away from the window. I drink beer. And I watch. I am, for the moment, sad and mad at myself because I notice that this is also the kind of party where people could actually bring their dogs. I should get Chuck. Chuck would love this. Everybody is feeding pretzel sticks and tiny sausages to every dog who comes by, and I look at all the mellow mutts and I know if Id brought Chuck that one of us would have gotten a little piece of action, at least. In the event the other one had chickened out.

I am a wreck already, thinking about Jules and Jules alone, and if I am any sweatier by the time she arrives I am going to have to tell her I went in the river with all the happening guys out there.

Which, I freely admit, I am not. A happening guy. I have never been what you would call an insider, couldnt even imagine it, frankly. But Im no outsider either. Outsider has a certain something, a cachet, about it and, it has always seemed to me, a kind of b.s. about it. Its something to be achieved, outsiderhood, something you have to actually strive for, and I have just never been able to make the effort required.

So I am just this. Neither outside nor in. Just here, in a nether place. My natural place, and this suits me fine. I put a hand to my brow, and it is like my forehead is a melting Fudgesicle. I grab a napkin, walk to the circular Heineken mirror by the bar.

There he is again. Damn.

My green eye catches his green one, my gray his gray. The hand with the napkin sticks, welded to the cheek. My backbone trills, as I hang suspended in just that awful clammy moment between heating up and cooling down.

Okay, its me, my reflection, but not me, not mine. Its off, its altered, and its changing, like it has been for the past months, since seventeen. It shakes me up anew, every time.

But its better-looking than I thought I was, Ill say that. It has a certain something I never had before, undoubtedly.

This better not be puberty again, or Ill kill myself.

I am slapped on the back. I turn.

Hey, ahhh, Doone says, pointing at me and snapping his fingers repeatedly.

Marcus, I say.

Sorry. Marcus, you having a good time? Can I get you something? A beer. He peers down into my paper cup, then runs off as if he has seen some atrocity down there. Then he is back with a new, frosty frothy one. Doone is a good host, a happy host.


Thank you, I say. And yes, I am having

Cool, Mark. You keep it up, he says, then dashes off. He has a lot of people to be nice to.

I get a few hellos, a few heys, a few yos. The conversations dont go anywhere, and neither do I, for about an hour. I lean against the wall, listening to the music. I shuffle off to get the occasional beer, a glimpse out the doors over the sparkly river, a vain stretch to catch a breeze thats just not coming. Then I return to my spot, to wait.

Where is Jules? My Jules. My only. I would not be here if it were not for Jules, and I wont be much longer if she does not show. I would be just as happy, Jules aside, to be curled up in front of a good Brainwave right about now, Chuck at my feet and Eleanor on the other side of the wall, all of us coiling up and storing energy for what we have to do tomorrow.

Dude, somebody says, slapping me across the stomach and passing along on his way.

I wish I had brought Chuck.

Its almost like the pull of a tide, the way a portion of the crowd is suddenly drawn to the front door as Jules makes her way through. Jules. What is she doing with me? Thats me saying that now, but if you looked closely I am sure you could read it on every other pair of lips. It is loyalty, I think with great fear as I watch Juless slender hands push outward through a sea of shoulders to make her way. She is loyal to me because of our time together, time when we were little amoebas splashing in our own little puddle, even now that one of us has evolved into a higher life form and one has remained me.


She is wearing a floor-length sarong thing of some gauzy turquoise flowered material, and an almost-see-through cottony white top. There is a hippie aspect to her, not in the haphazard way but the serious way they give you in the style section of the Sunday newspaper where it has taken a team of hundreds to get it that way. Only that isnt necessary here. She needs no help. She needs nothing. She is her own team.

But everyone wants to play for her.

The entire room swishes and sways with the wave of that skirt. Though the beer may be part of the swaying because the tables and striped wallpaper are doing it too. She made that skirt. My mother bought me my chinos and baby-blue T-shirt with a pocket.

Hello, good-bye, she says right into my sorry, sorry ear. She kisses me on the neck.

I shudder, like a million tiny clawed hands are pulling at me, from my neck to my knees. Not good-bye. Not yet. Im not steadied for good-bye yet.

Whoa. Jules grabs both my arms. Are you okay?

I am not sure. I blacked out for an instant, and the blackness then broke as if it were a lacquered sheet of glass.

Im fine, I say. I slipped.

You didnt slip. You werent even walking. Have you had, like, a ton to drink?

No, I say. I take a breath. Love you, Jules.

See, she says. Thats drink right there.

Where were you? Ive been waiting a long time. Missed you.


You could mingle, you know, Marcus. It is a party. You could make friends, and then tell them youre leaving tomorrow.

Doone comes by, gives Jules a warm, knowing smile, which she returns. He hands me a beer, which she takes away.

What was that? I ask.

What was what? she asks before taking a sip of what should be my beer.

That, with him? That was like, really familiar there, Jules.

She sighs loudly. Its what people do, Marcus. Its called being friendly. Its called socializing. And you listen to me, you better start learning right now. I mean it, Marcus, Im worried about you. You know, when Im notwhen were not

All I can do is shake my head at her. I raise my hand to cover her mouth with two fingers resting as lightly on her lips as a butterfly on honeysuckle. Juless scent is honeysuckle. But she was already done talking. She didnt want to finish the thought any more than I wanted her to, I know, and I only touched her lips for the touching.

I drop my hand, lean forward, and press my forehead to hers, closing my eyes.

Youll do a lot more socializing when Im gone, I say sadly, eyes closing ever tighter. Itll be good for you, my leaving. Itll set you free.

Her turn. This is why we can never resolve anything. Shhh, she says, and puts her hand to my lips. Lets not talk about it. Lets go upstairs. Theres an available private space. In the attic.

My eyes spring open like window shades. How do you know that?

She giggles. Jules tends not to take serious matters seriously enough. Altogether too in control is her problem. If she could be more flustered, if she could be more fractured and scatteredthen maybe I could permit myself to love her full on, guilt free. I was invited, she says.

You were? I start scanning the crowd for suspects. They are all suspects.

She takes my face in her hands, refocuses me on her. It doesnt matter, Marcus. We agreed to go. So lets.

Ouch. That is it. That is what I do not want to do, despite the inevitability of it. I dont think I can. I dont think I can let you go.

Youre not letting me go. Im letting you go, remember?

It has become like having a twisted back, and no matter how you sit or stand or lie down, you cant escape the pain. The fact of tomorrow wont let go, no matter what Jules and I do tonight.

It was Doone, right? I say.

It doesnt matter, she says.

DooneDooneDoone, I intone, like a mad thing, like an angry toddler.

Just then there is a crash, an extended rumble, a scream that exceeds even the boom of the music. I turn to catch the end of a spectacular fall, our host coming to a raucous banging halt at the foot of the stairs.


He jumps to his feet, bellowing. Who put the freakin telephone table at the top of the stairs? Huh? Whos the funny guy who put the telephone table

Im calmer all of a sudden.

Lets take a walk, I say in Juless ear.

Lets go upstairs, she says.

I shake my head.

She growls. Our last night. Is this it, Marcus? Is it not to be?

I take her hand and start for the sliding doors. It is to be. But it is not to be in here. It is to be out there. I point as we head out past the party folk, toward the river, to the woods beyond.

I pause at the keg and pull two beers on the way out.

Love ya, Jules, I say, handing her her cup.

Well see, she says.


We have left the party house behind, then the party outdoors, then the river with high-school heroes splashing and drinking and dancing and smoking magically all at once. The music stays with us, the silly squeals and shouts and animal groans that sound, from a distance, almost nice.

I have something I want to show you, Jules, I say, putting my arm around her shoulder and making an effort
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