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				Women are never virgins. Purity is a negative state and therefore contrary to nature.

				—William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury
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				• Theory of Realty •

			  I.

				When Ellen was a girl, she spent her summers down at the Hoffmans’, paddling around three or four hours a day in their inground swimming pool and frying her skin with baby oil. The Hoffmans were, it seemed to Ellen then, grown-up but not old—maybe her mother’s age—and they had a big, fancy house and sad eyes. All the neighborhood kids who swam at the Hoffmans’ place, and that was most of them, knew the story about Caleb Hoffman, Mr. and Mrs. Hoffman’s little boy. A while back, some teenagers had used scrap wood and aluminum to piece together a couple of bike ramps on either side of Town Creek. If you got a good, fast start up on Poppy Street and aimed your wheels right, the rumor went, you could fly over that creek Dukes of Hazzard–style, though you risked screwing your bike up in the process. All of the boys tried it, and Caleb was practicing by himself one summer evening when the first ramp collapsed, sending him headfirst into the ditch. The creek was barely a trickle in August, but the fall knocked him unconscious, and he drowned in about four inches of water. He was eleven years old. Ellen had been six when it happened, and from then until the time when she was more interested in talking on the phone than roaming the neighborhood on foot or bike, the name Caleb was her mother’s near-daily refrain: “You stay away from that creek, now. Remember what happened to Caleb,” or “I don’t want to lose you the way poor Greta lost Caleb.”

				Ellen didn’t remember much about him, but he became a constant, invisible companion whenever she, her brother Andy, and the other kids played at the Hoffmans’. There were pictures of him in the house: on the kitchen counter where Mrs. Hoffman served them sweet tea and lemon cookies, on a shelf in the bathroom where Ellen went to pee. He’d looked like every other boy in the neighborhood, like Ellen’s own older brother: brown-haired and skinny with crooked teeth and freckles. When Mr. and Mrs. Hoffman were together, smiling but faraway-looking, Ellen thought that the space between them appeared about as wide as Caleb would have been.

				Later, Ellen would consider the irony of those days at the pool. Caleb Hoffman died in four inches of water and Town Creek became a death-place, but that backyard rectangle of blue water, the sound of children cannonballing and belly-flopping, was somehow holy and necessary, even to the other parents. Go to the Hoffmans, they’d say if the late-afternoon doldrums set in. They’ll appreciate the company. And they did. Even as a girl Ellen knew the look of loneliness, and her heart was of the tender sort; she was the kind of kid who felt guilty when she saw a man eating by himself at Dairy Queen, and the sight of her own mother laughing too hard—eyes squinting behind cheap plastic-framed glasses, cigarette stains prominent on her two front teeth—made Ellen’s stomach knot with pity and shame. Mrs. Hoffman was a tiny woman, thinner and prettier than Ellen’s mother, and she was always offering to braid Ellen’s hair or paint her fingernails. One time, she invited Ellen into her dressing room—such a big, lovely place, with pink-tinted lightbulbs and a makeup table cluttered with delicate, pastel glass bottles—and showed her how to put on eyeliner.

				“Just a smidge on the lower lid,” she’d said over Ellen’s shoulder with her soft voice, demonstrating. “Right here in the corner. Not too much, or you’ll look cheap. Now here”—she guided Ellen’s hand—“just past the edge. It widens the eye. Oh, that’s lovely. Now look at me.”

				Ellen did.

				Mrs. Hoffman riffled through a makeup bag and pulled out a tube of mascara. She held up the wand. “Big eyes,” she said, showing Ellen, making her own eyes pop out. Left eye, then the right: a few strokes on each side. “Okay, take a look,” Mrs. Hoffman said.

				Ellen turned and faced the mirror, then caught her breath. Her eyes looked bluer and brighter, almost glittery. She blinked, pleased with the new heaviness of her eyelashes. She felt like her old baby doll, the one she’d named Kissy Kay, whose eyes fluttered shut if you laid her on her back. The doll that she still allowed herself once every couple of weeks or so, when she felt sad or bored or overwhelmed by school, and when she was sure no one—not her mother, especially not her brother—was around to see her play with it. Looking at herself in the mirror, Ellen had an insight that was almost grown-up: This is the person I’m giving up the dolls for.

				“You’re such a darling girl,” Mrs. Hoffman said. “I always wanted a daughter.”

				And then there was Mr. Hoffman. Ellen saw less of him, which usually suited her fine. He was a nice enough man, but she’d grown up watching TV movies with her mother, the kind with titles like Sleeping with Danger or No Means No, and she knew that some middle-aged men—not a lot or even most, but some—were rapists or girl-touchers or the kind who slapped their wives if the casserole didn’t come out right. For all she knew, Ellen’s own father could be any of these things; he’d left her mother when Ellen was three and now lived down in Miami with his new wife and their eight-year-old twin daughters. Once a month he sent a child support check, which Ellen’s mother split evenly between her checking account and Ellen and Andy’s savings account, and he always mailed fifty dollars for birthdays, one hundred for Christmas. Ellen sometimes thought this was a better bargain than an actual dad. Two years earlier, when Ellen was eleven, he’d invited her and Andy down to Florida to hang out for two weeks and meet their half-sisters, and the whole thing was a disappointment. He lived in an apartment—not even a real house—that was so far away from the beach that you had to take a cab to get there, and the twins just wanted to stay inside and play Nintendo all day. They didn’t even have tans. Also, Janet, her stepmom, cooked everything in weird ways: spaghetti with butter and green flecks but no tomato sauce, hamburgers with onion soup mix and red peppers, stuff like that. She also served buttered toast with every meal, which was a good thing, because that was all Ellen could bring herself to eat the whole time she was down there. “Bread and water,” her father kept saying at mealtime. “I’m not running a prison here. What’ll your mama think if I send you back to Kentucky ten pounds lighter?”

				Fathers, she decided, were probably overrated.

				She had to admit, though, that Mr. Hoffman was a lot of things that her dad wasn’t. Handsome, for starters. He was tall and sandy-haired—her own father’s hair was mostly gone—and he wore the kind of clothes Ellen usually only saw on TV: suits when he was coming home from work, khaki shorts and white button-down shirts with the sleeves rolled up for sitting around the pool or in the kitchen. The sight of that white cloth on his tanned forearms fascinated Ellen. He was an engineer at Spector Plastics, Ellen’s mother had told her, and everybody knew that Spector was the best factory in town. He had a nice voice, too: proper, like a TV anchorman’s, and not punctuated with the ain’ts and fixin’ tos that her teachers had deemed ungrammatical and just plain ignorant-sounding. The way her mother talked, for starters. Ellen asked him why one day, and he laughed. “Greta and I aren’t from here originally,” he said.

				“Where are you from?”

				“Ohio,” he told her. “Columbus, Ohio.”

				They were sitting by the pool during this conversation, and Ellen felt okay about talking to him because Mrs. Hoffman was a few feet away spreading a towel out on a lounge chair and Andy was in the water with his best friend, Kev Brewster, doing clumsy flips off the diving board. Also, Mr. Hoffman had his shirt on. When Mr. Hoffman stripped down to his trunks for a swim, Ellen was usually so embarrassed that she made up an excuse to dry off and go to the bathroom. Or home. She knew that the sight of Mr. Hoffman in his trunks was nothing to feel anxious about, but she did all the same. She thought about all the times she’d accidentally walked in on her mother changing, or how they sometimes collided in the hallway between the bathroom and their
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