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ONE

THE SUMMER FOLLOWING the winter that my mother took off into something called Women’s Land for what I could only guess would be all eternity, my father decided that there was no choice but for him to quit his despised job and take me and my brother to the beach for at least the entire summer and possibly longer. “A boy should go to the beach at least once in his life,” my father declared at the dinner table the night before our sudden departure. This edict was made in a decisive tone that I was more than familiar with by then—one that indicated he had no idea what he was talking about.

Dad had always been prone to vapid pronouncements of this sort, but in the aftermath of my mother’s disappearance, the habit had really gotten out of control. He was constantly inventing these half-baked bromides on the spot and presenting them as fact. The most obnoxious thing about them was their tendency to land on the topic of my supposedly impending manhood: that it was time to be a man, or man up, or act like a man, et cetera, et cetera. The whole subject was creepy—with vague implications of unmentionable things involving body hair—but the most embarrassing part was basically just how meaningless it all was. As if one day you’re just a normal person, and then the next—ta-da!—a man, as if anyone would ever even notice the difference.

Like you can just instantly transform like that. Like manhood is this distinct thing with actual markers and consequences. Well, maybe it is. But even if it is—if there is any person on this planet who actually knows what it means to be a man, anyone who could truly sum it up—I would guess my father to be among the very fucking last to have the tiniest clue.

And anyway! Now he was suddenly saying that a boy should go to the beach. Was this supposed to mean that I’d been given a reprieve from the expectation of manhood? If so, it felt like some small victory.

Jeff had the usual reflexive and halfhearted complaints involving his busy schedule and plans that couldn’t be rearranged. Dad’s scheme sounded fine to me. For one thing, it meant I didn’t have to bother studying for my pre-calc test, which was a task I hadn’t yet gotten started. For another thing, I was in the mood to go somewhere. Anywhere. Even if it was with my father and brother.

Dad didn’t even bring up the fact that I would be missing the end of school. He was apparently now beyond such petty concerns. I wasn’t about to argue. I just slid away from the table and went to pack my bags.

 

My father hadn’t been the same since Mom’s decampment. She’d left a few weeks after Christmas, and he’d spent the remainder of January as well as February and March in a swamp of discontent, drifting through the house silently, spending entire weekends on the couch, not looking up from his laptop, while I fended for myself and survived on a diet of Mama Celeste and Coca-Cola spiked with whiskey from the ever-dwindling liquor supply. 

Looking back, it hadn’t been so bad. There are worse things than frozen pizza. 

But by April the whiskey had run out (I tried to switch to Malibu, all that remained in the liquor cabinet, but it was disgusting), and Dad had bounced back with a vengeance. He took up activities: it seemed that if there was a tear-off sheet on a bulletin board in Starbucks he was willing to give it a try. He took piano lessons and joined a book club. He signed up for cooking class and became a charter member of a knitting circle–slash–men’s discussion group at the local library. Worst of all, he began wearing hats.

It was disturbing and bothersome. I quickly began to long for the days when I had been able to eat my pizza unmolested without Dad insisting on sit-down dinners in which he tried to entice me into joining him for things like his Gentle Yoga class. (“It’s all chicks,” he’d explained excitedly before his first session. But I’d begged off, and when he’d come home he’d been disappointed to report that all the chicks had been pregnant, except for one chick named Nancy, who was an octogenarian and whom I already knew anyway because she’d been my piano teacher when I was very little.)

Now Jeff was home from college, and my father, in his latest attack of enthusiasm, was taking us to the beach. All previous summers had found my family—often excluding Jeff, but always including the frumpy kindergarten teacher formerly known as my mother, now known as Artemis Something-or-Other—spending our cramped vacation weeks in various rocky, misty outposts on the dreary coast of Maine. The beach, yes, but by technicality only. This summer, Dad informed us, we would instead be traveling southward for the Outer Banks of North Carolina. Where the shore was sandy and the sun, so Dad told us, was actually sunny. 

It struck me as slightly odd that Dad was so set on yet another beach as, for some unknown reason, he can’t actually swim. But I didn’t ask questions. It wasn’t any weirder than yoga.

 

When I stumbled down the stairs at five o’clock the next morning, still groggy and sour-breathed, I found Dad waiting by the door, already in his bathing suit and sunglasses, sitting in a folding beach chair, sipping from a thermos and reading a James Patterson paperback. Due to both his wild-eyed smile and the coffee-tinged scent of BO that wafted off him, I suspected he’d been up all night making preparations. “You ready to go, Tiger?” he asked, looking up eagerly.

I didn’t answer him. My name is Sam. The first thing you should know about me is that I don’t answer to Tiger.

Several hours later we were sitting in traffic on I-95 in the old Honda Accord, because my mother had naturally chosen the Volvo to abscond with. I was trying to ignore Jeff’s theatrical groans from the backseat. He had been out all night drinking with long-lost high school friends and was now curled up fetal and hungover with his face in a pillow, acting like a total baby in the customary way of older brothers. Next to me, my father was maddeningly oblivious to the gridlock as he whistled tunelessly, pausing every hour or so to make some remark about how now that our family was “all men” we could fart and scratch our balls without fear of female persecution.

Comments such as these were inevitably followed by loud farts.

My brother had managed to miss out on all the drama of the previous months by being away at Amherst. In fact, my mother hadn’t even said good-bye to him. (Her good-bye to me had been perfunctory and inadequate, but I gave her some meager credit for bothering.) And although Jeff had been naturally shocked to learn of the developments that had taken place in his absence, I didn’t gather that he was particularly upset by any of it. I guess he’d just been happy not to have to deal. After, Jeff called only infrequently to check in from school and seemed to avoid asking for any actual details on the situation for fear that they might prove unpleasant or—worse—demand action on his part. He ended every one of our exchanges with the same rushed and insincere “Hang in there, bro,” and click—then I was on my own again.

For hours on the way to the beach, Jeff snored and moaned fitfully while my dad honked and hummed and cursed traffic and strained to lure me into excruciating conversation, asking me about girls and school and needling me to try out for the track team in September and whatever whatever whatever. Fuck you, Jeff, I thought. My brother, having already managed to ignore the trouble of the year, was hanging on to ignorance for a few more precious hours. What a dick.

 

I know I must sound terrible myself—brittle and fussy and totally lacking in sympathy and complain, complain, complain. But I was at the end of my patience. Cut me some fucking slack.

At a certain point, after we’d been traveling for hours, I actually considered getting out of the car and just walking. Just taking off past the Dairy Queens and Waffle Houses and roadside farm stands and whimsically named convenience stores and pushing my way through the ribbons of trees bordering the roads toward an unfamiliar home. Perhaps I’d take a job as a carpenter or a welder. Something with my hands, at any rate.

If I wanted, I could have left Jeff and Dad to fend for themselves. It would have been exactly what they deserved. Just step out of the car and wander an undeviating line until I found a different version of myself waiting for me, bright and open, with an all-new life.

I came so close to doing it. But just as I was about to unlatch the door, my eyes drifted over to my father, whose infuriating mask of cheerfulness had melted into one of collapsed resignation. I looked in the rearview mirror and saw Jeff in the back, scratching his belly under his T-shirt, his eyes sleep-damp and oblivious, and I took pity on them. Because God fucking knows how they would ever have survived on their own. They needed me.

Eventually the traffic cleared up, and soon we were crossing the causeway; then we hit the beach road and finally it was evening and we were crawling our way through strings of vacation developments full of stilted pastel “cottages” that looked large enough to house armies, or at least—judging by the Lexus SUVs in the driveways—shitloads of rich shitheads and their horrible shithead children. Every now and then we’d notice long-legged blondes in bikinis and short shorts ambling along the shoulder of the road, hauling beach chairs and canvas bags, hair still salty and purple in the twilight, and Dad would elbow me and say, “Didn’t I tell you this place was gonna be great?” and I would ignore him, although not without taking notice myself.

As the numbers on the mileposts rose, the houses shrank and their electric paint jobs faded to silvery gray. It was getting dark out. Finally, we pulled into a cul-de-sac marked by a sign that read SEASHELL SHOALS.

This end of the beach had seen better days. The house Dad pulled up to was modest—small and dune-brown and worn—and the sand here looked somehow dirtier than usual, although I know that’s a stupid thing to say about sand, which is of course basically just dirt to start with.

“Here we are,” Dad said. “Our little piece of heaven!” It was always unclear when he was being sarcastic, or it would have been if I hadn’t known he had no capacity for sarcasm. At any rate, crappy as our house was, it seemed to be the jewel of the cul-de-sac, as the stilted houses on either side of it appeared unoccupied and near to collapse. We had arrived.

We got out of the car without unpacking the trunk and climbed the rickety wooden steps to the front door, which opened into a dingy but serviceable family room. I wasn’t any more impressed by the inside than I had been by the outside.

The place was all wicker furniture that seemed like it might fall apart if you sat on it, and everything (I mean everything) was plastered with seashells that I could only assume were fake. There was a lamp made out of seashells and another one made out of red wicker. The wood paneling on the walls was (upon inspection) cardboard, and the wall-to-wall carpet that covered every inch of floor was crunchy with sand. The whole place smelled like Lysol mixed with something both mildewy and fishy. It was basically a dump.

Dad plopped onto the couch in the family room, and as soon as I’d dropped my backpack next to a tacky watercolor of a seagull by the kitchen island, he was snoring loudly, his knees pulled to his chest like a little kid, his sunglasses smushed against his forehead. Jeff looked over at me and raised his eyebrows. “Poor guy,” he said. I just snorted.

“Give the guy a break,” Jeff said. “He’s had a rough time. You know that.”

“Yeah, well,” I said. “You haven’t had to live with him.”

Jeff unzipped his bag and pulled out a plastic jug of cheapo-looking vodka, which he wiggled at me, grinning. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go look at the ocean. Might as well, right?”

“Man, I just want to go to bed,” I said. I was exhausted. I wanted to jerk off and fall asleep. (Although I obviously didn’t say that.)

“Come on,” Jeff said. “Don’t be such a little bitch.”

How could I refuse an invitation like that?





HOME

None of us remember our home anymore except to know that it’s very far away—and to know that when we were home, we were happy. This is not our home. This could never be our home. We have been here as long as we can remember.

We remember our mother, but only a little. We remember that she was beautiful and patient. We remember that we loved her. We have been told that she was a whore, although we can’t remember who told us that, and we often find ourselves arguing over the true definition of whore.

Sometimes language confuses us. We search for words and find only shells and sea glass. We search for comb and find fork. 

We’re all afraid of the water. There is an endlessness about it that frightens us, and we know what’s down there. (We have a hard time remembering, but we know.) From time to time—afraid or not—we meet late at night on a dark and moonlit beach and strip our clothes off and lounge naked in the tide in orderly rows, not speaking to each other, feeling the freezing cold water lapping at our hip bones and breasts. We stare at stars and pretend they’re jellyfish. We don’t remember the word for jellyfish.

We’re too frightened to swim. None of us knows how to swim, and we know that if any one of us ventured into the water past her thighs she would drown. It happened to Donna, although only one or two of us remember Donna. Sometimes the rest of us wonder if she was ever even real. But it happened to her. We are sure of it.

In the warmth of the sun we are often too frightened to even look at the ocean’s horizon. When we venture onto the sand in daylight, we try to keep our eyes on the dunes.

We work as waitresses, checkout girls, hotel maids. We’ve grown accustomed to the burn of ammonia in the back of our throats. We have grown accustomed to sleeping two to a bunk and stepping over one another on our way to the refrigerator in the mornings. None of us like each other very much anymore. There’s too much at stake for friendship. Sisterhood is dangerous.

We are sisters anyway. Yes, we dislike one another, but at least we are comfortable together. We protect one another. We feel uneasy amid the Others: women who speak to us with suspicious contempt and men whose eyes sting like chlorine. We like the boys, but they’re few and far between, and they always bring trouble with them—often in the form of older brothers. We hate the girls most of all.

We come and go. Every summer there are more of us; every summer some of us are gone. We barely remember the ones who disappear. Donna becomes Kelly—or was it Brenda? 

After a while we stop bothering to keep one another straight. There is really no point. We are not happy here. We are filled with emptiness.

But sometimes, on rare days in the sticky fog of summer, one of us will step off the boardwalk and onto the sand and turn her back to the sea and find herself sinking to her knees in astonishment at the generosity of this place: at the cool wind twisting in her yellow-green hair and the sun on her brow and the bead of sweat that forms at her widow’s peak and inches down to her lips, where she licks it away and is grateful for the salt. This place that has lent us what little it has of itself with such forgiving aplomb.

She might look down only to find a piece of sea stone, smooth and perfect, robin’s egg, and pick it up and roll it between her fingers and think: I could stay here. She might think: I could be happy here.

That’s when she knows it’s time to go home.





TWO

JEFF AND I walked to the ocean in the dark, barefoot, passing the jug of vodka back and forth between us. I wasn’t used to the taste of straight booze and with every sip had to brace myself to keep from wincing. 

The ocean was a block and a half away, across the beach road and a rotting path of wooden planks that cut through the dunes. Jeff and I made small talk as we walked, him talking about his classes (he had been planning on majoring in econ but was tormented by statistics, as if I gave the slightest shit) and about some crazy-sounding girl he was trying to lose. “You sleep with some girl once, and before you know it you’re like trapped in her crazy pussy-web,” he said, nodding sagely to himself.

I had no idea what the fuck he was talking about. “So I hear,” I said, doing my best to humor him.

“How about you?” he asked. “You getting any action these days?”

“Nah,” I said. “I’ve got other things on my mind, these days.”

“I doubt it,” Jeff said. “You seem pretty hard up.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

“Dude,” he said. “This summer we’re gonna get you laid, bro. It’ll do you some good.”

“I don’t see what we has to do with it,” I said. “Isn’t getting laid like something you generally do on your own?”

“There’s your first mistake,” Jeff said. “You don’t even have the basic mechanics right.”

I snorted.

“Whatever,” he went on. “You should see yourself, dude. You’ve been working this like constant bitchface ever since I got back from school.” When I still didn’t respond, he punched me in the arm and laughed loudly. “Turn the motherfucking frown upside down already. What’s the point?”

The gravel on the road was digging into my feet, and I was glad when we made it to the beach access, a boardwalk half-sunk into the sand. Jeff pulled a flashlight from the pocket of his cargo shorts and snapped it on, shining it under his chin, lighting his face up like a jack-o’-lantern. “Oooohooooohooooh!” he yodeled, trying to be spooky. “Very scary!” 

I looked at him like he was insane. Maybe he was; I once read this book about some lady who caught a case of syphilis and was certifiably nuts for years without anyone noticing.

“Man.” He sighed. “I’m working my ass off here. You gotta give me something. I mean, anything.”

Then we stepped off the boardwalk, past the blind of the dunes, and the ocean revealed itself to us: just unfurled as a dark and infinite ribbon curling and waving in every direction. Black sand, black water, black sky, all of it variegated in barely discernible bands, the beam of Jeff’s flashlight cutting through it as a bright and pointless wedge. Ghostly, glowing sand crabs scurried in every direction. Jeff said nothing and neither did I, but my muscles tensed and then relaxed in surprise, and I could feel Jeff reacting similarly at my side.

We walked down the sand together and stood in the surf, him bouncing his small light off the crests of the crashing waves. The water was freezing, but it felt okay on my ankles. I wondered if I waded in farther if it might snap me back to life. I chose not to take a step.

“I know I’ve been a shitty brother lately,” Jeff said after a few minutes like that. He took a swig from the vodka and handed it to me. I was already feeling unsteady on my feet, but I chugged anyway. It was starting to taste kind of good.

“Nah,” I said. “I mean, it’s okay.” It wasn’t okay, not really, but I was happy that he was finally coming clean.

“Dude, you’re gonna be fine,” Jeff said. “It’s all gonna be fine. You know that, right? It’ll be over before you know it. You’ll be out of there so soon; you’ll put all of this year behind you and never even think about it again. It’s Dad that I worry about. I mean, that’s his life. I mean, fuck. I can’t believe her. What a bitch.”

“She’s not a bitch,” I said. “Everyone’s got their reasons, right?”

“It’s gonna be fine,” he said.

“I know,” I said.

“Step one, you gotta get yourself laid,” Jeff said. “Seventeen years old and still a virgin. No wonder you’re in such a bad mood all the time.”

“What makes you think I’m a virgin?” I asked.

Jeff hooted. “Look at yourself, bro.”

Before I could ask what he meant by that a wave crashed and swirled around us. As the water receded, I started to realize exactly how drunk I was. I wobbled a little in the undertow and then was on my ass with a splash. “Fuck,” I said.

Jeff didn’t answer. “Holy shit,” he said.

“Dude,” I said, looking up at him. “Whatever.” But his attention was elsewhere. He had been swinging his flashlight around the water the whole time we’d been talking, but now he had stopped the fidgeting and was pointing it down the coastline. “What the fuck?” he said, practically whispering. I crawled onto my knees in the tide and turned myself around, following the beam of light down the line of the beach.

“What?” I asked. Then I saw what he was talking about. A hundred paces off, in the shallows, was a body. A girl. She was naked. And she was lying in the tide on her back, her arms thrown at weird doll angles, her bare and smallish breasts quivering and beaded with salt water. It was as if she had just been spit out by the ocean.

“What the fuck?” I said.

“Hey!” Jeff shouted. The girl jerked her face toward us. So she was alive. It was hard to make out her expression, but she looked disoriented, maybe drunk. Then again, we were drunk too. I climbed to my feet, and was knocked down again as another wave hit me in the back of the knees. When I’d finally managed to stand, the girl was gone.

Jeff shoved the flashlight into my hands and began racing toward where we’d seen her. I followed him, but it was hard running in the water. I thought I felt hands grasping at my calves, but that must have been my imagination. 

“Hey?” Jeff shouted. As a question this time. There was no answer. The girl was gone. And then I turned the flashlight up onto the shore and saw her again, hastily stumbling up the sand. She was floundering, completely naked, unsteady on her feet and tripping onto her knees every few steps, wet hair longer than I’d ever seen tumbling down her back in wild, seaweedy clumps. Despite her clumsiness, she was moving fast. I mean, really fast. 

“Stop,” Jeff called after her, not that loud anymore, knowing that it was pointless. Either she couldn’t hear or she didn’t want to. “Wait!” he said.

I had stopped running and was just staring at the girl, who was crawling now. I’m embarrassed to admit that Jeff had been right: before that night I’d never seen a naked girl other than on the internet.

This was not at all how I had imagined it; I mean, I’m not sure if it even counted. The girl was paper thin and ghost white. The lines of her body were indistinct and out of focus. She tried once more to stand and fell and then gave up and was on her hands and knees again, skittering away. Or maybe it was more of a slither.

Jeff splashed out of the water and made a line for her, but although it seemed impossible—in his golden adolescence, Jeff had been captain of the track team—she was somehow outpacing him in her crab crawl. Before he was even halfway up the sand, the girl had disappeared into the tall grass of the dunes and was gone. Really gone.

I moved the flashlight back to my brother and saw him standing in the sand, arms outstretched in midmotion. He stood there like that for a second, totally still, and then fell back onto his ass in defeat, running his hands through his hair.





FIRST

First we are alone. First we are naked. At first, walking is nearly impossible. It remains difficult. We have problems with our feet. They are always aching. Our shoes often have blood in them. We are covetous of the Others’ high heels, especially the shiny, patent-leather kind. We can only wear flats. 

First we are alone. We’re not sure how we find one another, but we do. Then we are still alone, but in the way sardines are alone.

We are given clothes. The first thing we learn is how to balance plates in the crooks of our elbows. We learn to walk without wincing. We learn to take only small amounts from the register. We learn to smoke Gauloises—even though we will never master their pronunciation.

We learn the small pleasures of this place: press-on nails and eye makeup and hair dye, Chinese slippers with sequins and little embroidered flowers. Wine coolers and soap operas. We don’t like meat, but we have a weakness for french fries. Not to mention french tips. 

We like shiny things. Not only because they remind us of home but because if something’s shiny enough it will sometimes offer up a reflection. We collect things that sparkle and hide them in places we’ll forget to look.

The first thing we forget is ourselves. People think we’re vain because we’re always looking in mirrors; they don’t understand that we are just searching for clues. We never find any. We don’t know the first thing.





THREE

THE GIRLS WERE everywhere here. They were behind the registers. They were stocking shelves and smoking in the parking lot of the roadside trinket shop I stopped in for sunglasses. They were at gas stations, pumping gas into broken-down minivans. They were wearing halter tops and cutoffs and sweatpants and old oversized T-shirts and flip-flops, rolling unwieldy carts of cleaning supplies along the road from beach house to beach house, struggling to keep their carts’ wheels from catching on the crumbly pavement, stopping to adjust their tube tops every few feet. They were on the beach, in the sand on their stomachs side by side, faces planted in towels, fingertips grazing fingertips, and tendrils of yellow hair curling into each other.

They were beautiful. 

Although I’m normally not an early riser, on the first day at the beach I had somehow woken up before either my dad or Jeff, just after the sun. Something about the weather must have roused me. I had decided to take a walk, and now I was alone at the edge of the water as it came and went. The sun was hot and high in the sky and it felt good.

It felt good just to be alone, especially after the previous day’s cramped and endless journey. I consider myself a sociable person, but sometimes I feel best being sociable with myself. I guess that’s why I enjoy masturbation.

The girls were everywhere, but I tried not to look at them. Not because I’m polite, but because there was something about them that kind of creeped me out. They were too much.

There were so many of them; they were everywhere, and every one of them could have been sisters—all with hair somewhere on a spectrum that ranged from blond to blondest, all with full, glossy lips and eyes that floated an inch in front of their faces, suspended in deep pools of liquid liner. They traveled in pairs and threesomes, and they seemed to move as parts of a strange beach machine. Tossing their hair in slo-mo unison, drifting easily back and forth into one another’s space as if exchanging bodies.

They were just kind of weird. They reminded me of the clusters of jellyfish I’d spotted floating in the swells.

But they were also really hot. Fuck, I mean really hot. I did my best to pretend they weren’t there.

 

In the heat of the early morning, the beach had changed from the night before. In sunlight it was just different. Whereas last night the shore had seemed stingy in its infinity, it was now open and welcoming and sort of cozy—a little tacky, but in a way that made it unassuming and familiar, even overtaken as it was by these beautiful, otherworldly girls. It was a fat, cheerful aunt in an appliquéd sweater and dangly wooden earrings, all Every time I see you, you’ve gotten more handsome!

And then I’d feel eyes on the back of my neck, and even in the heat I would shiver.

I wasn’t totally sure if I remembered the night before. I mean, I remembered it, but had it been real? I was undecided. With the ten o’clock sun beating down on my back as I walked along the shoreline, wet sand squishing between my toes, I felt the girl in the surf receding back into the waves, growing more and more indistinct in my memory, more and more imaginary. Sea foam.

 

I wasn’t walking anywhere in particular. I mean, it was the beach—you could only go one way or the other. So I had picked an arbitrary point on the horizon and was walking toward it. Just to have a destination, any destination. It had started as a coral-pink spot in the distance, and after a half hour of walking that spot was only just beginning to come into focus as a beachfront hotel on a cliff of sand. If I closed my left eye and held my fingers up to judge it, it was about an inch tall.

I started to think of it as if it belonged to me. I could put it in the pocket of my bathing suit and walk away.

A pair of girls walked past me, giggling, leading with their chests. Their legs were long and smooth and tan, and they were each dangling a pair of flip-flops from their fingers and tossing their hair over and over, to one shoulder then the next, and then again. One was young and blond, the other a few years older and a few shades blonder. Even though I tried not to stare, I couldn’t help catch the eye of the blonder one, and I swear I’m 50 percent sure she looked right back and smiled.

Maybe I was kidding myself. On the other hand, it’s not like it would be totally out of the question.

I can say without too much ego that I am attractive enough (aside from being on the pale and skinny side), but usually feel more awkward than handsome. I’m never sure of how I’m supposed to move. How to put one foot in front of the other without looking like I’m about trip over myself. For most people, I’ve been told, this is easy, but for me it all requires a certain amount of thought, a certain amount of intention. This morning at the beach was different. I felt the muscles in my shoulders pumping with blood. I felt ocean in my eyelashes and a heaviness in my dick. I felt strong and solid, more myself—the best version of myself, I mean—than I had in a while.

I’m not always as bad as I’ve made myself sound. I’m told I can be funny and at least up until recently have generally done a decent job of keeping my sourness to myself. I believe I have—at a minimum—the normal measure of social skill. It all seems to count for little anyway.

Well, no, it all counts for something, I guess. While Jeff had been annoyingly accurate in his speculation about the state of my innocence, I had had some small successes in that department in the last year—though unfortunately none that involved actual sex or anything even close. The most notable of these triumphs was when I’d succeeded in groping Sasha Swain’s chest through her deliberately slutty Alice in Wonderland costume during a drunken make-out session at Ryan McIntire’s Halloween party, much to the approval of my friend Sebastian, who had been encouraging me for some time to touch a boob.

It could have gone further if not for the fact that we’d been interrupted by Sasha’s horrible friend Missy Taylor. And although Sasha had remained obviously into me in the weeks following the party—texting me nonstop and leaving long and pointless handwritten notes in my locker—I’d quickly decided that she was annoying and not even all that hot.

Sebastian said it didn’t matter whether she was hot or not, that she was just a “starter,” and a “solid seven” anyway, but pursuing it any further seemed like way too much of a pain in the ass. So I basically let the whole thing slide, which resulted in Sasha thinking I was an irredeemable dick and left me feeling unexpectedly sad. Then January had rolled around and I’d had other things on my mind, and Sebastian started dating Alexis Taylor, who was legendary for her blow jobs—legendary, I guess, just for the fact that she gave them at all, or at least supposedly had given one, once, to Jason Jamison—and it was all forgotten.

Maybe this all seems like a digression or even a case of protesting too much, but the point is that I have touched a breast and that I liked it.

***

When I finally got to the pink hotel I’d been aiming for, the beach had turned gloomy. The sun, which had been strong all morning, had by then become obscured by clouds, and the water took on a tone of muddiness against the damp gray sand. The hotel itself, which had appeared majestic and opulent as I’d made my way toward it, was depressing up close: the pink paint was peeling and dirty. It was nothing like the palace I’d anticipated.

Now that I’d reached the place I’d been traveling toward for hours I didn’t know what else to do, so I plopped myself in the surf and dug for squirming baby sand crabs, picking them from the muck and tossing them into the water as far as I could, which was not very. I thought about Sasha Swain and wondered if she still liked me. I thought about Sebastian and Alexis and wondered if he’d gotten her to give him a BJ yet. (She had given him an HJ a couple weeks before school ended, so I figured the answer was probably yes.)

I considered the future: what school would be like next year if we ever went back home, where I should apply to college, and whether I could guilt Dad into buying me a car now that the Volvo was gone. I considered the horizon. I wondered if I would ever see my mother again.

I found that any prediction was beyond me other than to know that, for the summer, I would be at the beach. The future was clear and placid up to September and then dropped off instantly like ocean at the edge of a flat earth.

I wondered if the earth was flat—and if so, where did the water go when it tumbled off the edge?

I mean, I’m not an idiot. I’m 99 percent convinced that the world is not flat. But I believe you can’t be sure of anything until you’ve seen it with your own two eyes. And maybe it’s just the limitations of photography, but I’ve seen those pictures of the earth from outer space and it looks flat as a quarter to me.

There was a couple frolicking a few yards away—a guy and a girl—who were probably a few years older than me. The girl was blond and tan like all the other girls around here and was wearing a skimpy red bikini wedged up the crack of her ass, and the guy was muscled and golden-haired, kicking water at her and chasing her as she squealed and feinted. It seemed fake and all for show, but I guess it’s the kind of fakery that’s sort of nice if you happen to be a participant in it.

As I pretended not to watch, he tackled her onto the wet sand and pushed himself on top of her, kissing her neck and shoulders and finally, her nose and then her lips. I was close enough to see their wet, pink tongues moving in and out of their mouths. The muscles in the guy’s back were straining as he ground his hips against hers; his biceps were veiny and popping. For some reason I felt very sad. Maybe it just made me lonely.

 

I decided to head for home. By the time I was halfway back I could already feel a sunburn forming on my neck, and by the time I was walking up the stairs to the house it was stinging like a bitch. I had forgotten sunblock.

Dad, in a tight-lipped prissy way that was unusual for him these days, was annoyed that I’d gone off for so long. He was hungry for lunch.

“So why didn’t you get lunch?” I asked, to which he replied, “We were waiting for you so we could get lunch together.”

Jeff was on the couch, flipping through a newspaper, looking smug. He somehow seemed to have gotten two shades tanner overnight. “Don’t worry about it, bro,” he said. “Dad and I needed some time to catch up anyway.” He gave me a beatific smile.

So we got in the car and drove off to some random restaurant that Dad insisted on going to because he had supposedly read about it on the internet. “Everything’s different down here,” he said. “You won’t believe what the french fries taste like. It will blow your mind!”

“Fuck yeah,” Jeff said, but even he seemed fatigued in his enthusiasm.

“This is going to be a summer you’ll never forget!” Dad promised, somewhat desperately.

When we pulled into the Fisherman’s Net just a few minutes later, it turned out—despite Dad’s promises of an unprecedented dining experience—to just be any old roadside greasy spoon, undistinguished and vaguely seedy, silvered by weather. It was wedged haphazardly between the road and the ocean, constructed on stilts, half on the beach and half over the water, and from the angle it was pitched at I was unconvinced that it wasn’t about to fall right into the sea at any minute.

Outside the entrance a girl in black ballet slippers and a tiny pair of denim cutoff shorts was smoking a long, skinny cigarette. Her breasts were straining against the ribbed cotton of her white wifebeater; her hair was wild and tangled and a little bit matted. My dad let out a low whistle and elbowed me from the driver’s seat. 

“Shut up,” I said. “You’re so gross.”

“Did I say anything?” Dad asked, grinding the car into park. I tried to pretend that he didn’t exist as we walked into the restaurant, right past the girl with the cigarette, whom I made a point not to look at because with Jeff right behind me in all his bronze, broad-shouldered glory there was no reason to even bother.

 

It turned out that the Fisherman’s Net took its role as a tourist trap very seriously. It was not content to just be a restaurant: stepping inside, you found yourself at a crossroads. To the right, through a swinging saloon door, the eating area. To the left, a pathetic gift shop the size of a medium-sized bathroom. “Gifts” seemed to include gum, magazines, T-shirts of questionable taste, crossword puzzle books, and, beneath a glass case, a bunch of tacky little figurines and things like sand dollars with tiny shells glued to the surface. (All of which added up to about twice as much seashell as I thought any person really needed in a single tchotchke.) Straight ahead, a turnstile led out to a pier that stretched into water. 

Yet another blonde was halfheartedly manning the register of the gift shop. She was slouched behind the counter with her bare, dirty feet propped on the glass case, looking like the boredest person on earth as she flipped through a terrible-seeming women’s magazine called Her Place. Although she was sitting directly under a No Smoking sign, she, too, was smoking a long, skinny cigarette. I found myself staring at her, and she looked up from her magazine and smiled. I looked away. 

“Howdy,” Dad said to the girl. She looked at him like he was crazy. “We’re just going to grab a bite to eat,” he clarified, to which he received a confused half nod in response. But out of the corner of my eye as I turned to follow him, I thought I saw her wink at me. I brushed it off as just my imagination and decided to look into causes and symptoms of heatstroke when I got home.

We pushed through the saloon doors and took seats in the restaurant, which was decorated to suit a nautical theme. I could actually hear Dad’s stomach making angry gurgling noises from across the table. We all just sat there looking at one another. Even Jeff had nothing to say.

After we’d been waiting for several minutes in absolute silence, the waitress finally sidled up to us. She was angular and statuesque and had her hair piled on top of her head with a few ball-point pens in an elaborate origami. Her eye shadow gave her eyes an exotically trashy aspect, and her red spaghetti-strap tank was cut to reveal a supple, copious helping of cleavage in which a small necklace dangled, a curled seashell in sunset colors.

More seashells. Another blonde. She was standing there, poised to take our orders. We stared up at her expectantly. She stared back.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi,” Jeff said eagerly.

“I’m Crystal,” the waitress said. I was glad she had cleared up the pronunciation, because her faded plastic name tag read “Kristle.” Like gristle, I thought. The name tag had a blob of dried ketchup on it: a rancid comma. There’s nothing sicker to me than the smell of ketchup—dried ketchup especially—but I’ll be real with you. Stupid name and dried ketchup or not, she was gorgeous. Maybe a little tan before her time, but hot nonetheless.

“What can I get for you boys?” she asked, pulling one of her pens from her updo without disturbing it in the slightest. She had an accent—practically unidentifiable, but foreign for sure. I looked back down at my menu, still undecided between a burger and a steak and cheese—I was leaning toward the burger because I didn’t know about the wisdom of getting a steak and cheese in the American South—and that’s when I felt her hand on my shoulder. I looked up slowly and saw both my father and brother staring at me with expressions that were flipping between surprise, amusement, and what the fuck. Kristle gave my neck a tender squeeze.

“Got a little sunburn there,” she said. I couldn’t tell if she was making fun of me.

“Uh, burger,” I said, doing that thing where you stare straight ahead and look at a person at the same time.

“One burger,” Kristle said. 

When she took my menu from me, her fingers brushed against my wrist, and I felt a tiny tingle shoot up my arm and into my chest.

After she’d walked away, my father made an exaggerated face like, okay now, and Jeff gave me a look of befuddled consternation.

 

When we were finished eating, my father and Jeff went down to look at the beach, and I paid a dollar to the gift shop girl for a ticket to the fishing pier. She took my dollar, reached into a drawer, pulled out a ticket, and ripped it in half before handing me the stub. As she gave it to me, it was like she let her fingers rest in my palm a split second longer than usual.

I took it from her, weirded out, and walked away without saying anything.

I walked out to the pier alone, past old grizzled fishermen with leathery brown skin and scraggly beards and those little hats and buckets of bait and everything. When I got to the end, I lingered against the side, just to look like I had some purpose for being out there, like maybe I was waiting for someone to deliver my fishing rod.

I watched my father and Jeff in the distance. They were in the sand together and were now standing and chatting. It was weird. I was so sick of my father, and the last thing in the world I wanted to do was talk to him, but seeing him and Jeff talking so easily I felt left out. It looked like they were having some kind of intense conversation, standing facing the water, Jeff with his arms folded high on his chest as he nodded thoughtfully, the wind whipping his hair in every direction and the late-afternoon sun glowing on his face. I wondered what they could possibly be talking about. Maybe Dad was still talking about how great the fucking french fries were “down here.” (Mine had been soggy and unremarkable.)

I watched them for a few minutes and finally—reluctantly—decided to join them. And when I turned around, I saw one of the girls from the restaurant standing behind me. Not Kristle, not the girl at the gift shop, but the girl who had been smoking out front when we’d walked in. She was just standing there, right behind me, not doing anything, just smiling and looking me up and down.

She was prettier up close than she’d looked earlier. Her eyes were green with gold rings around the pupils, and her nose was large and aquiline—the kind of nose most of the girls I went to school with would probably have been begging to have replaced. It made her more beautiful. Her breasts were just as unavoidable as before, and her hair was cascading down her back in clumped, luxuriously greasy tangles. Her shorts were unbuttoned and folded down at the waistband, revealing a half inch of her smooth, sharp hip bones.

“Hi,” I said. I wondered if it was a southern thing not to speak unless you were spoken to.

“Hey,” she said. She reached into the waistband of her cutoffs and pulled out a package of cigarettes. “Do you have a light?” she asked, placing a cigarette between her full and glossy lips. She had the same accent that Kristle had. It was soft and fluid and could have been French or Scottish or South African or anything really. 

“No,” I said. “Sorry.”

“I think I have one anyway,” she said, and, without hesitation, pulled a hot-pink Bic from her pocket. She lit up and took a deep drag. “Do you want one?” she asked.

“No thanks,” I said.

She looked me in the eyes and smiled. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“Sam,” I said.

“Hey, Sam,” she said. “I’m DeeDee.”

“Hey, DeeDee,” I said.

She raised her eyebrows. “You’re cute.” She blew a puff of smoke into my face. “See you soon, I’m sure,” she said as she turned and walked away. “Thanks for the light.” 
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