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  To my sister, Beatrice—always there for me.


   


  “There's always one who loves and one who lets himself be loved.”


  W. Somerset Maugham, Of Human Bondage


   


   


  En amour, il y a toujours celui qui donne les baisers et celui qui tend la joue.


  [In love, there is always one who kisses and one who offers the cheek.]


  French Proverb


  Michigan, October 1999


  We had run out of small talk. The old rowboat held us up, kept us dry, soothed and dissolved, in its slow revolutions, Tess’s fear of the water and my misgivings. We were drifting, the oars in the oarlocks, the lake shimmering, the afternoon air warm, the sky arching over us like an inverted blue shield. It felt remote, timeless, although we could see our cottage in the distance.


  Tess said, quietly, deliberately, “I may want to come back here, Lizzy—one more time. Without Jon and Patrick.”


  “No,” I said emphatically. “No.”


  “I won’t die at home,” said Tess. “Jon would never live there after that.”


  “I can’t—”


  “Of course you can, Lizzy. I’ll just go to sleep, on the lounge chair looking out at the lake. Or maybe, if you help me, I’ll just slip into the water—”


  “Don’t say that!”


  “Why not? There’s something about this place that seems right, that reminds me of that other time, when I was meant to die, but didn’t.”


  “Not here, Tess. I don’t want to come back here, ever again.”


  “Right now, Lizzy, right now I could put an end to all this. This could be my dying place.”


  “You’d probably kill me as well,” I said. “I‘d have to jump in after you, and I don’t think I’m that strong a swimmer. We’d both go down.”


  There were no life jackets or cushions in the boat. Jon and Patrick were out fishing. Neither knew we had taken out the neglected old rowboat, tied to the dock and seemingly forgotten.


  Tess gripped the plank on which she sat. I watched her for any sudden movement that might upset the placid balance of the boat.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “This is not meant to hurt you. But, oh, Lizzy, where shall it be? If it can’t be at home, where shall I go to die?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “A hospice?”


  “Yes,” she whispered. “Of course.”


  “Not as dramatic,” I added, “but more—appropriate. And less likely to cast suspicion on me.”


  “On you?” she said, as if surprised.


  “I promised I’d help you, Tess. But not here. Not like this.”


  Tess turned her head and looked out at the lake.


  “The hardest thing about this is that I know when. Oh, not exactly. Not to the day or minute. But there it is. Just ahead of me. Not like an accident—all over in an instant. Not like old age, with all those years to put things right, somehow, or just to wait. It’s such a gift, not to know when.”


  The boat drifted, gently. I waited for her to go on.


  “I make lists of things I need to do, now, while I have the strength. Then I look at them and tear them up because—what does it matter? What possible difference can it make?”


  She leaned toward me, tipping the boat ever so slightly.


  “Does anything matter, Lizzy, now that it’s all but over?”


  CHAPTER ONE


  I came to Bo House on a blazing hot day in August of 1973. When I walked into the crowded noisy co-op, alive with confusion, shouting, the buzz of conversation, the blare of Motown music, I felt like a plant exposed to light and warmth after a long winter of darkness. Here at the University of Michigan was a family, ready-made, of my contemporaries, all blessed with the sunny energy of youth—all open, eager, knowable.


  My mother helped me unload my possessions from the old family Ford and carry them up to one of the double rooms. While she was unpacking my books, humming “Papa Was a Rollin’ Stone,” along with the Temptations, I went back downstairs to the car and unloaded my bike from the roof rack. I walked it around to the back of the house, chained it to an iron railing alongside others of its kind, and came in through the kitchen for a glass of water.


  A young man I hadn’t seen before was sitting at an enormous farmhouse table, tilted back comfortably in a straight chair, reading a book. He seemed not to be aware of the roil of activity around him, or to hear Marvin Gaye’s mellow lament, “What’s Goin’ On,” coming through the speakers in the next room. I glanced at him as I opened cupboards searching for a glass, turned on the tap, used a finger to test for coldness, filled a glass with water. I leaned against the sink, drinking down the water in several loud gulps.


  Longish dark hair. Dark arching eyebrows. Stubbled cheeks—perhaps attempting a manly growth of facial hair? Broad shoulders. Lightly muscled arms. Nondescript tee shirt with faded peace symbol. Long legs inside frayed jeans puckered with age. Triple-striped Adidas—dirtied down to a uniform gray.


  He looked up at me and smiled, his teeth white against his skin and his stubble.


  “Are you staying, or just passing through?”


  His voice was warm and dark, like his appearance. I felt a thump in my groin area—a primitive salute.


  “I’m moving in,” I said, putting the glass on the counter behind me, catching it as it tumbled off the edge.


  “Welcome.”


  I nodded, self-consciously crossing the kitchen to the swinging door that led to the dining room.


  “Wait,” he said, grounding the chair with a bang and getting up.


  I stopped. Turned around. He took a few steps toward me and held out his hand. I took it and looked up at him.


  He was standing very close to me. His eyes were so dark the pupils were almost invisible. I could smell the slight musky odor of him, and a trace of sweat, his or mine.


  “I’m Jon,” he said. “Jon Bellisario.”


  “Hi. I’m Liz Keenan.”


  “New to the co-op experience?”


  “Yes.”


  “You’ll do okay,” he said. “Just ease in gently.”


  “Thanks.”


  He let go of my hand and touched the knuckle of his forefinger to his brow.


  “See you later,” he said.


  I nodded and pushed open the swinging door. As the door fanned shut, I looked back, watching him as he returned to his chair and picked up his book.


  ***


  Residents, parents, siblings, friends, and probably a few strangers off the street filled the sitting rooms and the gracefully curving stairway. A brave soul in shorts and little else, his hairy legs splayed out on either side, slid down the fat carved oak railing, already loosened from its moorings by previous tenants. Everyone was hot, in a hurry, impatient, talking too loud in order to be heard over the din created by the crowded rooms, the spiraling voices, Alice Cooper’s insistent “School’s Out,” which was competing in the background.


  I stood for a moment in silent joyous appraisal. This was my home now. These would be my friends. No more desperate attempts to fill the silence, the void that had replaced my father and my brother—one killed in South Korea, the other in Vietnam—and whoever my mother had been before she became a woman frozen in place by grief and loss.


  I was happy in that moment. I didn’t consider the fact that my mother was returning to that silence and that void. I saw her off an hour later with a quick hug, promising to “be good,” “study hard,” “call if you need anything.” I waved at her from the curb, and walked across the brief unkempt lawn to the front door with a feeling of belonging that I had never known before. This house and all who lived in it belonged to me—not to my mother, not to the ghosts of my father and brother. All who lived here were young, vital, alive—like me. I skipped up the porch steps and sat down on the top step, elbows on my knees, chin in my hands, surveying my new neighborhood, a dignified old residential street lined with mature maples and oaks spreading their copious shade.


  A young woman wearing hip-huggers and a white tank top was walking toward the house. She was carrying a worn brown suitcase, and looking around as though searching for an address. She glanced at me, smiled, looked beyond me to the house number nailed beside the door, and nodded. Coming up the sidewalk, she moved with a certain jauntiness, as though she owned the space around her. She stopped at the foot of the stairs and squinted slightly, tilting her head before she spoke.


  “Is this here the Beauregard co-op?”


  I nodded, immediately drawn to the slight Southern lilt, and the remnants of a regional dialect.


  “Well, then, I reckon this is where I belong.”


  I smiled. She had so beautifully, so succinctly, expressed my own feelings that I wanted to thank her, to shake her hand. I did hold out my hand.


  “Let me help you with that,” I said, standing up and nodding toward her suitcase.


  “No need,” she said. “I’ve carried it this far. I can lug it up a few steps.”


  She lifted the suitcase, walked up the stairs effortlessly, dropped it beside the door, sat down beside me.


  “It’s hot where I come from,” she said, “but I’m not usually carrying most of my worldly possessions. I could use a breather.”


  I thought of all the boxes, trunks, clothes dripping with hangers, bookshelves, radios, and portable players that had passed through the door behind us during the course of the afternoon. Even I, who had so little, brought enough to fill the car and necessitate a bike rack on the roof. How could one fit all of one’s necessary possessions in a medium-sized suitcase? And where did she come from? Where was her family?


  “I come from Kentucky, by way of Detroit,” she said, as though reading my thoughts. “I came on the bus.”


  “Why, then you’ve walked—”


  “Quite a distance,” she said, stretching out her legs and looking down at her sandals. “I wasn’t sure where I was headed so I just took it block by block.”


  “You must be tired,” I said, turning to look at her.


  I had never seen anyone who looked less tired and more energetic. In the hot August afternoon, she shimmered with life. She was a strawberry blonde, hair long and straight, eyes hazel flecked with green, skin fair and freckled. She was delicate looking, slender, yet buoyantly healthy and strong. When I picked up her suitcase later, I found it surprisingly heavy. She’d carried it as though it were weightless.


  “I’m Teresa Louise,” she said. “Teresa Louise Burns. Folks back home call me Tess. I’m a junior this year. Got my start in Detroit, at Wayne State.”


  Her accent was intriguing, caressing the vowels, softening the end consonants, rolling gracefully over the words rather than stamping them out precisely.


  “Hello, Tess,” I said, once again holding out my hand. “I’m Liz Keenan. Also a junior. Started out at my hometown community college.”


  Grasping her hand, I felt its sandpaper texture before I released it. I remember thinking it was the only thing about her that seemed coarse and hard.


  We had only those few moments of quiet time before someone opened the front door and pushed past us, then another car drove up with its load of family members and gear. We stood up, dusted off our backsides, and went in the house.


  CHAPTER TWO


  That evening I met the rest of the residents, including Patrick Sinclair. He was a senior then, one of the elect who had an attic room. He was involved with Meredith, so we came to know each other only as joint residents with a mild mutual attraction. I liked him from the start. He seemed to create a zone of comfort and good humor around him. I often entered that comfortable zone, knowing Patrick welcomed me, despite Meredith’s obvious hostility.


  Patrick was slim, wiry, with blue eyes, sandy hair, and a wide mouth almost always stretched in a smile or a laugh. When I first met him, he was experimenting with a mustache that looked like a brown frown above his upturned mouth.


  With the seniority of my few hours’ start on campus life, I took Tess under my wing. Patrick often fell in with us, as did Jon (to my delight). Others gravitated toward our group, especially in the evening, when Bo House fed about twice as many students as it housed, but the four of us were a team from the start.


  Coming home to supper in the evening, I would sometimes think of walking into the cafeteria at Fire Lake Community College, when I was a student there, and looking for a friend to sit with. Often I sat by myself, and often I ate by myself at home, when my mother, who taught elementary school, was busy at school functions, or grading papers. At Bo House, I could pick and choose my company. More often than not, I chose Tess and the two young men we came to know so well.


  Jon and Patrick were a year ahead of us but there was almost no hierarchy at Bo House—except in choice of bedrooms. Although they were already dating other girls, Jon was immediately attracted to Tess, and Patrick, I soon discovered, was increasingly interested in me. I was already in love with Jon, which meant that our quartet was prickly with emotion—a zesty compote of lust, jealousy, and friendship.


  Jon’s girlfriend, Alice, frequently joined us for supper. Meredith, smelling the competition early on, deserted her sorority sisters to hang out with us. Until the year was well underway and I was beginning to look ahead to Thanksgiving and a lonely weekend with my mother, I didn’t give much thought to the potent mix of personalities we had gathered together at Bo House. One thing I could count on, though—if there were an explosion, most likely it would be Tess who lit the fuse.


  ***


  “Who’s working the kitchen tonight?” said Jon.


  We were sitting at the long kitchen table, Jon and Alice, Patrick and Meredith, Tess and I. It was a weekday afternoon and we had come together, as we often did, drawn to each other’s company, with or without the intrusive presence of Alice and Meredith, both seniors, who lived in their respective sorority houses.


  “I think it’s Spencer and Feingold,” I said. Mary Ann Spencer was my roommate, a shy young thing I seldom saw, and only eventually came to value. Feingold was our resident dessert genius.


  ‘Vegetarian muck,” growled Jon. “Fucking beans and rice.”


  “There might be some chili left over from last night,” said Tess, who was nibbling on a Feingold brownie.


  “Fucking beans and hamburger,” said Jon.


  “I’ll make sure whoever is on tomorrow checks with you first,” I said, teasing him.


  “I’m on tomorrow,” Jon retorted, “and you can be sure it’s going to be first-rate spaghetti and real meatballs.”


  “Yum,” said Patrick. “Italian spaghetti with a little Irish stew on the side. A tribute to the dear Mum.”


  “Shut up, you goon,” said Jon, but he allowed himself to grin. “You know I make the best meals around here.”


  “You do,” I said, a little too eagerly, “and Tess bakes the best bread.”


  “Then you’ll be happy to know she’s making the bread and salad tomorrow,” said Jon.


  I glanced across the table at Tess. It was all too clear that, along with Alice, his girlfriend, I was losing the unacknowledged struggle for Jon’s attention. At first he had focused on me when he wasn’t with Alice, but all too soon Tess outdistanced me. I felt it was prudent not to show my feelings. While I was falling quietly and unobtrusively in love with Jon, he had turned those dark eyes on Tess, and Tess was—well—unpredictable.


  “I’ve got some time tomorrow,” said Alice, a winsome—and I thought tiresome—blonde who sat beside Jon and touched him more often than was necessary. “I’ll come by and help.”


  “No need,” said Tess, her voice, with its remnants of a drawl, sweet and lilting. “We’re all set.” She turned to Jon. “Aren’t we, honey?”


  Tess sprinkled her speech with endearments, as everyone knew, but Alice flushed and leaned against Jon. Her usual confidence wilted under Tess’s mockery.


  “If y’all say so, honeychile,” said Jon, broadly mimicking her.


  Everyone laughed and we changed the subject, but Alice was morose and clinging. She swept Jon away a few minutes later, after whispering urgently into his ear.


  “I have to study for a French exam,” said Meredith, who had been sitting quietly next to Patrick. She turned to him. “Will you walk back with me?” She had black-lashed brown eyes and she focused them intently on him.


  Patrick turned his head toward me and quickly looked away, but not before Meredith saw the impatience in his eyes.


  “Unless you have other plans,” she said sarcastically.


  “We have a little study group planned,” drawled Tess, still picking at a brownie from the tray that the Spencer/Feingold team planned to serve for dessert that evening. “We’re pulling an all-nighter to catch each other up for exam week.” She glanced at Patrick and me. “Anybody else studying French?”


  We both shrugged and Tess turned back to Meredith. “Guess we can’t help you, honey,” she said.


  “I guess not,” said Meredith, standing up. “Patrick, could you manage to walk me out to the porch?”


  They left, Patrick looking sheepish. Tess reached for another brownie, smiling to herself.


  “You think Spencer and Feingold spiced up these brownies at all?” she said.


  “You’re wicked,” I said, ignoring her question. “Those two girls are going to think they’re not welcome here.”


  “Why would you say that?” said Tess. She popped the last morsel of brownie into her mouth and brushed her hands.


  “I wish I had your nerve. Every time they sit down with us, you manage to raise their hackles. How do you do it?”


  “Southern hospitality, I ga-euss,” she said, broadening her drawl, “and the fact that Patrick can’t take his eyes off you.”


  I hesitated and then blurted out, “Is it Jon for you?”


  “We do make a cozy little group, don’t we?” said Tess, not bothering to answer my question.


  “I’m sure Alice and Meredith don’t think so.”


  “They’re just fill-in material,” said Tess airily. “There’s no substance there.”


  “How do you know?”


  “I watch body language. And neither of those two girls has been invited to stay the course.”


  She was right. By the time we got back from Thanksgiving weekend, Meredith had all but disappeared from our dinner table. Alice took a bit longer to release her hold on Jon. She held on through the Christmas holidays and then—so Jon told us—dropped him on New Year’s Eve.


  “Did she wait till after midnight?” I asked.


  “Of course she did,” said Tess.


  “You’re right. She did,” said Jon. “But how did you know?”


  “She was looking forward to that party,” said Tess. “She didn’t want to miss it, and she didn’t want to wait till she got the boot from you. Her timing was, as they say, impeccable.”


  “How do you do that?” said Jon.


  “Do what, honey?”


  “Psych things out the way you do.”


  “I come from a long line of psychic hillbillies.”


  “Do you now,” said Patrick, affecting an Irish brogue. “And would you be after reading my mind while you’re at it?”


  “Too easy,” said Tess, laughing. “I need a challenge.”


  ***


  Everyone at Bo House liked Tess. She brought with her a sort of energy that enlivened our discussions and arguments, fueled our antagonisms, and made us laugh at one another. She was caustic and satirical, but her manner was so friendly and endearing that she caught most of us off guard again and again.


  Someone—it may have been Patrick—told her she would make a good lawyer. She must have taken this offhand comment to heart, because she talked about law school for quite a while after that. But Tess had a problem finishing things and following through. At some point, something—or someone—was sure to distract her from her course. She was so bright, and things came so easily to her, that she changed direction constantly, like a sailboat at the mercy of the prevailing wind.


  The rest of us were on track for our selected careers. Jon was moving on to an MBA, Patrick was pre-med, and I had decided to teach. Tess found this amusing and frustrating.


  “You’re all so smug,” she said one evening, in the sitting room. We were discussing our future plans. “You think because one rainy afternoon you decided to grow up and be a doctor or an executive or a teacher, you’re entitled to be just that. You’re superior to those of us who haven’t a clue who we are today, let alone who we’re going to be tomorrow.”


  “Gimme a break, Burns,” said Jon. “You know none of us are entitled. We’re all working our asses off to make it to the next round.”


  “I don’t know why I’m here,” said Tess. “I’m here to find out why I’m here. Nothing makes sense to me. Nothing holds together. It’s like that eighteen-minute gap in the White House tapes. Something’s missing—some vital information.”


  “That White House operation was intended to save the patient, our beloved President Nixon,” said Patrick, who liked irony—and medical metaphors. “You don’t necessarily need whatever is missing, or has been surgically removed, in order to survive.”


  “I don’t want to survive,” said Tess. “I want to thrive. And I don’t want to excise whatever part of me is dark and loathsome. I want to confront it. I want to study it. There’s enough clean and tidy and sensible in the world." She looked down at her hands, which were still rough and coarse, the nails clipped close to the blunt fingertips. “I come from messy and dirty,” she said, almost to herself. “I’m not meant to be like Lizzy.”


  I was startled, and hurt. It was not that she was wrong, or offensive. It’s just that she made me feel dull, in my button-down shirt and flared pants, and I wondered, Am I dull?


  “Now look what you’ve done,” said Jon, who had noticed my reaction.


  “What?” said Tess, surprised.


  “You’ve offended her.”


  “Lizzy, I didn’t mean to,” said Tess, at once repentant. “Why, I admire you. You’re always so—so—serene, so in control. You’re like our center. Our conscience. You hold us together.”


  “You do, Liz,” said Jon, smiling at me.


  “And Patrick,” said Tess, “you’re our heart. You keep us honest.”


  “You give that bastard too much credit,” said Jon.


  “And you,” said Tess, turning her hazel eyes on Jon, “what possible use are you to us?”


  “You tell me,” said Jon, and the look he gave her—a look I had seen before, as though he were peeling off her clothes, layer by layer—made me despair. Tess plucked at the folds of her long orange and purple peasant dress, revealing the outline of her legs, and smiled at him, as though deliberating.


  “Why, honey,” she said, “you have a certain—strength, I reckon. What I’d call a strong physical presence. I like to—we like to—lean on you—so to speak.”


  “The beds are upstairs, and in the basement,” said Patrick. “If you’d like to be excused.”


  “That leaves Tess,” I said, glaring at Patrick, not wanting to acknowledge the sexual charge between Jon and Tess.


  “Why, yes,” responded Tess, turning back to us. I don’t think I had ever seen anyone so glowingly present. Jon could not take his eyes off her. “What about me?”


  “What about you?” said Patrick.


  “How do I fit in here?” said Tess, smiling at him, smiling at all of us. “What’s my role?”


  There was a moment’s silence. I shivered slightly.


  “That’s easy, Burns,” said Patrick, with his quiet, reassuring laugh. “You’re the wild card in this here pack.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  Bo House was bigger than it looked from the outside. It had eight bedrooms, two large converted bathrooms, and a spacious third-floor attic with two bedrooms and another large bathroom, so we didn’t spend too much time bumping into one another. But privacy was at a premium. Patrick was one of the privileged residents who had his own room on the third floor. Jon, because he liked the size of the room and the long narrow windows looking out on the street, had been staying in one of the triple rooms since he moved in two years before. It had been the master bedroom; he said it made him feel like the lord of the manor. So he, like those of us who were delving into sex as well as our studies, made use of another part of the house, known to the residents as Base Camp.


  The basement at Bo House, with its concrete walls, cold floors, and dark, spider-infested corners, had a utility room, a laundry room, and several amorphous areas used for storage. In one of those areas, roughly partitioned off with a wall and an unfinished door, former residents had set up a bed, a lamp, and a few discarded pieces of furniture for the occasional overnight guest or out-of-town visitor. That, at least, was the narrative lightly passed along when incoming residents were given a tour of the house. I didn’t question this explanation when I moved in, but it wasn’t long before I understood, as did everyone at Bo House, that Base Camp had a thriving life of its own.


  There was no avoiding the heavy, somewhat nauseating smell of pot that hung in the air whenever we hauled our bags of dirty laundry down to the row of washers and dryers. It sometimes permeated the house, or oozed out of the bedrooms, but it was particularly evident at the foot of the basement stairs. Sometimes we moved beyond the laundry area to the utility room to adjust the water heaters, change a fuse, or check on the old and temperamental heating unit. We did not, however, unless we had business there, explore the far side of the basement, although it was often invitingly noisy, the voices and shuffling somewhat muffled by a radio with the volume turned high.


  Like the other less audacious residents, I avoided this restricted area, although I strained to catch the sounds beneath the blare of the radio, and wondered if my turn would come to visit Base Camp. But it was Tess who emerged from the basement one achingly soft spring afternoon, glowing even more than usual as she nodded to me and crossed the kitchen to the swinging door. I was doing prep for the evening meal so I was still there, a few minutes later, when Jon galloped up the stairs, gave me his usual knuckle-to-the-forehead greeting, pushed open the kitchen door, and disappeared, the door swinging back and forth in his wake.


  I was alone in the kitchen. I sat down abruptly at the big center table, taking a few deep breaths. I had known it, I had recognized and acknowledged all the signs, but I had not lost hope. Not until that moment. Not until I saw Tess’s glowing face and returned Jon’s casual nod. I was not to be the chosen one who succeeded the unfortunate Alice. I was not to be as close as it was possible to be to that long body of his, those penetrating eyes, those strong arms with the dark hair springing from them as though charged.


  I was just as attractive as Tess—just as attractive as anyone on campus. We were about the same height—the supposedly ideal five-and-a-half feet—and I was certainly more—well—curvaceous than Tess, who was very slender, despite her strength and energy. Men noticed me—my figure, my chestnut-brown hair that insisted on curling slightly, my long eyelashes. Jon noticed me, often tossing me a compliment—“Lookin’ good, Keenan,” or “Foxy lady!”


  Crossing my arms on the table and putting my head down, I imagined myself on that creaky bed with its lumpy mattress, beneath him. I felt the weight of him all along my body, my breasts crushed against the hardness of his chest. I felt his heart beating against my heart, his prickly facial hair scratching my skin as we kissed. And then I felt him inside me …


  “Hello! Is this how we organize meals around here?”


  It was Patrick, who was scheduled to prepare the evening meal with me. I lifted my head and looked up at him. At once, when he saw my face, his usual humorous expression changed to one of concern.


  “Sorry,” I said. “Afternoon slump. I had to take a two-minute snooze.”


  “Yeah. Sure.” He turned away from me, giving me time to recover. Then he opened one of the two large refrigerators and peered in. “Is it still chicken and rice?”


  I stood up and walked over to him. We stood side by side looking in the refrigerator. “Tofu alternative,” I said. “I’m fixing the broccoli and mushrooms.”


  “Sounds good,” he said. “Anything else?”


  “Biscuits and bread. And ice cream from the food co-op on Packard. We got a deal.”


  “That’ll work,” he said.


  We stood there for a few moments, staring into the refrigerator—chicken parts, bunches of broccoli, mushrooms and tofu in sealed containers, milk cartons, slabs of butter, ground beef going brown, a quarter round of Cheddar, a couple of half-empty bottles of “cooking” wine, huge jars of French’s mustard and Vlasic pickles, multiple bottles of Heinz ketchup, leftovers wrapped in wax paper, various containers identified by crude notes: “hands off,” “don’t touch,” “property of DLS.”


  He put his arm around me and squeezed my shoulder. “Are you up to it?”


  I sighed, resting my head against him. We stared at the disorganized contents of the refrigerator, as if mesmerized by the light and the chill.


  “Thanks,” I said. “I’m all right now.”


  ***


  I seldom saw Jon alone. We came together in groups, and usually both Tess and Patrick were part of that group. But one day that spring I came home from work—I had a part-time job at Drake’s, a sandwich shop on North U, off State Street—and there he was, on the porch, tilted back in one of our mismatched straight chairs, his legs crossed and resting on the railing, reading a book. He was, I thought, with a little jab of delight, in just that position when I first saw him, in the kitchen last summer.


  “Good book?” I called, as I went up the steps.


  “Business Principles and Management,” he said, looking up. “How’s everything at Drake’s?”


  “Tuna salad and cress today. Plus fresh pecan rolls. You missed out.”


  “I like their BLT myself. Mostly, I like hamburgers.”


  “You and the rest of the civilized world,” I said, settling myself on the low porch rail and facing him. “Maybe I should be working at Blimpy Burger.”


  “You’re too classy for that joint,” Jon said.


  He was, as usual, dressed casually, in scruffy jeans, faded tee shirt, jeans jacket, and worn boot shoes. Just a few nights ago, Tess had sighed and described Jon’s look as “Ah, men—so careless.” Jon had acceded with a grin, his characteristic knuckle-to-the-brow acknowledgement, and a slow survey of her fringed suede miniskirt and sheer yellow blouse. Patrick and I, somewhat androgynous in our bell-bottom jeans and loose shirts, had glanced at each other, then looked away.


  “Gotta work someplace,” I said. “I need the bread.” I grinned. “Pun intended.”


  “I’m good for a loan—or whatever else you might need.”


  Jon snapped his book shut and sat upright in the chair. His face was very close to mine.


  “Thanks, but—no thanks.” I leaned back a little, feeling a flush rise up from my neck to my face.


  Jon smiled and tilted the chair back again, clasping his hands behind his head. He was flirting with me, as he sometimes did, when he wasn’t preoccupied, and Tess wasn’t around. He took my breath away when he focused on me, as he was doing now. I was flattered but uncomfortable, and quite sure he was aware of it.


  It was early April. The air was fresh and cool after a series of heavy storms and twisters had touched down in a dozen or so states, including Michigan. We looked out over the bright green lawns littered with young leaves and small branches. The weather-resistant elms, oaks, and maples that lined the street stood tall and undisturbed, as if intent on punching out fresh new leaves.


  “The calm after the storm,” I ventured, my thoughts harkening back to the afternoon, not long ago, when Tess, and then Jon, came up from the basement to the kitchen, and I realized that my dream of Jon was over.


  “As calm as we can be these days.”


  “How is our favorite warmonger today?”


  “Do you mean Tricky Dick, or Tess?” Jon winked at me and I laughed, enjoying the sweet, elusive closeness between us.


  “Did she quit any classes today?” I asked.


  Tess had just quit her “Philosophy and Free Will” class. The instructor, relatively new to teaching at an advanced level, and probably heady with his recently acquired status as “assistant professor,” had dropped a remark in class concerning women having difficulty with philosophy because “they find it hard to think in the abstract.” The class had groaned in protest, but Tess had stood up, called the instructor a “sexist ape,” and walked out of class. She told us that she immediately lodged a formal protest with the Dean of Women and the Ombudsperson, both of whom assured her the instructor would be formally reprimanded. I thought it clever of her to get her complaint in well ahead of the instructor, whose counter grievance was dismissed.


  “Not that I know of,” Jon replied, “but she’s not back yet, so I don’t have the latest.”


  I settled myself more comfortably on the railing. Tess was not in the house. Patrick was at the library studying anatomy with his pre-med colleagues. And I was alone with Jon—except for the residents coming and going, who were kind enough to call out a greeting and continue on their way.


  “I wish I’d been here a few years ago, for all the protests and rallies,” I said. “I wish I’d seen John Lennon perform at Crisler Arena, and been around for John Sinclair and his White Panther Party. I wish I’d been a protester.”


  “Really? I didn’t think you were a rebel, Keenan.”


  “A lot you know.”


  “I stand corrected—or, I should say, I sit corrected.” He looked comfortable—a little smug—in his tilted-back position. I grabbed his ankles and pushed him off-balance. He sat up abruptly and swatted me. We exchanged a few light blows before settling back in our original positions. I saw that he was looking at me appreciatively. I was wearing the short, high-waisted, flower-spattered dress that I often wore for work because the rayon fabric was smooth and comfortable, the petal sleeves and scoop neck flattering. As I balanced on the railing, the skirt slid away from my legs. A breath of air lifted my hair and the edges of the skirt, and I leaned back, as if focused on the cooling breeze.


  “You flirting with me, Keenan?” he asked.


  “Maybe I am,” I said, tilting my head, looking up at him.


  “What about Patrick?” he said.


  “What about Tess?” I shot back.


  We both laughed, having acknowledged the heat we felt, as well as our loyalty to Tess and Patrick. But I couldn’t back off. I couldn’t deny what I was feeling—what he seemed to be feeling. I couldn’t ignore the heady scents of the April afternoon after a storm—the spikey new grass, the damp weight of the air, the obdurate lime-green of sprouting leaves on old trees, the budding magnolia across the street, the pungent, loamy black soil bordering the porch just beneath us, unearthing the crocuses and daffodils that my roommate, Mary Ann Spencer, had planted last fall. I wanted to dance, run in circles, sit on Jon’s lap and run my hands through his hair, but I just sat on the railing, looking at him, letting my eyes tell him what I was feeling.


  “You can be dangerous, Liz,” he said, after watching me for a few moments.


  “I hope so.”


  “I guess I don’t know you as well as I thought I did.”


  “That’s your fault,” I said.


  “I think Patrick’s in for a wild ride.”


  “Don’t say that,” I snapped. “Patrick doesn’t have any claims on me.”


  “Sorry,” he said, raising his hands, palms facing me. “I didn’t mean—”


  I waved my hand, as if dismissing his gesture, and his words.


  “It’s just that—I don’t know—yet—how I feel.”


  “Gotcha,” he said.


  We sat in silence, not looking at each other, listening to the intoxicated chirping of birds, the calls and curses from inside the house. Aerosmith’s “Dream On” drifted out of an open bedroom window.


  I wanted so much to add, But I know how I feel about you. The words bubbled up in my throat, gurgled and gagged me with their urgency. I swallowed hard, then swallowed again. I was about to say—something—but then Jon asked, “Are you all right?”


  “Yes. Of course,” I said, hearing, regretting, the brusque defensiveness in my voice.


  “You’re a puzzle—sometimes.” He leaned forward, his face, again, very close to mine. I held my breath, wanting him to say, to at least hint at, what I couldn’t bring myself to say. “You’re also very—”


  “What?” I asked. His eyes, so close to mine, were dark brown, black-rimmed, unreadable. The usual glint of humor was absent. I waited.


  “—sexy,” he said, and leaned back in his chair, smiling, as if to sweep away all of the unspoken messages between us.


  I shrugged, grateful but wanting more, wanting some serious overriding revelation of what we were feeling, wanting to plant that feeling in his mind, just as Mary Ann had planted bulbs in the hard soil close to the porch last autumn.


  “The thing is,” I began again, fumbling for words, “I do know how I feel about—about—”


  The words that would make it all clear and open and—possible!—lodged in my throat like a fish bone. I couldn’t say them. I couldn’t say, I know how I feel about you. I kept seeing Tess come up from the basement to the kitchen, just a few days ago, dewy with love, and Jon following her up the stairs a few minutes later, trying to look relaxed, trying to be casual, as he passed me and pushed open the swinging door into the dining room.


  Jon was watching me, I thought, sympathetically—maybe pityingly. I hung momentarily over the abyss between pride and candor; then I heard myself saying, “I guess I’m too—careful.”


  “Maybe,” said Jon, still watching me. “Maybe not.” He paused, flicked at a dry bud that had landed on his jeans.


  I made a last attempt to recapture the ease and flirtatiousness we had felt only moments ago. I stood up, walked the length of the porch, feeling his eyes on me, wanting his eyes on me. Then I returned to my perch on the railing opposite him.


  “It’s not how I want to be, Jon.” I said. “Help me out here.”


  He stood up, abruptly, took my hands, pulled me to my feet. I wondered if he would kiss me. I wanted him to kiss me, there, on the front porch of Bo House, witnessed by every open window. I waited. He looked down at me for a long moment, then took me in his arms and hugged me. It was a long, firm, friendly hug, devoid of passion, devoid of urgency, but there was something so ample, so comfortable about his embrace that I accepted it for what it was, and for what it was not.


  “Thanks,” I said, when he released me.


  “No thanks called for,” he said, holding me at arm’s length. “You and Patrick. Me and Tess. We’re a team.”


  “Yes,” I said.


  “Don’t ever forget it.”


  “I won’t.”


  He sat back down and picked up the textbook he’d let slide to the plank floor of the porch. I picked up my handbag and sat back on the railing, my legs weak.


  “I guess I should go in,” I said.


  “No hurry,” he said, fingering the pages of his book.


  “Jon, I—”


  He looked at me, waiting. There was that smile again—the smile that lured me in and kept me at arm’s length, the smile I had wiped off his face this afternoon—if only momentarily. I had that at least—that small triumph. And I had my pride.


  “I love you,” I said, leaning over him, kissing him lightly on the cheek. I had to say it, no matter how casually, no matter how easily it might be dismissed as the affectionate homage of a friend, the counterpoint to his hug. “See you at supper.”


  “See ya.”


  As I walked into the house, I heard the groan of his chair as he tilted it back, the light scrape of wood against shingles as it made contact.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  It was only after I left home that I became aware of my mother as a lonely, troubled woman who was inclined, on occasion, to drink too much. I had to go away, then come home again, to see her more clearly.


  When I went away to school, my mother was alone for the first time in her life. She had her teaching, her friends, but there might have been many evenings when, papers graded, dinner dishes put away, she faced the long hours before bedtime with a drink at her side.


  Eleanor was a very attractive woman—slender and graceful, with creamy skin and large brown eyes. Her dark brown hair had turned completely gray after my brother Gordie’s death. She made no attempts to color it, wearing it short and layered, framing her face.


  She taught grades one through four while I was growing up. She would have been ineffective with middle- or high-school students, as she was soft-spoken and gentle, teaching by persuasion, by example. I couldn’t imagine her arguing or coercing a student into learning, or standing up to defiance or malevolence. She functioned best with students who were, for the most part, smaller, softer, more guileless than she was.


  Thanksgiving weekend that first year at Bo House was so brief that I didn’t have time to sort through my thoughts, my impressions. Eleanor invited two of her closest friends, Shirley and Adele, to join us, so the lonely meal I had dreaded was, in fact, festive, with drinks and toasts flowing freely. Shirley was a plump widow, perpetually cheerful, who giggled like a schoolgirl at the least provocation. Adele, thin, divorced, was as sardonic as Shirley was bubbly. They were like aunts to me, as proud of me as if I had completed three years at Michigan, not just three months. I took the bus in on Wednesday, left on Sunday morning, and thought little of my mother until I went home again for Christmas.


  “The house has seemed empty without you,” she said, my first night home for the Christmas holidays.


  “Does that mean you’ve missed me?” I said, almost angrily. It was hard for Eleanor to express her feelings in a straightforward manner, and I was already irritated by her drinking.


  “Why, of course,” she said, sipping her second, or perhaps third, Scotch and soda. We were sitting in the living room, after dinner and wine, listening to Christmas music, looking at the glittery tree she had decorated before my arrival. The smell of pine still lingered in the tree—a sacrificial offering severed from its roots perhaps only a week or so ago, then bound and hauled in a truck from the Upper Peninsula to Fire Lake, where it was exhaling its last sweet sharp fragrance for us.


  “Why didn’t you wait until I got home to decorate the tree?” I said.


  “Why, I thought—”


  “We always decorated the tree together.”


  “I wanted to—I did it
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