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for Mark T. Lancaster, however imperfectly.

What words What answers now

What memories What ruined harbors?

—Weldon Kees, "The City as Hero"
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Possession

1

He woke into someone else's life. 

It was not his, surely: no. It could not be his. Drifting toward consciousness in slow, aching spirals, his mind tossed up splintered images and muffled echoes which he knew must be imagination or dream. None of it was real. He would sleep again soon, wake again into another life—his true life—and this other self would vanish as if it had never existed, which of course it hadn't.

And yet when his eyes fluttered open to the dim bedroom nothing disappeared. He did not arc invisibly away to some other reality. Everything stayed. Here he was.

Here. He.

Panic then. A split-second freefall sensation, a silently screamed No! before he blinked, rustled; accepted. Knew.

He lay unmoving, watching his chest rise and fall. Though the room was cold, beads of sweat glistened on his skin. He thought he could hear weeping somewhere, indistinctly, vanishing into the sound of traffic then softly returning. He had heard it in his dream as well, he realized, this high-pitched wailing, and yet here it was still.

His mouth was dry, sour. He leaned over to the night table for the glass of water he kept there just as the telephone chirruped next to him. Picking it up, he tried to say hello. Only a harsh rasp actually came from his mouth. He cleared his throat, tried again. 

"Yes?"

"Reed?"

"Oh." He smiled weakly, reached for the water, swallowed some. "Will. How are you?"

"How are you? You sound bad."

"I've been sleeping."

"Man, it's not even dark."

"I...I fell asleep. What can I say? I'm an old man."

"Yeah," Will said. "You're disgusting."

"I am," Reed said, chuckling. "Yes. Exactly."

"So, are we still on for the library tomorrow?"

"Sure. Your English paper, right?"

"African-American Lit."

"What's it on again? The paper?"

"I decided to do 'The Nature of Violence in the Works of Richard Wright.' Sound fancy enough for a senior thesis?"

"It sounds fine, Will. It does. It sounds great. We need to get some of his books besides Native Son, right? Some of his essays?"

"Right. Wish I could get all this off the Web."

"You're past that. You have to get real books now."

"This I know. Unfortunately."

"Let's see. Tomorrow's Saturday. When do you get off work?"

"Two."

"Well, how's three, then?"

"It sucks. But I'll be there."

"Good. We'll go to College Park. The University of Maryland. It's called the McKeldin Library," he said, remembering the hours and days he'd spent there when he first got out. "I can check things out for you there. And it's a nice little drive."

"Cool." A pause. "So why were you asleep? Seriously. Are you sick?"

"No, I..." He tried to remember. Why had he been asleep? Then everything slipped back into place in his mind. None of it was anything he could tell this nice young man about. Never. "Well, maybe I am, a little," he lied. "Sick. A cold, that's all. I'm sure I'll be better tomorrow."

"Don't go making me ill, man."

"No, definitely not."

"So did you hear about the body? On the news?"

"Body?"

"Man, you are uninformed. Guy got shot right on the corner last night. I can see where it happened from here."

"Was he killed?"

"Probably. Drug things, they usually are. It woke us up last night. The ambulance."

"That's terrible." But not uncommon, he knew. The neighborhood Will lived in was filled with gunfire, screams, corpses. The boy had often told Reed of bodies he'd seen. The old man in the alley a year ago, his head blown apart by heavy-caliber ordinance. The woman over on Third, just lying there flat on her back staring into space with no visible wound other than a tiny rose-shaped blood spot over her heart. His classmate, David Jackson, knifed to death just outside the school entrance one fine fall morning. And his father, of course. Will rarely spoke of him. 

Once upon a time, Reed thought, Southeast had been an immaculate, ornate place, home to Washington's richest and most powerful. But generations ago those dwellings were broken up into cheap apartments or razed entirely for crime-ridden public housing units, in one of which William lived now. Trapped. Or at least Reed thought of him as trapped. How different from his own neighborhood, Logan Circle, with its beautifully restored townhouses, its lovely gardens and sidewalks, its busy young professionals hustling down the street with their frappuchinos and shopping bags. And yet he had iron gates over his own doors and windows too.

"You didn't see the body, did you, Will?"

"Naw. Just the lights from the ambulances and the cop cars. I wasn't going to go out and look. William Bliss, Esquire, stays far away from trouble."

"That's good."

"I've seen enough corpses."

"I know. And I don't want you to become one yourself."

"Now you sound like my mom. You're both morbid."

"Just...stay safe, okay? That's all I mean."

"Roger. Look, I'll see you tomorrow, all right?"

"Yes, fine."

They said their goodbyes and Reed set the phone down. He stood finally, pulled on jeans and a black T-shirt, and moved through the dark hallway to the main room of the apartment. He liked where he lived: a corner townhouse off Rhode Island Avenue, well-maintained by its owner, a jovial man named Rob Muldoon. He had arrived at the right time, he knew; a decade before, this neighborhood had been one of the worst in Northwest. One of the houses across the street, abandoned then, had served as an impromptu brothel; many of the residences had been condemned and their windows covered over with thick wooden planks which homeless men somehow managed, from time to time, to pry off. But he had only heard descriptions of this from Muldoon. By the time he had arrived, the area had been reborn.

In the kitchen he put on the kettle for tea and began heating soup in a saucepan. He could hear the weeping again. Listening carefully, he padded to the front windows and peered out of each one. It was deep twilight, nearly dark. He saw nothing unusual. But the weeping did not stop, and suddenly, without warning, he recalled something he had tried to bury, forget, extinguish: a green field, the sound of the sea, a pale white arm encircled with silver bangles lying in the grass, and weeping then, such weeping....

His breath shook. He shut his eyes, steadied himself by leaning against the wall. Should he call Dr. Thorndyke, who had always encouraged him to contact him whenever he needed anything? No. He could calm himself. There was nothing in any of it that could harm him now. He would be calm. Very calm. 

He sat down and drank his tea, waiting for the soup to heat. The weeping stopped for a few moments, but then started again. Whoever it was had to be quite close; he could hear the sound clearly, more clearly than he had in the bedroom. And yet tracing it seemed as difficult as locating the sound of a cricket in the night. 

Finally he moved to a small, narrow alcove off the living room which contained his writing desk and pulled open the blind there. This afforded him a clear view up the street as well as along the side of the house, and at last, there it was. 

Or there she was. Sitting with her back against the house, her shoulders jerking convulsively, was a teenage girl. Her arms were around her knees and her head was buried against her legs. She wore a patched denim jacket and frayed bell-bottom blue jeans with some kind of brown boots; but what Reed noticed most of all was her hair, which was pale green. 

He stood watching her for some minutes, feeling uneasily like a voyeur. And yet she was on his property, after all. Surely he had a right to look. He could not see her face, but as he stood there watching her, an empty ache seemed to swell in the depths of his throat. She looked so small, so helpless, so terribly alone there, the pedestrians passing her by with hardly a glance.

At last he sat at his writing desk and allowed the blind to drop again. The crying finally began to subside to choked whimpers. Reed sat in the encroaching dark listening to her; occasionally a bus passed by, briefly drowning out the sound. Only once did anyone walking by seem to take notice of her, two male voices commingled with hurried footsteps:

"What's her problem, you think?"

"I dunno. Probably some whore."

Laughter then.

He got up to stir the soup. When he returned to his writing desk he pulled open the blinds once more, realizing that her sounds had abruptly stopped. The night was becoming misty; it was not yet raining, but a fine drizzle was in the air. Cars had switched on their headlights. She was still there, silently now, a cigarette glowing between her fingers. As he watched, she adjusted a small black backpack next to her and dropped her head down onto it, curled her body up against the side of the house.

Surely she didn't intend to sleep there?

He wondered what he should do. Call the police? That might lead her to a better fate than sleeping out in the open in this neighborhood, this drizzle. He nearly reached for the phone. But couldn't he simply raise the window and call out to her, ask her to go away?

Did she have any place to go?

He chewed his knuckle thoughtfully, the ache in his throat intense. He watched her. After a time it began to rain.

––––––––
[image: ]


2

HAIR. IT BEGAN, ALWAYS, with an image of hair. Long swirling locks, auburn with subtle rust-colored overtones, floating up as through crystal waters toward her. It touched her feet, ankles, thighs, breasts. It embraced her, wrapped itself gently around her arms and across her back. It was like no human touch that had ever been. Gentler than lips, more encompassing than fingertips, it caressed her body everywhere at once, held her and protected her against the darkness. She would float here forever, she thought, drifting like an embryo in this world of endless hair. She would stay here always.

But it always ended the same way too. The hair began to slide more quickly across her, slithering up her body, and suddenly she was afraid, helpless in the grip of the hair as it moved up to her neck and wrapped around it, strangling her. She tried to scream but the dream-sea had suddenly become real and she was drowning, the hair tightening its hold, great bubbles of air bursting from her mouth as she tried to call out to someone, anyone, but there was no one: Oh Evie, she thought in her final moments, oh Steven, Evie Evie one two three four five....

Waking burst upon her and she gasped. Inhaled. Opened her eyes.

Traffic. Footsteps, voices. She was disoriented for a moment, but this didn't surprise her. She was often disoriented upon waking. She breathed, feeling the dream dissolve away from her consciousness. She'd had it since she was a child but it was more frequent now, much more frequent. And finally, as the dream vanished, her mind seemed to settle. To find itself. She knew where she was again. And why.

She remembered the street, the neighborhood of old townhouses. She remembered deciding to try to catch a few winks against the side wall of the old brick building, at least partially hidden by some bushes. It was dangerous but she had no choice—she had exactly one dollar and thirty-three cents in her pocket. She had arrived in the cavernous maw of Union Station with all but nothing, practically starving. She'd managed to liberate several packets of Hostess Donette Gems from a 7-Eleven after she'd made it close to Logan Circle; that was all she had eaten since...when? Yesterday morning?

There was a thick gray mist in the air. She shivered, wrapping her denim jacket more tightly around herself. Her wool coat had been left behind long ago, in some previous city. Las Vegas, Albuquerque, Amarillo, Memphis, Louisville: they all melted together in her mind. And innumerable small towns, little one-stoplight affairs a hundred miles from anything, handsome mid-sized suburban villages with stolid churches on every corner, indifferent housing subdivisions and mega-malls from one end of the country to the other.

At first she had thought she would pick up work along the way, but she quickly discovered that lime-green hair and a silver nose ring did not constitute the road to employment success. Not that she cared, not really. She was an experienced shoplifter and moocher. But things had gotten bad. Several close calls spooked her from stealing anything bigger than doughnuts and potato chips and, after all, her Tarot clearly suggested that it was time to play it safe, to keep a low profile. Getting picked up now, getting hauled in, would mean that her mom and stepdad would be called, there would be screaming, recriminations, pointed fingers. Not to mention the fact that she would certainly be remanded to their custody, dragged back to L.A., put in counseling, and shit, she'd been through all that. She was nearly sixteen, which would be old enough to be legally emancipated. She wanted no more to do with them. She knew why she was screwed up, and what she needed to do about it. 

But always there was the problem of money. One night, months ago in another city, as she stood in front of the youth hostel where she was sleeping, a guy had approached her—reasonable-looking, early thirties, well-dressed in a causal suit, clean-shaven, nice face, a lock of black hair dangling over one eye—and asked her a question.

The question the man asked her was, "How much do you want?"

She was so taken aback that for a moment she couldn't respond. And yet his guess hadn't been so wildly inappropriate. She was wearing only a halter top (since lost) and very tight red shorts (since lost), and was leaning up against a lamppost in the middle of the night, smoking. She was in an area where they hung out, anyway. And she'd had several swallows of her trusty Seagram's Extra dry before coming out, which gave her a pleasant buzz and made her smile readily. In any event, she looked up at him and something clicked into place in her mind, a decision so obvious she needed only a split second to make it.

"How much is it worth to you?" she replied smoothly.

"I dunno," the man said. "My car's over there. Why don't we get in and talk about it?"

She looked up and down the dark street. People occasionally passed by.

"Okay," she said, her heart jumping in her chest. "Lead the way."

She walked a step or two behind him, resolved to make a break if he seemed to be leading her into any unsavory shadowy alleys. But they went straight to a pretty nice red sports car that was parked half a block away. Her fingers shook as she opened the car door, dropped herself into the leather seat. Then he got in as well.

"No fucking," she said. She didn't need a case of AIDS or anything else he might have to offer. "No blow jobs either. I'll jerk you off, though."

"That's usually about thirty," he said. "That all right?"

She swallowed. "Sure. Thirty...thirty's fine."

He brought out the money, a crisp ten and twenty, and placed it on the seat between them.

"I think here'll be okay," he said. "It's pretty dark."

There was an awkward pause. She suddenly realized that he was waiting for her to do something. She took a deep breath and reached over to his zipper. Her hand was quivering.

"What's your name?" he asked, his face close to hers, the black hair covering his eye.

Startled by the question, focused entirely on what her hand was doing and yet trying not to think of it at all, she blurted out the truth: "Mauri. Mauri Dyson."

"That's a pretty name. How old are you, Mauri."

"Fifteen. Almost sixteen."

He nodded, beginning to breathe hard. He shut his eyes and opened them again. He leaned in as if to kiss her, but she turned away, repulsed.

"I like your hair," he said, his voice ragged.

"Thank you." She looked away, suddenly wanting to be anywhere but in this car, with this guy.

"I mean it."

"Thank you."

Then he whispered, "Lean down."

She whispered too, though she didn't know why. "I told you, no blow jobs."

"That's not what I meant."

"What, then?"

"Lean down so I can come in it."

"What?"

"Lean down so I can come in your hair. C'mon. Now..."

She nearly leapt from the car but at that moment the point was moot. He groaned; she felt a warm wet rush on her hand. Almost before he was finished she was grabbing for the door handle, nearly forgetting the money on the seat. She snatched it and slammed the door behind her, ran back toward the lights of the youth hostel. She charged into a bathroom, mercifully empty, and turned the hot water tap full-blast, scrubbing her hand over and over again in the sink. 

It took her some time to realize that she was crying.

After a few minutes she rinsed her face with cold water and stared at herself in the cracked mirror. It was a strange sensation. She looked exactly as she had before. There was no mark, no flashing neon sign. Nothing that announced to the world: Whore.

No, she was the same person. Not bad-looking, she knew. Too pale, probably anemic. Little red pimples on her cheeks. But a good face—small, child-like features that emphasized her big blue eyes and the dark, dramatic brows above them. But what she found most appealing about the image looking back at her were her own artistic improvements on nature. The demure silver nose ring. The tiny diamond implanted in her left nostril. The set of three gold rings implanted along the curve of each ear. And, beyond the range of her immediate vision, the ring in her navel and the tattoo on her left shoulder (a gorgeous blue phoenix) and right ankle (a red rose, complete with thorny stalk). But what everyone noticed, of course, was the hair. A pure, bright green that darkened to red and then purple at the end. It was short, hardly reaching to her chin.

My God, it's stunning! people said.

Or That is so cool!

Or Hey, look! It's a fuckin' Martian!

But even the insults made her feel good, because they meant that she was noticed, seen, alive. 

But now she'd become a whore. She hadn't planned to. And yet she'd played it smart. No diseases for her. A simple operation that required a minimum of manual dexterity. Lord knows she'd down it often enough for Alan. She was out of practice, but the guy seemed happy enough. Thirty bucks for five minutes' labor. She made a quick mental calculation: at that rate she would make $360 an hour. Holy shit!

She wondered, then, why she had been crying.

Now, with her head on her backpack and her back up against the side of the brick townhouse, she realized how good a shower would feel. When was the last time she'd washed? Really washed, not a sponge bath in a bus station bathroom? She reeked. She had run out of underarm stuff weeks ago but hadn't wanted to risk lifting any. The same with not wanting to pump any precious quarters into a Laundromat washing machine. A dollar thirty-three, that's what she had to her name. She had heard that 14th Street, just a few blocks over, might be a good place to score a quick thirty, but you had to be careful; the kind of professional whores you found in cities could be as territorial as alley cats. 

She heard a voice passing quickly by. "What's her problem, you think?"

An answer: "I dunno. Probably some whore."

Shit.

But he was home. There was a light on right over her head. Her journey had come to its end at last. Yet she realized that, stupid as it seemed after all this, she had no plan. She'd searched for him all this time, hunted him down, and though she hadn't yet seen him, she was sure she would recognize him (the last photos she had, clipped from the newspaper, were ten years old). But she had no plan whatsoever. He was there, a few feet above her, separated from her only by a wall. Maybe he was looking down at her at this very moment.

The mist was rapidly turning to a light but cold rain. She felt shaky, so she opened her backpack, brought out her little glass juice bottle filled with Seagram's Extra Dry, and took a hard swig. It warmed her immediately.

Now what? 

Knock on his front door? Be sweet, nice, get into his good graces? Scream at him?

Or just unpack her switchblade and use it on him? 

But then all her thoughts froze as suddenly the door swung open and then the big black metal gate. A figure—tall, lean—came out onto the steps.

Crouching, she pressed herself against the side of the house, then peered carefully around.

He had unfolded an umbrella and was standing there on the steps facing toward her. She could see nothing of his features; he was silhouetted by the streetlight behind him and the silhouette was silvered by the falling rain. The figure stood motionless for a long time, facing toward her side of the house but offering no indication that he knew she was there. 

"Hello?" the figure said at last in a rough, somewhat raspy voice. "Excuse me, hello?"

She nearly panicked as he descended the steps and moved toward her. She should run, maybe, she should flee screaming in terror, but her body seemed rooted to the spot as the wet footsteps came around the corner. Then, his face still shadowed, he was looking down at her.

"Excuse me," he said again, not unkindly. "I couldn't help but notice that you seem to be camping out on my lawn."

She stared at him, her breath quick and shallow. 

"It's not safe out here in the dark," he said. "And it's starting to pour."

"I..." She swallowed, trying to find her voice somewhere within her. "I...I'll leave, mister." She managed to stand, gathering her backpack in her arms.

He stepped close to her—he was very tall, more than six feet—and at last she saw his face. He looked much older than the newspaper photos from a decade before. He'd lost a good deal of his hair, his skin was craggy, and there were dark rings under his eyes. But the eyes themselves were the same. Exactly. These were the same eyes Evie had peered into, she realized. The same eyes.

"Do you have any place to go?" he asked her.

"I...Look, don't call the cops or anything, okay? I'll just leave. I'll..." She turned away.

"No, no, don't worry, I won't. It's just that I work in a soup kitchen downtown, a place where you could get a hot meal. And there's a shelter across the street from it. You could..."

She looked at him. "Never mind. It's okay."

"You look like—like you've missed some meals lately."

"No, I'm okay. Really. I..." But he was right, she realized. How terribly hungry she was, her stomach an icy pit of emptiness, a vacancy that the Seagram's was hitting hard. "I..." And she suddenly knew that she was in danger of fainting, honest to God fainting. Shit! She had thought that only happened in movies.

"Are you sick?" he asked.

"No, no..." And then she was on one knee, one wet knee, and the world began to swirl around her, images of hair circling before her eyes, wings fluttering madly in her stomach.

"You'd better come in," he said. "At least until you dry off and get some hot food in you. Come on." And he was touching her elbow, actually touching her.

"No, really, I..."

But she hardly knew what was happening. The darkness was thick and cold and the rain pounded down. He supported her with one hand under her arm while the other held the umbrella. 

"Careful of the steps," he said.

Moving up each one was like climbing a small, crumbling mountain. She was dizzy. Her skin tingled strangely. When they reached the top he swung open the gate and reached for the door handle while she swayed on the front stoop.

Opening the door, he asked, "What's your name?"

"Mauri..." she replied weakly.

"I'm Reed," he said. "Nice to meet you." And she followed him into a room filled with light, warmth, and the smell of soup.
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He had built a fire. Nothing fancy, just a Presto Log, but she sat on pillows on the floor leaning toward the flames, practically inhaling them. For several minutes she had shivered like wet kitten until he'd convinced her she could use the bathroom to change into something dry; she came out wearing a black T-shirt, black pants, and black socks, holding herself closely. Then she had dropped down before the fire again. She had not spoken, other than the occasional murmured "Mm-hm" or "Okay."

She was clearly in bad shape—dirty, bleary-eyed, alcohol on her breath. But she seemed harmless enough. The ache in his throat had not gone away: she was so small, like a leaf tossed about by gale-force winds. She couldn't be much over five feet, he thought. Her legs and arms were tiny, pale. She said her name was Mauri. Mauri Stevens.

He dished hot soup into a bowl and placed it on the coffee table which he had slid over next to her. Without a word, and glancing up at him only for an instant, she began slurping it up, fast and noisily. He moved a chair near the fire and sat watching her. Her fingernails were raggedly chewed, like a little girl's; dark lines of grime showed through what little nail there was on each fingertip.

The rain slammed down and lightning began to flash outside. "This definitely wouldn't have been a good night to sleep on my lawn," he said.

She glanced at him again, her blue eyes wide. Then she returned to the soup. In a minute she was finished and sat staring at the empty bowl. 

"Are you still hungry?"

She simply looked at him.

He got up and refilled the bowl, hunting in the refrigerator for something else he might offer her to eat. He found a few slices of bread and placed three of them on a plate. He brought the food back to her and she devoured this second helping with equal intensity.

When she had finished, she asked quietly, "Can I dry my things by the fire?"

"We can put them in the dryer. Maybe not the boots, but the rest of it."

She looked around the room. "It's a nice place," she said.

"I like it." He did. It had a Spartan attractiveness. A simple Indian rug covered most of the floor in serene golden splashes. There was a plain sofa, an easy chair; against one wall stood several unfinished bookcases stuffed with carefully alphabetized books. Also on the shelves were a few knick-knacks, small carvings he'd bought in craft stores, a vase full of dried flowers; and a framed black-and-white photo of his mother taken in the mid-1960s, all false eyelashes and mountainous swirled hair. She looked exactly like a woman who belonged at a suburban cocktail party of the era, leaning on the piano with a martini in her hand while some husband tunelessly crooned "Moon River." For all that, he thought, she was beautiful. Deep eyes, flawlessly smooth skin.

The girl glanced at him. "I'll get my stuff." She stood, noticeably steadier on her legs than she had been before. 

"The dryer's just off the bathroom," he said. "Just set the time and press the 'On' button." He would have followed her back, but didn't want to frighten her. Indeed, he had made sure she'd seen that he had only closed the outer gate, not locked it. She could leave whenever she wanted.

After a moment she called, "Where did you say? Oh, here it is. Never mind." He heard the dryer door being opened and shut again, then the steady hum of the machine in operation.

She reappeared, soggy brown boots in her hand. She placed them near the fire and sat down on the pillows again, folding her legs under her.

She chewed her lip thoughtfully, staring at the flames. "Um—thank you," she said, clearing her throat. "For—bringing me out of the rain, I mean."

He sat forward, studying the girl's profile, the limp green hair that turned red and purple near the end, the silver ring hanging from her nose. "If you don't mind my asking," he said, "why were you out there...Mauri?" The name felt strange on his lips.

She didn't look at him, talking instead to the fire. "I guess I got lost."

"Hm?"

A moment passed. "Look, I really shouldn't keep you. I've been too much of a bother already."

"You're not a bother," he said. "I had nothing to do."

"Still. Maybe I should go."

"Your clothes are still in the dryer. And look out the window. You don't want to go out in that."

"Is there a motel somewhere nearby?"

"Not one you'd want to stay in."

"I don't know. You might be surprised."

He smiled. "Maybe. But that's silly. Stay here for a while, dry out a bit. You'll catch pneumonia if you're not careful. Here, let me get you some hot chocolate." He went to the kitchen, put the kettle on, poured chocolate powder into two cups. From where he was standing he could see the back of her head. She was leaning toward the fire, brushing out her hair with her hand.

"I'd offer you a blow dryer," he said, "but nature hasn't left me with much use for one."

She glanced back at him. "It's okay. It's almost dry anyway."

He looked at her as she focused again on her hair. He felt nervous. Awkward. It was a peculiar sensation, having a girl in the apartment. He'd hardly ever had a visitor other than his landlord and Will. He didn't know how to act around this green-haired stranger. What did one say to a teenager these days? What kind of slang did they use, what kind of music did they listen to? He had no idea. There was Will, of course, but he was a special case. His experience with Will was no help at all in dealing with this young renegade who might as well have been an alien from outer space.

Finally the water was hot and he poured it, adding milk and a bit of nutmeg to each cup. He gave one to her and sat down with the other.

"Thank you," she said, breathing in the aroma. "It smells good."

They sat drinking their chocolate. Reed stared into the fire, trying not to stare at her.

"So how long have you lived here?" she asked finally.

"About...about a year, I think. Yes."

"Do you like it?"

"Yes. Yes, I like it. There are so many things to...to do here, even if you don't have any money. I spend a lot of time in the museums. You see, where I lived before, it was—like a small town, kind of. Dreary. But here..." He hesitated.

"I like cities too," she said. "I don't know D.C. at all, though."

"Did you just arrive?" he asked, happy to switch the topic to her again.

"Yeah. Today." She sipped at her chocolate.

"From where? If you don't mind my asking."

She scoffed. "Lots of places."

He leaned forward, the mug in his hand. "Are you...Do you have a family? Are you here with anyone?"

She looked at him quickly, her emotion unreadable. But she was not smiling.

"I don't mean to pry," he said. "I'm sorry. It's none of my business, I'm sure."

She looked back at the fire.

"I've been on my own for a while," she said.

"Oh." 

He wanted to ask her more, but knew it would be the wrong move. They sat in silence for a time.

"The rain's letting up," he said, looking over his shoulder to the window.

"Good. I'll be able to get out of your way then."

He smiled. "You're really not in my way."

"Yeah, I am."

"Well..." He sighed. "What brought you to the city, Mauri?"

She scowled. "I came to meet somebody."

"A friend?"

"No. Not a friend. Not at all."

"That sounds...I don't know. Dangerous?"

"Maybe it is."

It was so difficult, talking to this girl. Even as he wanted to somehow help her, he wondered how trustworthy she was. Would she rob him blind the moment his back was turned? Still, she seemed so small, so fragile. He half-remembered some lines from e.e. cummings he had read long ago: Nobody, not even the rain, has such small hands.

"Well," she said, draining the mug, "I've really imposed on you enough. I'd better be going, Mr. Waters."

"Reed," he corrected her.

"Reed."

He stood. He was a full head taller than she was and he took a step back self-consciously. 

"Look," he said, "are you sure? It's still wet out, the wind is up..."

"I'll be fine, really." She stepped back to the rear of the apartment and he heard the door of the clothes dryer being opened. "Hey, they're almost dry!" she called.

"Feel free to keep them in there a while longer."

"No." The door slammed and she reappeared with the clothes in her hands. "Really. Let me just put my stuff in my pack and I'll get out of here."

He watched her push the shirt and pants into the black bag, the ache in his throat intense.

"You know," he said, "and please don't take this the wrong way, but I do have a spare room here. You could stay if you wanted." He added, "You'd be perfectly safe."

She looked at him. He realized that their eyes were similar in appearance, large, deep, blue, with flecks of amber and gold like gem-flakes.

"Would I?" she said.

He nodded. "Yes. You would."

She looked away. "You know," she said, "I almost believe you." She giggled quietly, then sat in a chair and began pulling on her boots.

He turned, stared out the window. The rain had stopped. A fine mist hung in the air. 

"Where will you go?" he asked

"Oh, I dunno. I'll find a place. You really don't need to worry so much, Mr. Waters. I'm tough."

He didn't answer. Couldn't. He had a sudden wild vision of waking up with her in the apartment, of making breakfast for her, seeing her off to school, taking her to the mall, going to baseball games with her, helping her with her homework. He touched his temple, feeling a headache coming on. Ridiculous, he thought. An accidental drop-in from a dirty kid who smelled of booze and, for all he knew, was addicted to heroin or crack or some godawful thing, and he started having dreams of being Robert Young on Father Knows Best. 

"Okay," she said. "I'll be going."

He turned again, saw that she was buttoning her denim jacket.

"Don't you have anything warmer?" he asked, his voice oddly hollow.

She shook her head, smiling slightly. "Nah. It's pretty warm, though."

"Here," he said, stepping to the hall closet. "Let me give you something."

"Mr. Waters, please..."

"I have more jackets than I know what to do with." It was true. He opened the closet and let her see. Four jackets hung there. "Here," he said. "These two here, they're old, over ten years old. One is wool, the other is down, down of some sort. Maybe goose down, I'm not sure." 

"They don't look old," she said, touching the sleeve of the brown wool rancher's jacket. "They're hardly worn at all."

"Yes. Well. Take one, please. You'd be doing me a favor. I was just going to give them to a homeless shelter sooner or later anyway."

She dropped the sleeve, shook her head. "I can't, Mr. Waters. Thanks. But I can't."

He stared at the jackets. "Well," he said, "how about this? Consider it a loan. Will you be in town for a while?"

"Yeah," she said hesitantly. "I think so."

"Then you can bring it back. Or you can drop it off where I work."

She eyed the wool jacket. "Well..."

"Sure," he said. "It's the perfect solution. Let me give you my phone number and address. And the address where I work. It's called Meals for D.C." He moved quickly to his desk, scribbled the numbers on the top sheet of the yellow pad. "It's downtown, easy to find. If you get lost, just ask someone for 'Medic.' That's what people call it." He wrote out the last number and tore off the sheet, folded it and handed it to her.

She turned it over in her hands. "How do you know I won't just steal the jacket?"

He smiled. "Go ahead! I was giving it to you anyway. Except..." He pulled the jacket off its hanger. "Except I hope you'll stop by again. Either here or at my work. Jacket or no jacket." He held it out to her and she slipped her arms through the sleeves. It was much too large for her, hanging past her knees, but she quickly folded the sleeves back several times until her hands appeared from under the masses of wool.

"This is great," she said, looking down at the jacket.

"I'm afraid the fit isn't exactly perfect."

"But I can wear it. If you have a jacket that doesn't fit, it's a lot better for it to be too big than too small. No, this'll keep me really cozy."

"You're not planning on sleeping on any more lawns, are you?"

She shrugged. "Never know." She looked at him. "I'll bring this back. I really will."

"That's up to you."

She nodded. "Well." She picked up her bag, moved to open the door. She pushed open the iron gate and stood on the stoop. Read stood behind her.

"Smells fresh out
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