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Praise for Fox:

‘A chilling portrait of manipulation and menace within the cloistered world of an elite boarding school … Oates views the US through a gothic prism, forming images as striking as they are disturbing’ Financial Times

‘This sprawling yet immersive novel is rich in suspense, diabolical secrets and psychological insight’ Economist

‘A prolonged dive into the murkiest of waters’ TLS

‘The master of domestic thrillers … Oates actively invites comparison with Nabokov’s Lolita … Fox is a tome that does more than just fill in Lolita’s gaps, it is engrossing even as it horrifies and reminds us that we cannot nor should not look away’ Big Issue

‘A classic psychological suspense … feels ripped from the headlines’ People

‘Inescapably abhorrent yet enthralling … Oates understands, as always, how to keep us on the hook … This is a chilling reminder that artistic mentors can be abusive in many different ways … Fox hauntingly explores the way that beguiling figures can inspire, create and shape art’ Los Angeles Times

‘Absolutely chilling … Oates dissects the predator-prey dynamic with merciless precision, crafting a hypnotic portrait of a man who beguiles everyone – until he doesn’t … Told in shifting perspectives and with signature intensity, Fox is as much about the horrors we witness as the ones we choose to ignore. Uneasy, unflinching and unforgettable, this is Oates at her most disturbing and masterful’ Seattle Times

‘Gripping … Fox is a book that will stay with you for a long time’ The Standard

‘A mystery at heart, but a gorgeously composed one that uses every modality to create ominous atmosphere … It is nearly impossible to look away’ Open Letters Review

‘A tautly wound procedural, elegantly written … Oates once again masterfully limns the worse angels of our nature’ Kirkus Reviews

‘Menacing, mesmerizing, and thoroughly provocative’ Booklist

‘Reading Fox is like being spellbound by a hypnotist who may not wish you well, who leads you, with a deceptively gentle hand, toward that dark forest you fear. Joyce Carol Oates has created a sinister fable all the more chilling for persuading its readers to collude in the unthinkable’ Gillian Flynn, author of Sharp Objects

‘What a gift this book is! … Fox’s power is in the many depths of character Joyce Carol Oates explores and how she captures the nuances of the choices people make’ Michael Connelly, author of The Lincoln Lawyer

‘I can’t remember the last time I read something so (darkly, disconcertingly) addictive that yet bears so much realism and nuance and depth. Oates is a genius in the truest sense of the word’ Rebecca Makkai, author of The Great Believers

‘[Fox is] unlike any other mystery I’ve read. It’s so fully imagined, in the way that only Oates can do, powerful and sinister and beautifully written in her mesmerizing prose’ Joseph Finder, author of The Oligarch’s Daughter
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THE TROPHY

WIELAND POND 29 OCTOBER 2013

I t will be no ordinary morning.

Heavy rain has fallen through the night with a din of crazed castanets. The sky at dawn is clotted with dark tumors of cloud through which a sudden piercing light shines like a scalpel.

In the mud-softened service road leading to the Wieland Township landfill, shimmering puddles in long narrow snakelike ruts. A smell of brackish swamp water from the vast marshland beyond and in the near distance black-winged turkey vultures like flattened silhouettes high in the air silently circling, swooping with a look of grisly frolic.

At 7:36 a.m. in the adjacent nature preserve there comes jolting along the service road a steel-colored vehicle with four-wheel drive to park at a trailhead fifty feet from the murky still-standing water of many acres—choked at shore with rushes, cattails, barely submerged trash, a rumor of leeches in its black-muck bottom—known locally as Wieland Pond in rural Atlantic County, New Jersey.

The driver of the steel-colored vehicle cuts her engine, headlights. Glances about the clearing to see with evident satisfaction that she is alone. No reeking sanitation trucks lumbering out to the nearby land-fill at this hour, deepening ruts in the roadway. No fellow dog-walkers, hikers. No one with whom P. Cady will be obliged to exchange inane greetings.

For it is the purpose of driving out to the Wieland wetlands at dawn, on the average of five times a week, to exercise her high-energy rescue animal of mixed ancestry (terrier, hound) from the Wieland Township Animal Shelter, and to exercise herself, alone.

“Here we go! Good girl.”

Opening the passenger door of the steel-colored vehicle out of which leaps as if catapulted by force the small wiry dun-colored dog in a paroxysm of excitement, barking, yipping, whining, pleading, tail slavishly wagging in seeming deference to the tall bossy individual gripping the leash, her human, gripping the leash on her neck, speaking sternly yet not without affection as if anything uttered in fatuous human speech could have the slightest interest for the eager little dog at this crucial moment.

“This morning, you will behave.”

Large limpid brown eyes brimming with facile promise—Yes, I will behave.

“You will come back when I call you. You will not run wild.”

Oversized hound-paws scuffing frantically in the wet leaves, shameless whining, whimper—Yes yes I will do anything you ask.

“And not in the water! D’you hear?—not in the damned water.” Sniffing sodden leaves at her human’s booted feet. Stubby tail furiously wagging, bony rear shimmying, how then could her (naïve, trusting) human not believe such slavish deference, doggie-devotion—Yes of course, I will obey. Just let me go!

“I’m warning you—do not run wild.”

At last released from the leash, a panting yelp of gratitude before turning to bound joyously away, stopping within a few yards to sniff at underbrush, squatting to urinate, but fleetingly, for there is no time to tarry, these early-morning hikes under the command of her human are rarely more than forty minutes to an hour; restraining herself to remain on the trail at least initially, trotting in the direction in which her human habitually hikes on the 2.5-mile loop around the pond that will return them to the vehicle parked at the trailhead; but soon then, within fifty or so feet, even as her human calls after her in a voice of chiding concern the eager little dog has trotted off-trail to investigate something small scuttling in the underbrush—(rodent? black-feathered bird?)—splashing through puddles, very muddy puddles, paws sinking into muck halfway up her forelegs, still she takes time to pause every few yards to sniff, squat, urinate in quick agitated dribbles against underbrush, mounds of leaves, trunks of stunted trees in a haze of great happiness seeming scarcely to hear her human now shouting after her in a voice of outrage and indignation Come here! Come back! Princess! Now! as inexorably as gravity she is drawn into the marshy woods off-trail where the most delicious odors waft to her sensitive nostrils.

On this morning in late October there are a half-dozen red-winged blackbirds taunting her from six feet above, razzing her, a trespasser in their territory, if they were but large enough they might attack her, stab their sharp beaks into her, failing to find at all “beautiful”—“adorable”—her somewhat coarse brindle-brown short-haired coat, greedily they would peck out those caramel-colored moist eyes her human finds so “intelligent,” captivating.

Bravely and defiantly she trots on, she is a trespasser, a hunter. Literally, a born hunter! Ignores the noisy bullies for these are not local predator birds (hawk, owl) large enough to carry away a small dog in their talons, and devour her.

Soon then the pleading voice somewhere behind the little dog has faded, becomes inaudible amid the cries of swamp birds and the sound of her own panting, the tumult of smells assailing her nostrils, overcharging her thrumming brain, her human’s cry irrelevant as artificial light on a blind-blazing-sun day.





WHAT IS THAT AHEAD?—a sudden movement, a splash and ripples in the still dank water, mallard? turtle? water snake?—as she approaches on her disproportionately large paws, with a clumsy sort of stealth, crouching, preparing for the pounce, the kill, whatever it is, or was, a living thing like herself, but cannier than she, more cunning, desperate to survive, seems to have disappeared.

Cautiously exploring the dank interior of the marshland amid fallen and calcified trees, weak eyes lowered in deference to her exquisitely tuned nostrils, terrier-ears pricked upright, all of her senses alert, thrilled, her small brain near to swooning with overstimulation after seven hours of confinement in the dull-darkened house of her human; it’s as if whatever force fierce as a vacuum’s suction catapulted her out of the steel-colored vehicle continues to draw her forward venturing—recklessly, naughtily—ever farther from her human, or rather the memory of her human, the tall stern-voiced
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HUMAN REMAINS FOUND AT WIELAND POND IN OCTOBER IDENTIFIED

Francis Fox, 41, Langhorne Faculty Member Missing Since Late October

A body discovered near a capsized vehicle in a ravine near Wieland Pond on October 31 has been positively identified by Atlantic County medical examiner Orin Matthews as that of a recently hired Langhorne Academy faculty member, Francis Harlan Fox, 41.

Police had initially ascertained that the wrecked car in the ravine, a 2011 Acura, belonged to Mr. Fox. However, due to “significant animal activity” it was not possible to identify human remains at the scene with “one hundred percent certainty” except through dental records which were not immediately available for New Jersey State forensic odontologists to examine.

Mr. Fox, formerly of the Newell Johnson School (Pennsylvania), joined the faculty at the Langhorne Academy in the fall of 2013 as an instructor in English. According to Headmistress Paige Cady, Mr. Fox was a “very popular” teacher and “much-loved” colleague who had taken a “strong personal interest” in the Langhorne Academy, acting as a faculty advisor for the Langhorne Literary Magazine and establishing after-school activities for middle-school pupils including the Looking-Glass Book Club. Mr. Fox was also a prizewinning poet with a national reputation, according to Ms. Cady, and a “generous donor” to wildlife preservation.

Police Chief Leo Paradino told the Wieland Gazette that the investigation into the cause of Mr. Fox’s death is “ongoing.” Chief Paradino declined to say whether authorities are leaning toward accident, suicide, or homicide.

Detective Horace Zwender of the Wieland Police Department confirmed to the Gazette that the investigation is “ongoing” and that a number of “persons of interest” in Atlantic County are being interviewed. “If anyone has information that they believe might help our investigation, please do not hesitate to call the Wieland Police Department at 856-020-0147.”

WIELAND GAZETTE
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1.

There was never a time when I was not in love with Mr. Fox. There was never a time when Mr. Fox was not my life.

Because before Mr. Fox came into my life our souls knew each other in the time before where there is no time.

Because we are born of such knowing. Of the time before as when waking in the morning we carry the memory of the beautiful dreams we have lost in waking.

In the time before there is no time as we understand it on Earth, it is a great void like the ocean in which droplets of rain fall & vanish.

In the time before we are children together, there is no “age” that separates.

This, Mr. Fox explained.

Saying, My darling there will never be a time when our souls are not joined.

Saying, Our (secret) pledge will be, we will die for each other if that is asked of us.

We will never reveal our secret, we will die together & our secret will die with us.

For there is no Death in the time before. Souls are joined in love in the time before.

This, Mr. Fox explained.

To me only, Mr. Fox explained.




2.

“This is for you. Because you are you.”

In his hand a journal with a marbled cover like the lush green of new-budded leaves.

I could not breathe. Tears hot as acid welled in my eyes. I had never seen anything so beautiful.

“Don’t cry, my dear! Please.”

His fingertips brushing tears from my cheeks.

Kissing me then. That first time. So gently his tongue entering my mouth, I felt that I would faint.

Swooning it is called. Swooning is not a joke but a real thing.







THERE WERE OTHERS BEFORE me, I knew. But Mr. Fox made it clear, he adored ME most of all.

My name in his mouth became beautiful as music. Where always before in the mouths of others my name was ugly.

Eu-nice. You-nice!

So many little jokes between us. Whisperings, cuddles and tickles.

Sharing a lemon tart with Mr. Fox. Chocolate-covered strawberries. My mouth filled with saliva like pain. I was ravenous with hunger, I never ate like that at home.

Mr. Fox laughed at me kissing me, you are special because you are You-nice.

The tarts were so sweet, my eyelids grew heavy. On Mr. Fox’s office wall was a glossy poster of Alice in Wonderland with Alice’s neck eerily elongated, her hands lifted indecisively. Her flat-chested torso was eerily elongated as well, and her feet in prim black strap-shoes freakishly small, smaller even than her hands … In appalled fascination Alice observed me in Mr. Fox’s embrace as I fell asleep and when I awakened my (white, cotton) panties were down around my ankles, a strange warm sensation thrummed at the fork of my legs.

Mr. Fox’s face was flushed, his eyes shone with love.

Eu-nice! My special love.







THERE WAS NEVER A TIME

when I was not in love with Mr. Fox but there are times when the love comes so strong my heart is near-bursting and I know that I will be joining Mr. Fox soon

because

the hunger is more than I can bear now there is no one to feed me


the food

I require







ALL THIS WAS NINE years ago. I was just a child: thirteen.

Though (in fact) I was an unusually mature thirteen, intellectually.

Nine years ago Mr. Fox was taken from me.

But nine years ago is now. For Mr. Fox is with me here.

Always the first time entering Mr. Fox’s office in the basement of Haven Hall scarcely daring to breathe for I feared my stern English teacher staring and glaring at me in contempt as I had never feared any teacher or indeed any adult before; and then so unexpectedly there swept upon me Mr. Fox’s (blue, pale) eyes startled as if, for the first time, close-up, Mr. Fox was seeing me.

“Come in, Eunice! I’ve been waiting for you.”

(Waiting for me? I was stunned by this remark, I could not think of a reply.)

(For I was not one of those slutty girls who knew by instinct how to flirt with handsome Mr. Fox.)

Instead, there was a roaring in my ears like a chorus of frogs. As I stumbled to sit down my bookbag slipped from my shoulder, fell to the floor.

Mr. Fox gazed upon me with affectionate amusement which in my anxiety and self-consciousness I mistook as scorn.

And, on the corner of Mr. Fox’s desk, at eye level the stony blind eyes of a sculpted male head gazed at me as well.

It was a life-sized head, or even larger. Head, chest, shoulders and on one of the shoulders a large bird with a sharp beak perched with malevolent intent.

The carved face was wanly handsome, and exuded an air of melancholy. There was something accusatory in the mournful eyes. Something soft, wounded in the mouth.

The style of the hair, the drooping mustache suggested an era long past when hauntedness was pervasive.

Mr. Fox would explain, this was a bust of the great nineteenth-century poet Edgar Allan Poe. And on his shoulder—did I know what the bird was?

“A raven?”—shyly I guessed.

“The raven: correct! The raven who quoteth—Nevermore. I see that you’ve read ahead in our anthology.”

“Oh no—I read ‘The Raven’ last year. And ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’ and ‘The Black Cat’ …”

“In your English class?”

“Oh no—just—just by myself.”

Mr. Fox’s blue eyes moving upon me, approvingly.

The choking-tight constriction in my chest began to relax. I began to breathe more freely. Knowing that I had passed a test that few others in this chair had passed.

And from this time Mr. Fox began to favor me. It was as if Mr. Fox had recognized me, as I had recognized him.

Later this would be explained to me. But on this occasion, I felt it keenly.

In our classroom amid the distractions of those others vying for his attention Mr. Fox had scarcely seemed to notice me though I was seated, not entirely by chance, in the very center of the room. For Mr. Fox’s fullest attention was lavished elsewhere. (Yes, I could see where! Faces of vacuous prettiness, I held in such contempt I rarely so much as glanced at them.) Seeing now that Eunice Pfenning who’d been but a name on the class list was superior to those others, boys as well as girls, who’d drawn Mr. Fox’s initial attention. Now across the width of his desk Mr. Fox was looking seriously at me.

Mr. Fox explained the sculpture on his desk: a bronze bust commemorating first prize in the annual Nevermore Poetry Competition sponsored by the Poe Society of America which had been awarded to—Francis Harlan Fox.

Mr. Fox spoke with quiet pride. I would recall how Mr. Fox was not one of those mealymouthed hypocrite adults who pretended to false modesty.

How impressive this information was to me: First prize! Poe Society!

It was a revelation: Mr. Fox was a poet.

Eagerly I asked if I could read the prizewinning poem but Mr. Fox said that could wait for another time for today our subject was me.

(Though Mr. Fox was clearly pleased, that I had made the request. Few eighth graders would have expressed an interest in a poem, his poem.)

“We need to reexamine your Sandburg critique, Eunice.”

A hot flush came into my face. I was deeply ashamed, mortified by my grade on the assignment; I’d been thinking of nothing else since Mr. Fox handed it back the previous day marked, in glaring red ink, C−.

One of the lowest grades in the class, I was sure. I was sure, for I’d overheard others boasting about their grades including the most insipid girls.

That night I’d barely slept and in my sleep the C− shimmering in red as in blood danced inside my tight-shut eyes.

And now, that Mr. Fox would bestow mercy on me, that he would take the time to reread the paper with such patience, inviting me to “correct” sentences he’d marked in red ink—this was astonishing to me.

In this way, with Mr. Fox’s assistance, improving my ability to critique a work of literature and also to express myself in good clear English prose.

In this way, saving my life. For a grade of C− was so humiliating, I had considered killing myself. I had crept into the kitchen in the night to examine knives and cutlery. Several razor-sharp knives attached to a magnetic board above the butcher-block island drew my close attention.

My critique of Sandburg poems was easily twice as long as the other students’ critiques, what had I done wrong? Killing myself would be a way of punishing Daddy too.

(I tried not to think of Daddy when I was at the Langhorne Academy. It was bad enough that, at home, when Daddy was no longer at home, I had to think about him.)

Yet, Mr. Fox rescued me from such thoughts by showing how improving/raising a grade could be accomplished by a careful reexamination of language.

Each of the offensive sentences, which Mr. Fox read aloud, I was allowed to “correct.” First, orally; then, in my own handwriting on the critique.

When the corrections were completed Mr. Fox smiled at me and asked which of the Sandburg poems was my favorite?

I could not discern if this was a friendly question or a trick. For Mr. Fox was tricky!

Hesitating to reply dreading to give a foolish answer and losing what meager approval I had won with Mr. Fox so far.

Seeing that I was tongue-tied and blushing Mr. Fox volunteered that his favorite Sandburg poem was “Fog.”

This was, Mr. Fox said, a perfect little poem for middle-school readers containing a single catchy metaphor: “Little cat feet.”

Mr. Fox asked me what the “poetic effect” would have been if Sandburg had said “little kitten feet” instead?

This was a novel idea to me, that anything in a poem could be other than the way it is in print.

That anything in the adult world could be other than it is because they want us to think this is how it is, there is no other way.

I told Mr. Fox that “little kitten feet” would be silly!

“Why would ‘little kitten feet’ be silly, Eunice?”

“You wouldn’t say ‘little kitten’—a kitten is already little.”

“And so, ‘little kitten’ is redundant?”

“ ‘Redundant’—y-yes …”

“And what is the figure of speech of ‘little cat feet’—?”

“A metaphor.”

“And what is a metaphor, Eunice?”

This rapid-fire exchange was dizzying to me. Yet exhilarating.

“ ‘A metaphor is a figure of speech in which a word or phrase is applied to an object or action to which it is not literally applicable’ ”—this was the definition Mr. Fox had written on the whiteboard for us, which I had memorized.

“Very good, Eunice!” Mr. Fox said. “And what is another example of a metaphor? Give me one of your own.”

I tried to think. If this were a homework assignment I would have composed any number of metaphors without difficulty but in the exigency of the moment with Mr. Fox looking at me, and the stony eyes of Edgar Allan Poe looking at me, my brain went blank.

“ ‘The fog comes trudging in on ponderous elephant feet.’ Is that a metaphor, Eunice?”

I had to laugh, Mr. Fox was so funny.

“ ‘The miasma comes staggering in on drunken camel feet.’”

I giggled harder. Miasma was a funny sound and so was drunken camel feet.

Could not stop giggling, it was like Mr. Fox was tickling me.

Like the sun rising on a mudflat. A nasty mudflat stinking of rotted things. But the sun rising and shining on the mudflat.

That was the surprise of Mr. Fox smiling at me, laughing with me. In just these few minutes, Mr. Fox said, I’d raised my paper to an A—except, unfortunately Mr. Fox couldn’t record that grade because it would be unfair to other students who hadn’t had the opportunity of improving their grades, did I understand?

It was sad but yes, I understood.

“D’you know why I’ve taken so much time with you, Eunice?”

Shook my head shyly no.

“Because you are unique, Eunice. Even in your first paper on The Call of the Wild I recognized this. Though the paper was not perfect, yet the potential was evident. And your subsequent work confirms it.”

Confirms—what? I sat there, dazzled.

“That you are exceptional. In essence. I wonder if your parents quite realize who you are—their daughter? No! Not at all.”

Disbelieving I sat staring at Mr. Fox. His moving mouth, that was so beautiful in my eyes.

“You dwell among us as a stranger, Eunice. In your innermost heart you must know this.”

I could not speak, I was so moved.

I could have cried. Mr. Fox has peered into my soul.

For yes, I did know this—I had always thought this. My other teachers had praised me, and given me A’s. I knew—of course. I was special.

But no one except Mr. Fox had ever spoken such words aloud to me.

Returning the paper to me, now marked C+.

C+! Where C− had made me want to kill myself, now C+ filled my heart with hope.

For it was a C+ from Mr. Fox’s own hand, in red ink.

For a C+ is close to a B−.

I would strive for a B, and I would strive for an A. And one day—A+. That seemed to be the promise. I was sure, that was the promise. I would show this critique to my mother with the grade raised to C+. And (possibly) to my father.

(Though I was angry at Daddy. I did not trust Daddy. He had moved away from us saying it was not his choice. But I did not believe Daddy for it was Mommy who hid away crying in her bedroom, not Daddy.)

“Thank you, Mr. Fox. I will try to do better.”

“Eunice, you will do better.”

As I gathered up my bookbag to leave the office Mr. Fox bade me Wait.

Lifting, out of a desk drawer, a journal with a beautiful marbled-green cover, to give to me.

“A special gift for you, Eunice. For your class portfolio, due at the end of the term.”

This was so unexpected, I could only stare speechlessly.

“It’s a magic journal, Eunice. You must tell the truth when you write in it, otherwise there will be a curse on you.”

Mr. Fox spoke so gravely, I could not be sure if he was joking. “What kind of curse?”

“Ah! It’s forbidden to say.”

A fit of wild giggling overcame me. I would come to love how Mr.

Fox joked.

Warning me: “Mr. Fox never jokes! Haven’t I told our class—There are no jokes.”

Warning me: “You must keep the contents of your journal secret from everyone—parents, relatives, friends.”

(Friends! As if I had friends, or even relatives close to me. It was flattering to me, that Mr. Fox assumed this.)

These words would reverberate in my memory every day of my life.

Until this very time—now. For always, I must record the truth in my Mystery-Journal (as I would come to call it.)

It was wonderful to me, to lift the journal in my hands, to leaf through the (slightly yellowed) pages, that were unnervingly blank. It was an old-fashioned journal, to be written in by hand.

I scarcely dared whisper, “Thank you, Mr. Fox.”

Mr. Fox instructed me: I would be expected to hand in the journal to him every Friday. Soon, if all went well, I would be of the élite to qualify for the Looking-Glass Book Club.

In the journal I could write about anything—everything. Homework assignments, formal critiques, creative responses to work from our anthology. Things that I would never say aloud, I could write in my journal. Things that would shock my parents and make them unhappy with me and say of me This is not you, Eunice!

“But of course, Eunice: it is you.”

Telling me that I should explore the outside world: trees, waterways, birds.

Must get outdoors. Out of your hard little skull.

“Push yourself out of your comfort zone, Eunice. Experiment with writing with your nondominant hand. Illustrate your journal with colored pencils, crayons. Take photos. Wander in the woods and get lost.

“Have you ever been lost, Eunice?”

So gravely Mr. Fox gazed at me, I could only stammer No.

One cannot be found who has not been lost.

“You see, dear Eunice, you are an exceptional student who has been untested until now. Being superior to your classmates is a very low bar; it doesn’t mean you’ve achieved your potential—far from it: being superior to others will limit your potential when those others are mediocre.

“But I have come to the Langhorne Academy to challenge you: for your destiny is sheerly potential, it is far from realized.”

It was Mr. Fox’s way to speak like this. You felt you might burst into wild laughter, or wild tears.

Almost you would think—But he is joking, he can’t be serious—is he? Seeing that my eyes brimmed with tears of gratitude and wonder Mr. Fox leaned forward suddenly as if he could not help himself, and gently framed my face in his hands.

Kissing my eyelids, to kiss away the tears.

Tenderly kissing my mouth, that no one had ever kissed before. “My unique Eu-nice.”




3.

Love love love you Eu-nice.

Eu-nice is SO UNIQUE AND SO NICE!

Love you more than anyone else has been loved—ever!

Each time when I entered his office now Mr. Fox closed the door quickly.

Closed and locked the door safely, to keep others out.

I came then to understand that I had always been in love with Mr. Fox—even before I knew him.

Even before I knew him in the time before time, we had loved each other.

As soon as our eyes met, we recognized each other. For our knowledge of each other is in our souls, not our outward beings.

And there will never be a time when our souls are not joined.

In careful words like a poet Mr. Fox explained. It was clear to me when Mr. Fox explained but not so clear afterward when I lay in bed trying to remember his wonderful words.

He spoke of the “plasticity of time.” How time loops back upon itself like a Möbius strip.

Like a Möbius strip, that is a continuous strip of one side only, the soul is immortal.

At the crossing of the (immortal) soul of the lover with the (immortal) soul of the beloved there is a union.

This union defies all clock-time, calendar-time, and cannot be measured.

We knew each other, Mr. Fox said, in the time before we were known to the world by the names assigned us at birth. For these are names imposed upon us, not freely chosen.

Names imposed on us by strangers—our “parents.” Not souls that would bind together in exclusion of all else.

He would teach me to be wild, reckless. He would teach me to be me.

In my journal in which I would bare my heart, and in Mr. Fox’s office with the door safely shut and locked and the overhead lights switched off.

With that special look summoning me in our class. Lifting my eyes to his Mr. Fox would nod at me for just a second, the smallest glimmer of a smile no one else saw.

Sharing lemon tarts, chocolate-covered strawberries fed to me by Mr. Fox’s hand, so delicious!—I never devoured anything so ravenously at home, Mr. Fox laughed at me affectionately saying that I was a little girl with a big appetite, that would have to be satisfied.

Sugary-sweet tarts, that made saliva rush into my mouth. And Mr. Tongue poking, prodding as Mr. Tongue did for you could not keep Mr. Tongue away, Mr. Tongue could be naughty. Strange how sleepy I became, my eyes could not stay open. Cuddling in Mr. Fox’s arms and when I was sleepiest there came Mr. Teddy Bear to slip his warm firm bear-paw between my legs.

Sometimes I cried in Mr. Fox’s office (because I was so happy) and sometimes I cried myself to sleep in my bed (because I was so lonely).

… never a time when you were not in love with Mr. Fox and Mr. Fox was not in love with you. Never.







THERE WERE GIRLS IN our eighth-grade class who were in love with Mr. Fox—I knew.

These were slutty girls who hung about Mr. Fox’s desk after class with silly questions to ask him. Like chittering birds following him in the hall. Waiting outside his office to see him without having an appointment.

But I was the only one Mr. Fox ADORED.

And there were other girls, in other classes. I could recognize them: they had journals like mine with marbled covers.

Mooning after Mr. Fox in the corridors, on the stairs. Following him outside on the walkway.

Mr. Fox? I have a question …

Mr. Fox? What do you think of …

Giggling together, ridiculous.

Most ridiculous, and most disgusting was an eighth-grade girl who if you didn’t see her silly insipid face you’d mistake for years older than she was—a senior in high school at least. Sickening how boys stared at her and followed her and some of them laughing and jeering calling after her Baby Tits! Baby Tits!

Especially it was sickening to me, to see how Mr. Fox looked at this girl as if helpless to look away.

There were even girls from the upper division who hung out sometimes at Mr. Fox’s office. Pretending to be interviewing him for the school paper or the yearbook. As a new faculty member what do you think of the Langhorne Academy? How does it compare with your previous schools?

Asking if they could take selfies with him but Mr. Fox laughed saying curtly No!

All these girls, I came to hate. I will confess this, I am not ashamed.

For they were hateful, all of them.

In my journal I listed their names. Lay in bed thinking how I could kill them one by one.

I could have killed them if I’d had a gun or a hammer to pound at their heads like melons until they cracked or possibly a knife, instead of turning a razor-sharp knife on myself why not on one of them? A plan came to me in a dream: on Hallowe’en there was a stupid dance at school to which I was not going (of course) but if I did go to this dance (in costume and mask) there would be opportunities for me to slash their throats in the girls’ restroom in toilet stalls and no one would know until the end of the dance but (of course) I DID NOT REALLY MEAN THIS, it was just that my heart was raw with hurt when Mr. Fox did not summon me for several days at a time and if I crept to his office, the door was closed and locked.

Why this began to happen, I did not know.

In our class Mr. Fox smiled outward at us all but I did not see him smiling and winking at me.

It was hard to pay attention in class. In Mr. Fox’s class or in any class. Too much pride to creep to Mr. Fox’s office to see if the door was closed. To see if anyone was inside. To knock on Mr. Fox’s door shyly and hope that he would have time for me.

Too much pride to press my ear against the frosted-glass window, to hear what was being said inside.

For I was not jealous.

For I was not jealous of the stupid girls mooning and giggling in the hall outside Mr. Fox’s office. Stayed away from Mr. Fox’s office for one, two, three days and on the third day I was coughing so hard my mother would not drive me to school but to urgent care where the doctor diagnosed me with bronchitis.

I was never jealous of Mr. Fox, it was Daddy who was jealous of Mr. Fox. I had begun to tell Daddy about Mr. Fox because I did not need Daddy any longer, I did not care if Daddy stayed away. I did not care if Daddy died.

I would not (ever) forgive Daddy for going away and leaving me. He said it wasn’t his choice, it was Mommy who had asked him to go away but he was the one to go away.

Mommy said it was an interim time—in-between time. Until things were worked out.

I felt sorry for Mommy who was left behind—(like me). I did not love Mommy and so I did not hate Mommy, much.

Like drops from a faucet the hate came slow, then faster. Disappearing down a drain.

I turned off the shower knobs so hard, something broke inside one of them. I didn’t mean to do this but somehow it happened.

So now, there was a drip from the showerhead. I could hear this drip in my room. With the door closed, and the door to the bathroom closed, and the door to the shower stall closed I could hear this drip.

Mommy called a plumber, while I was at school the drip was fixed one day. Yet sometimes I could hear it through the closed doors.

I did not love Daddy, it made me sick to love Daddy. I began to hate Daddy. Daddy came for me each weekend. I hated the name—Dad-dy. What a silly insipid name! Daddy asked me where I wanted to go for dinner and I shrugged and said Anywhere. Doesn’t matter. Daddy asked if I would like to spend the day at the Jersey coast and I made a face crinkling my nose—No.

Nothing that Daddy could give me was of interest to me now.

Now that Mr. Fox loved me.

Wanting to curl up like a little kitten in Mr. Fox’s arms.

Wanting to suck Mr. Tongue into my mouth deep, and deeper until I choked.

And Mr. Teddy Bear, I wanted him to touch me between my legs in Mr. Teddy Bear’s special way until I died.







THIS POEM, MR. FOX whispered in my ear.

The most perfect poem, Mr. Fox described it.


She walks in beauty, like the night

Of cloudless climes and starry skies;

And all that’s best of dark and bright

Meet in her aspect and her eyes.



I knew that Mr. Fox had not written this poem; I knew from a computer search that it was a poem by Lord Byron written in 1814 in iambic tetrameter. Yet still, it was a poem for me, and it was a poem from Mr. Fox which I would cherish always.




4.

In an instant, a life is altered.

Mr. Fox’s affable face, eyes of the chemical blue of Windex. “Eunice: what happened this week?”

Handing back critiques in our English class, casually addressing you in mild surprise but only in passing, not lingering with you, not absorbing the look of utter shock in your face, trading jokes with other students as if a blade had not pierced your heart.

Fortunately it is at the end of class. Quickly you can shove the paper into your bookbag, flee the room with a bowed head, blinking tears from your eyes.

You know, they are laughing at you.

You know, Mr. Fox is surprised (and sad) for you.

Another time, a C− in glaring red ink. After a steady succession of B’s and B+’s at a time when you might certainly expect your next grade to be A− or even A for you have worked so very hard on this critique of a lengthy excerpt from Huckleberry Finn.

You are so upset, you crumple the paper in your hand. Can you—should you—ask Mr. Fox if you can rewrite it and resubmit it?—you are fearful of annoying him, he has not been smiling so freely in your direction lately.

Know that you have disappointed him, failed him.

Run away, hide in a toilet stall. Bitter tears, no one needs to see how Eunice Pfenning’s frog-homely face becomes homelier still when she is crying.







NOT JEALOUS. BUT: IN the stairwell observing.

How she has come to Mr. Fox’s office (obviously by appointment) at the very end of Mr. Fox’s office hours, five P.M.

And (as you stare, blood rushing into your face) the door is opened to her soft knock and she slips inside wraithlike and welcome and the door is closed, locked behind her.

Not jealous but: press your ear against the frosted-glass window. Hearing the beat of your blood which is shameful and ignoble but it is yours.

Hearing them inside—whispering, giggling.

You can envision: Mr. Fox holding a lemon tart to her mouth.

Breaking the tart in two, sharing it with her.

Love love love you, Little Kitten. No one but you.

Mr. Tongue darting, licking. Tasting of sugary-sweet lemon. Stricken to the heart. Homely Eunice!—run, run away.

Wait outside in light-falling rain for your mother to pick you up, shivering in your cotton-and-polyester raincoat that is new, and pretty, pale rosy-red with a sash.








Wanting to die you, I

If not you die, I

Die wanting you

Not I



Scribbling poems in your journal which you tear out in disgust.

Or, tear out to push beneath Mr. Fox’s door the next day.

In the hope that Mr. Fox will read them and be deeply moved.

And sorry for his behavior. And sad on your behalf. And forgiving.

Hoping that he will summon you with his eyes in class signaling Yes, Eu-nice! This afternoon.

As he has not for five days.







GROWING DESPERATION, IT WILL soon be fall break.

Nine days without Mr. Fox will be unbearable. Your brain clattering with useless rhymes: nine, die.


If nine you (will) die

(You) die if nine



In fact you are proud of this (ingenious) rhyme but it is useless, you fail to compose a poem to contain it.







“YES, EUNICE? WHAT DO you want?”—flush-faced Mr. Fox opens the door abruptly, glaring and unsmiling.

Pretend there is nothing wrong, you have just dropped by. Though it is late Friday before fall break, not a good time.

But he is alone now, as you know. She has fled.

Telling you in a choked voice, a voice determined not to betray exasperation, disappointment that his office hours are over, he’s just about to leave …

You don’t quite hear. You are eager with hope. So yearning, and your face so luminous with expectation, how can Mr. Fox disappoint you?

You will only be a few minutes, you tell Mr. Fox. Please!

With a sigh, a most audible sigh Mr. Fox relents. For Mr. Fox is fond of you, you tell yourself. Alone amid the others you are special. Sitting heavily in his swivel chair, as you sit in the hard-backed chair with the flattened cushion. Handsome Mr. Fox in tweed jacket,

pale-blue button-down shirt, chino trousers. That preppy look.

It is so good to be sitting here. Such a relief! You’ve been in terror that you were banished forever without knowing why.

Though there is Mr. Poe staring at you with disdainful eyes.

And the raven perched on Mr. Poe’s shoulder, long sharp beak pointed at you.

In a soft not-accusing voice you inquire if Mr. Fox has had time to look at your new poems and for a moment Mr. Fox looks blank as a man just waking from sleep in an unfamiliar place.

(Is Mr. Fox hoping that she will return?)

(Your rude knock sent Little Kitten scuttling away like a cockroach. Not likely she will be back.)

No matter if Mr. Fox seems to have forgotten your new poems, you have new copies to give him. Including the fragments with the ingenious rhymes, you are sure Mr. Fox will appreciate.

Jerkily his eyes move along the short stanzas, face empty of expression.

Just perceptible sulky downturned mouth. If this mouth has been kissing/nibbling/sucking at Little Kitten it is a disappointed mouth now that Eunice Pfenning has arrived.

You feel your mouth watering, a smell of lemon tarts in the air.

Chocolate-covered strawberries beginning to go soft.

When you entered Mr. Fox’s office you pushed the door over, not quite closing it. And now Mr. Fox glances past your head unable to see into the hall which is vexing to him but (you surmise) he doesn’t think it’s worth it to go to the door and open it fully to the hall since this conference with you isn’t going to last long.

It is the end of the day, and the end of a week; Friday heralding the start of fall break.

None of which seems to matter to you, Eunice Pfenning. Of serious, devoted, obsessive eighth graders, you are exceptional.

Exceptional, unique. Sheer potential.

Mr. Fox says of your new poems that they are very good, for first drafts.

You wait for something more—anything. But there is (evidently) nothing more.

You tell Mr. Fox that you’ve been experimenting with iambic pentameter, iambic tetrameter, and “free verse” in the style of e. e. cummings. In a girlish voice you recite:


Wanting to die you, I

If not you die, I

Die wanting you

Not I



Mr. Fox seems to be stifling a yawn. But Mr. Fox is too gentlemanly to yawn.

Saying, as if reluctantly, though perhaps with an undercurrent of satisfaction, “Sometimes magic just vanishes, Eunice. It’s the nature of magic that it comes out of nowhere, and can disappear into nowhere. That’s what magic is.”

You are smiling inanely. But Mr. Fox fails to smile back.

Now you utter those words you have memorized. Lying awake in your miserable bed moving your lips. How thrilling it is, how frightening to be saying these words to another person, to the very person to whom they are addressed.

“… lately thinking I don’t know if I, if I really want to … live.

Thinking I might die. Like Annabel Lee. She was missed.”

Mr. Fox nods vaguely. Mr. Fox is perhaps not altogether alert, aware of what you are saying.

“… suicide.”

Hastily correcting: “… take my own life.”

Take my own life is so much more eloquent than
suicide.

There is a blunt clinical sound to suicide.

“… lonely, and what’s the point. Each day getting up, going to bed, now it’s getting darker earlier, you have to get up in the dark, what’s the point … Is there a point, Mr. Fox?”

“Is there?”—Mr. Fox seems to be considering this. “Hamlet ponders, ‘To be or not to be’—to be is the riddle. As John Berryman says, ‘Life, friends, is boring. We must not say so.’”

Mr. Fox is speaking now with more animation, interest. It is confusing to you that Mr. Fox does not dissuade you from your dark thoughts as, it’s expected, adults will naturally do: teachers, parents. “Many have agreed, Eunice. Marcus Aurelius considered suicide every day of his life and eventually killed himself, probably none too


soon. Suicides are bores if they’re serious and worse bores if they are not. Virginia Woolf, Berryman, Sexton, Plath—all. Hemingway—with a shotgun, what could be more macho? But very messy, probably as he’d intended since he was peeved at his wife.”

You are staring at Mr. Fox in dismay. Your wizened little prune of a heart is beating sadly. Can it be, Mr. Fox cares so little for you? This must be a mistake, a Fox-trick.

Seeing the expression in your face Mr. Fox relents: “Well, Eunice! It’s a solution to a problem that simply eradicates the problem. Life is pointless but no one should ‘take their own life’ unless …”

“ ‘Unless’?”

“Unless you have peered into your shallow soul, black muck and algae, and decided yes, this is it, I’ve had enough.”

Still you are not sure that Mr. Fox is saying what he is saying. You wait for the warm smile, the blue glimmer of a wink.

“D’you know the poetry of Sylvia Plath, Eunice?”

“N-no …”

You know the name, of course. Plath: a heroine of poetry who took her own life at a young age out of spite, to hurt her estranged husband.

Or, a heroine of poetry who’d decided yes, this is it, she’d had enough.

“A brilliant poet, a sort of anti-feminist. Gutsy.”

Gutsy! This word in Mr. Fox’s mouth is so alluring, you wonder what you would have to do, what enormities, to earn it for yourself.

“Plath wrote the great poem on the subject of female suicide—‘Lady Lazarus.’ Purely performative, exhibitionist, a kind of prancing-on-a-tightrope poem:


“Dying

Is an art, like everything else.

I do it exceptionally well.



“But let me look it up, I don’t want to misquote. Poetry is a precise language, as in Emily Dickinson.”

Affably smiling Mr. Fox turns to reach for a book on a lower shelf of his bookcase and in that instant a red mist obliterates your brain, gripped in your hands is the heavy bust of Edgar Allan Poe uplifted, you are leaning over the edge of the desk and your hands are bringing the bust down hard on the back of Mr. Fox’s head, so swiftly it happens, has happened as Mr. Fox falls forward from the swivel chair with a soft bleat of utter astonishment. Frantic then to escape the second blow which animal instinct tells him is coming he tries piti-fully to crawl away drawing breath to cry out but unable to cry out even as your hands lift the weight again and bring it down hard on the back of his head, hard and harder, beyond the capacity (you would think) of a scrawny-wiry thirteen-year-old.

A high-pitched sound like a bat’s cry I hate you! hate you!—which you have never heard before in your life and will never hear again.

The bronze bust slippery with blood, slip-sliding from your hands to a soft landing on Mr. Fox’s back, and onto the floor.

Mr. Fox is fallen, and quivering. His breath comes in sharp pants. His head is turned from you, his face is hidden. Only the soft-wet wound in the wavy hair, roiling with blood.

On your knees disbelieving. Staring, blinking. So swiftly—it has happened …

On the wall long-necked Alice in her blue schoolgirl dress and pinafore stares in appalled astonishment as well.

There is something so wrong about an adult who has fallen. A teacher, an adult fallen lying with sprawled arms and legs on the floor, terrifying to see. You want to touch Mr. Fox’s shoulder to say that you are sorry but you dare not touch him, there is a taboo against touching adults even your parents unless in their eyes is the signal that you are known to them, you are wanted.

Even more wrongness, the size of a fallen man. Mr. Fox is large. Yet he is not looming above you, you are looming above him.

Mr. Fox was quivering, but he is not quivering now. Mr. Fox was breathing, but he is not breathing now. His body is hot, a foul smell makes your nostrils pinch, as if bowels have been released. And this too, a terrible wrongness.

You are thinking—Now, my life is ended. We will die together.

Even now, it does not seem that what has happened, has happened. It is something impersonal as an earthquake that has thrown both you and Mr. Fox onto the ground, you could swear that the floor sharply tilted.

You reached for something to stop you from falling—something sizable, substantial. The bust of Edgar Allan Poe, on the corner of Mr. Fox’s desk. Somehow it was in your hands, and as the floor tilted it fell from your hands and onto Mr. Fox’s head, stunning him—is that what happened?

In this sharp tilting of the floor Mr. Fox’s ring must have slipped from his finger. A heavy ring, a man’s ring, a black octagonal stone in a silver setting, many times you have stared at this ring on Mr. Fox’s finger and now you snatch it up to keep it from being contaminated by the widening pool of dark blood beneath the fallen man.

You will keep the ring safe, to return to Mr. Fox. Monday morning. But no: next week is fall break. Monday morning will not be until November.

A panicked breathing in the room, loud in your ears. You are in danger of fainting, hyperventilating. Barely can you speak—“Mr. Fox? Mr. Fox—”

Weakly your legs move, like an insect’s broken legs skittering to the office door. In the hall you have been hearing a thrumming: vacuum cleaner, floor-polisher.

In the near distance, this sound of adult activity. By instinct drawn in this direction sensing that there will be help here, there will be protection here, there will be solace here and not in panicked flight. Already the custodian has sighted you, he has turned off the floor-polisher.

Hurrying to you as you stand crouched, panting and unsteady on your feet in the corridor. Asking you what has happened? Are you hurt?

Staring at you in astonishment: the splattering of blood on your raincoat, on your face and hands. Your face is ghastly-pale stunned in a kind of blank bafflement as in the aftermath of a great explosion.

The custodian is a worker, employee. He wears coveralls, gloves, work-boots. On his head a cloth cap. Surprisingly, he is a young man of about twenty not an older adult as you’d have anticipated. He is nearer in age to you than to your parents, you feel that you can trust in him.

Did someone hurt you?—the young custodian asks. Did he hurt you?—indicating Mr. Fox’s office.

In his face an expression of indignation, vehemence. Revulsion.

As in that instant you understand even in your stunned state that this young custodian in coveralls is on your side.

Though your jaws feel locked and your tongue numb as if with novocaine you manage to stammer He hurt me, he was hurting me—he did bad things to me …

Warily the young custodian pushes open the office door, steps inside—“Jesus!”







HE WILL TAKE CARE of it, he says. He promises.

You did nothing wrong, it was self-defense.

He too is trembling. With excitement, with a kind of exhilaration. Though he is very pale, the blood has drained from his face. Still he is primed for action, he is one who acts.

Adamant repeating you did nothing wrong, it was self-defense.

He hurt you. That son-of-a-bitch. You are not the only one that son-of-a-bitch has hurt.

The young custodian knows who Mr. Fox is! You don’t doubt this, you will doubt nothing.

In a state of shock you are not hearing clearly. It is enough, the young man in the coveralls will take care of you.

With a part of your mind you might have registered this. Hearing the thrumming of a machine, the presence of someone responsible.

It is true, Mr. Fox did hurt you. This fact you will clutch as you clutch Mr. Fox’s onyx ring in your hand and never lose it.

Brushing at your pretty raincoat to wipe away the stains as a child might.

Dimly you hear the young custodian speaking to you. Through a rustling-roaring in your ears like fire. You understand: a person in work-clothes will deal with this. No doubt, the young custodian is accustomed to cleaning up messes made by Langhorne students.

He will take care of the office, he says. What’s inside the office.

You need to go to the nearest restroom and wash your face, hands. He will take away the soiled coat, bookbag. He will dispose of them. In a lowered voice asking if you live on campus in a residence and you are alert enough to tell him No. Do you live in Wieland, is your mother coming to pick you up?—you tell him Yes. Six P.M.

He tells you to text your mother on your cell phone, tell her that someone else is driving you home. Do this quickly, now.

So that he can take you home. Away from this.

The building is near-deserted but it is not completely deserted.

Voices in a stairwell, footsteps.

Too weak to stand. You are sitting on the bench outside Mr. Fox’s office. Your heartbeat is erratic, it is difficult to breathe. Try to remember what the young custodian has told you so urgently but his words are like dreams rapidly fading.

Your eyelids droop, you are so very tired.

Mr. Fox, I am so sorry! But I have your ring, I will save it for you.

Wake up!—the young custodian is standing over you, alarmed. He has finished in Mr. Fox’s office for now, he has partly filled a plastic trash bag. He asks you if you have texted your mother and you tell him you have not. Fumble for your cell phone in your bookbag as he looks on in exasperation. Your fingers are stiff with cold, it is hard for your thumbs to type but finally you manage to type I will getting a ride hom with someone else, no need to pick me up which the young custodian tells you has something wrong with it, you reread, you correct I will be getting a ride home with someone else, no need to pick me up and this is OK to send.

Next you must remove your raincoat which is splattered and smeared with blood. Your fingers are icy. Fumble with buttons too large for their buttonholes until the young custodian removes his latex gloves to unbutton the coat, helps you out of the coat, a stylish polyester raincoat for teen girls, the single article of clothing you have liked in years, the pale-rose color is flattering to you, or so you imagine. You selected this coat online, your mother ordered it, your father has not (yet) seen you wearing it.

Your eyes fill with tears, you are losing your pretty new raincoat which the young custodian folds over carefully, lining on the outside, (stained) front hidden, shoving the coat into a plastic trash bag.

Tell your mother your coat was stolen, the young custodian says.

Your bookbag too, in Langhorne school maroon, is too soiled for you to keep, briskly the young custodian turns it upside-down and out spill your wallet, tissues, cough drops, textbooks, the journal with the marbled-green cover.

What’s this?—the young custodian asks with a sneer.

No idea why he is hostile suddenly. No idea how to reply.

You are anxious, all these items you will have to carry home in your arms. Especially the journal, you are anxious not to lose.

The young custodian finds a smaller trash bag for you, you are absurdly grateful.

Next, the young custodian stiff-walks you to a lavatory for the handicapped, a single room. Shuts and locks the door behind you. Hurriedly washes your face, hands. Swipes at your disheveled hair with wetted paper towels. The smell of the hand sanitizer makes your nostrils pinch.

Faint blood-streaks in the wetted towels. A considerable quantity of paper towels, the young custodian will shove into a trash bag.

Still you are trembling convulsively, your teeth are chattering.

Hallowe’en skeleton, castanets.

A wild fit comes over you, you begin to laugh. The young custodian says sharply—Stop.

When it’s determined that no one is in the basement hall the young custodian leads you out of Haven Hall by a rear door, with stone steps to the pavement. This is an exit no one uses, you have never seen it before.

By this time it is dark, no one is near.

The young custodian walks you to the parking lot stiff-legged, briskly. You would stumble and fall, your knees are weak but he holds you aloft, moves you along. He is giving you instructions. You force yourself to listen, memorize.

Don’t tell anyone. Ever.

Don’t tell your mother—anything.

Just that your coat and bookbag were stolen. Just that you are feeling sick, you have the flu, everybody at school has the flu, you want to go to bed.

Don’t let her look at you. Keep moving.

You are sick, you need to be alone. In the bathroom, alone. You are not to blame, he is to blame.

It was self-defense. But don’t tell anyone.

I will take care of it. He was an evil man. It was self-defense, he’d hurt you.

Other girls he has hurt, and he has hurt you.

Get past your mother when you come inside the house, don’t let her look at you.

Is there some door you can use, not the front door probably a back door? Kitchen door?

Get into the bathroom, run hot water into a tub.

Tell her you’re sick to your stomach, you need to sleep. Never tell her anything. Never tell anyone anything.

Run hot water in a tub, make sure that you are scrubbed clean.

Make sure that the tub is scrubbed clean.

Go to bed, don’t talk to anyone.

Don’t feel bad about this. It was self-defense.

It was something that needed to happen, now it has happened. By the morning, what’s inside the office will be gone.

By the morning, there will be nothing to worry about. Are you listening? Are you OK?

Mutely you nod yes. OK.







NEVER BEFORE HAVE YOU given directions to anyone, to your house across town. In a panic now that you have forgotten the way but the young custodian is patient with you.

It’s a vehicle you think must be a pickup truck. A high cab, hard for you to climb into with your short legs and your weak knees.

Smell of something acrid like beer, cigarette smoke. Male sweat. This ride across town you will remember for the remainder of your life: a close-up intimacy as in a movie scene decontextualized and detached from anything preceding or following. The driver of the pickup, you see in profile. A long lean mournful-boy’s face, you never see clearly.

Never learn his name, nor make inquiries.

Driving you in the dark past houses ablaze with Hallowe’en decorations: plastic pumpkins, ghost-mannequins hanging from trees, dazzling-white skeletons. Only vaguely in your distraught state are you aware of seeing these, you will recall them later in fleeting spasmodic flashes.

Smiling to think that your silly Daddy has suggested that the two of you go out on Hallowe’en trick-or-treating, just you two, you can wear a Gypsy costume, something of your mother’s. Embarrassed for Daddy knowing you so little, imagining that you’re still a young child and not the person you’ve become.

At your house the young custodian cuts the pickup lights. Cradling the trash bag in your arms you jump down, begin to run even as you call back in your girl’s thin voice Thank you without glancing back over your shoulder at the young custodian already driving away from the curb and out of your life forever.

Entering the house by the back door. Already halfway upstairs when your mother calls after you surprised—Eunice? Eunice—call to her in a pleading voice you are feeling sick to your stomach, there is flu at school, hurry to the bathroom before she can see you.

Faucets so loud gushing hot water into the tub, you can’t be expected to hear your mother through the door.

Peeling off your clothes, tossing them onto the floor. Abashed to see that you have wetted your panties, only just a colorless odorless stain. You will throw away the panties, you will throw away your white light-woolen socks splattered with blood, wrapped in the plastic trash bag, buried deep in the trash container in your garage.

In the medicine cabinet, there is a container of pain pills. From when your father had dental surgery. Large chunky white pills, oxycodone, take one to four tablets every six hours for pain, you may become dizzy, do not operate heavy machinery.

Swallow just one of the pills. Near-choking it’s so big.

The rest of the pills, in the container, you balance on the rim of the bathtub. In case you want more.

Lower yourself into the water that is steamy-hot, too hot.

Smell of Mr. Fox’s blood, smell of Mr. Fox’s bowels you must cleanse yourself of.

Dying is an art like everything else




5.

But you don’t die.

You don’t die because your secret is: you are already dead. With Mr. Fox in your arms, you died; on the blood-smutty floor of Mr. Fox’s office, both your lives ended.

Through the remainder of your leftover “life” this secret knowledge to be shared with no one except (elliptically) in this Mystery-Journal.

Into late adolescence, into early adulthood: now twenty-two, a year or two older than others in your class at Princeton.

Perceived by these other more “normal”—(i.e., ordinary, average)—contemporaries as aloof, standoffish, condescending.

Still, you have acquired a few undergraduate friends. Very special individuals, of whom two are, like you, writing novels, or memoirs, or (teasingly!) memoirist novels as senior theses.

These friends will claim they’d known that there was something very strange about you, in months and years to come. You will not contradict them, you will not be in contact with them at all.

Break with the past, a matter of survival that has acquired the apt term ghosting.

To ghost another is to make of yourself an absence in the life of the other, very possibly a tear in the fabric of their lives that can never be mended.

For this, you feel not the slightest repentance. Francis Fox has taught you: you owe nothing to those who love you, if you feel no love for them. They are the ghosts.

Your break with your merely personal past—your “parents”—you have made complete: moving out of your mother’s house without a backward glance, ignoring her frantic calls, emails; your father, that figure of pathos, divorced by your mother as a passenger in a lifeboat near-capsized by gigantic waves pushes overboard another who threatens to sink the lifeboat, years ago exiled to whatever executive position he occupies in whatever dreary upstate New York city whose very name you have erased from your memory.

You are unique, your friends have guessed. You are legendary, or will be.

For your salvation has been Mr. Fox’s admonition—Push yourself out of your comfort zone, Eunice.

Experiment with your nondominant hand.







CLOSE YOUR EYES: THE apparition beckons. It is always here. He is always there.

Mr. Fox’s (kindly, handsome) face in which Mr. Fox’s (blue, adoring) eyes are fixed upon you.

Or is it Mr. Fox’s (cruel, monstrous) face in which Mr. Fox’s (icyblue, killer) eyes are fixed upon you?

You see, my darling—I am not dead! I am exactly as you remember me.

Make your way gliding enchanted along the basement corridor of Haven Hall blurred as in shimmering water at last at 015 Haven Hall Mr. Fox’s office door with the frosted-glass window and the small white card listing Mr. Fox’s office hours—(so banal! trite! the beauty is in the very banality and triteness of office hours); and inside the office the single window set high in the wall emitting an autumnal late-afternoon light, desktop covered in miscellaneous papers and a swivel chair, teacher’s chair, behind the desk facing a smaller, abashed-looking chair with a flat cushioned seat.

On a corner of the desk, to your left as you enter, the bronze bust Edgar Allan Poe 1809–1849.

Bookcase, shelves half-filled with “suitable for middle-school” books. Mr. Fox is still new at the Academy, he has not quite moved in.

Not quite ever, Mr. Fox will move in.

Immediately your attention is drawn to Alice (in Wonderland) with her snaky long neck, waxy-white girl’s face, and affrighted hair, gazing out of the glossy poster across decades.

You, I. Wonderland!

Of an era more than a century ago when girls of good family wore proper dresses for everyday, certainly for school, pinafores like little aprons over them, white cotton stockings, and prim little black shoes on impossibly small feet.

Posters of dreamy flowers, African big cats. Flowers aching to be penetrated, big cats salivating to tear you into bloody pieces.

But it is the bust of Edgar Allan Poe with the raven hunched on its shoulder that commands attention.

From the first, the blind eyes snatched at your eyes. Long before you knew what use the bronze head would make of you, you knew.

At its base engraved in script so small you have to squint to read:


Francis H. Fox first-prize winner Nevermore Competition, Poe Society of America 2011



Mr. Fox laughs, your childish awe is delightful to him. He will close the door behind you, he is beckoning to you.

For this is the time before time when already without awareness you were in love with Mr. Fox.

Never a time when you were not in love with Mr. Fox. Never a time when Mr. Fox was not your life.

Never a time when your souls were not joined.

Because we are born of such knowing: of the time before as when waking in the morning we carry with us the memory of the beautiful dreams we have lost in waking.

In the time before there is no time as we understand it on Earth, it is a great void like the ocean in which droplets of rain fall & vanish.

These droplets are many, but also one.

As in the time before we are children together, there is no “age” that separates.

This, Mr. Fox explained.

Saying, My darling there will never be a time when our souls are not joined.

Saying, Our (secret) pledge will be, we will die for each other if that is asked of us.

We will never reveal our secret, we will die together & our secret will die with us.

For there was never a time when you were not in love with Mr. Fox and there was never a time when Mr. Fox was not in love with you.
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