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            For Mama

who tells me to scribble, scribble

and

for Anthony
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            ‘We, none of us, know each other, do we?

Not too well.’

            – Katharine Hepburn

interview with Clive James, 19858
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            LOS ANGELES

         

         We don’t take cowards here. In the young, we accept vice, avarice, stupidity and vanity, but not cowardice. We will spit you out for that and send you back on the dusty bus to wherever you came from. Not her. She was brave and was always going to end up here.

         When she was young, before the suicides, she preferred the sunshine sports: golf, sailing, swimming, croquet, climbing trees. She could ski – all the old money kids in Connecticut can ski – but she didn’t like it. She liked hot air on her arms, sweat, and the way her scalp itched after a day in the sun. She wore her brother’s clothes and never looked in the mirror.

         When she was older, we reached for her. She was on Broadway then. Arguing with directors, getting fired, quitting, getting married. She could have stayed that course; she had already married a Main Line man. Their address was listed in the Philadelphia phone book: Mr and Mrs Ludlow Ogden Smith. ‘Luddy’ – prep school boys always have names like that. They ordered letterpressed writing paper, opened joint bank accounts, the works. Would a child have changed her mind? No? Maybe. Regardless, the scooped-out belly and the thin white scar were inevitable. Anatomy is anatomy. It cannot be persuaded.

         Where most people are accepting: I will not be a professional ball player, I will not sing at Carnegie Hall, I will not live in Paris, no one will write articles about me, there will never be an audience; Kate said no. She would never be happy with a good, small life. 10

         And we offered her love here. Blazing love. We were not stingy about that.

         Suppose it did not happen the way you think it did? Frame by frame, the way you remember – think you remember. Memory is a creative animal. See the washed-out photograph of the fruit bowl and you will remember the ripe juice of the fruit. In the end, all lives are secret.
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            KATE

            HARTFORD, CONNECTICUT

1921

         

         To understand her, you should start with him. She begins with him.

         But you don’t have to.

         The girl also begins with salt and fir and glacial soil. With a family that talks about bodies and disease and reads at the table. The father believes in water, the chemical properties, the health benefits: cold baths, ice shocked skin and nude swimming. The mother believes in Margaret Sanger, Bryn Mawr, votes for women, New England and her husband.

         One night in November, in the big yellow house, the girl’s parents give a dinner party. The new daily maid has arranged the flowers and laid the second best family china. She drops a knife and wipes it on her skirt. No one sees. She is annoyed and wants to get home. On a junior doctor’s salary, the Hepburns cannot afford for her to live in like Fanny. Bus fare is five cents. Nickel there, nickel back. She plans to ask the Hepburns for a raise.

         Friends of the Hepburns sit around the couple’s oval table. They discuss the country’s poor, how to help, what to do. The Hepburns are still young. They look at each other often, soft, blunt gusts of affection. They look for approval, yes, but more for love. The girl will always be proud of the way her parents love each other. But a child can never really know a parents’ marriage. Sitting at opposite ends of the dinner table, the Hepburns are enclosed, like a phrase. Kit Hepburn observes the old rules, one never sits next to one’s husband.

         On this night in November the new daily maid stands by the swinging door, waiting for a gap in the conversation, a moment when the guests chew, or cough. When it comes, she goes in to 14tell them that a man without a home has come to the kitchen door looking for food. She moves toward Mrs Hepburn, knowing Mrs Hepburn would want to feed the man without a home, bends to speak low into her ear but the girl’s father does not like anyone to be that close to his wife. The new daily maid straightens and speaks so all at the table can hear. Irritated at the intrusion – they have guests after all – Dr Hepburn tells her that they cannot receive a visitor at this time of night. He looks at his wife, for approval, for love. And then he swallows his food.

         If you are looking for the girl, she is not here yet. She will arrive soon, two years after him. After the boy. They will be called Tom and Kate.

         ․ ․ ․

         There are six of them at their peak. After Kate come four more. All flame-headed and freckled but smaller, less articulated. Maybe that happens when there are six? The last ones get a little out of focus? Mrs Hepburn was always sure she was going to be the kind of mother who checks to make sure her children comb their hair and keep their fingernails clean. She assumed she would want to stand over them while they brush their teeth and to patch their clothes herself. But she has found that raising children is tedious work and she has other things to do. She wants to be a person in the world. By her third child, she has resumed her suffrage work. By her fifth, she is president of the Connecticut Women’s Suffrage Association. But Mrs Hepburn, a natural leader, can delegate. There are so many of them and they have each other. And she does not want to make them soft. At night, she reads to them. They pack the bed like a fish crate, all fresh socks and pajamas, wet hair and clean teeth. Eight pages of George Eliot before lights out.

         In the winter they live in Hartford, near Dr Hepburn’s hospital, 15but in the warm months, they live here, in the shingled summer house sitting on a finger of land, across the narrow causeway from Old Saybrook. Birds fly low over the roof and land on the long stripe of gun blue water. It is called Fenwick, this circle of houses that hug the sandy road, grouped around the small private golf course. The houses tend to be large, baggy, with front porches that need painting. It is not the thing here to be pristine. This is salty New England country and it does not do to be showy. Dr Hepburn is from Virginia and wants the porch painted. Mrs Hepburn tells him she will get to it soon but does not call the painters. Better to do it in the winter so that it will look broken in by summer. And, anyway, it will just need it again next year.

         The Hepburns believe in vigor, noise. The walls here are thin and none of the doors close properly but no matter. ‘We have nothing to hide,’ Dr Hepburn says. He means it. They are a medical family. The body is not mysterious. They are the sort of family who are not fazed by nudity or sex but refuse to discuss fear. Dr Hepburn teaches his children to rise early, shower in cold water before confronting the day. Kit Hepburn teaches them to blow on hot soup, chew with their mouths closed and to never use contractions. She says shortcuts are a sign of a lazy mind. The Hepburn children like heights and dares and are proud when a bruise turns from blue to green. They can always be found on roofs and up trees. Dr Hepburn sends them up to clean gutters on autumn afternoons and to push the snow off the gables in the winter. He likes that the neighbors talk about the rowdy Hepburn brood and warn their own children to take care when they go to the Hepburn house. Dr Hepburn does not speak to the old guard Fenwick neighbors himself; Mrs Hepburn does that. He is still worried he will sound like backroads Virginia. Mrs Hepburn knows they are not popular with their neighbors. Kit Hepburn does not care.

         ․ ․ ․ 16

         The small Hepburns pile their shoes at the base of the ash tree and climb barefoot to get a better grip. Kate climbs highest, up to where the branches thin. Tom watches from a low, thick limb. Children are tribal, they form their own governments. The Hepburn children have divided into camps: older, younger. The younger Hepburns try to keep up but there is no room for them in Tom and Kate.

         ․ ․ ․

         There is a lot of yelling the summer Kate cuts off her hair. Tom sits on the rolled edge of the bathtub that Saturday morning and watches as Kate shoves her skinny fingers through the scissor rings. She slices off a panel of her red waves, leaving a pad of bristle over her right ear. She keeps going, clipping off long rectangles, and does not look in the mirror. The scissors make a fibrous, grassy sound; they are not sharp enough. She finishes, drops the scissors in the sink and looks at Tom, her head terraced with uneven red stumps.

         Tom cannot quite look in the sink. The scissors are lying half open on the white enamel. Red hair still tangled in the mouth. He feels it’s too private, too female, something personal he should not see. Tom does not join in the kitchen table discussions of bodies and medicine. Instead, he keeps a Buster Brown comic book on his lap. He does not open it, his father would not like that, but he feels safer knowing it is there.

         He looks at Kate. ‘You’re a mess.’

         Kate reaches in and pulls the scissors from the sink. ‘Fix it.’

         Tom tries to neaten up the sides and the back of her neck, the way the barber always does to him. Kate closes her eyes and drops her head forward, unafraid as the blades slide over her skin.

         When he is done, they stand side by side, looking into the bathroom mirror.

         ‘You look like my brother,’ Tom says. 17

         ‘I am your brother.’

         They go downstairs. Tom will come back up after breakfast to sweep up the bathroom floor. He is not a boy to leave a mess for someone else to clean up.

         
             

         

         The family gapes.

         ‘It was in my way,’ Kate says, shaking salt onto her eggs.

         ‘Good god,’ her father shouts, banging his open hand down on the table, clattering the dishes and jumping the spoons. ‘What were you thinking?’

         Bob and Dick giggle but one look from their mother and they bite their lips, hard, and sit up straight.

         ‘Kate! Answer me!’

         Kate does not answer.

         Dr Hepburn turns to his wife. Quieter, he doesn’t want to rattle his son. ‘What has she done? Why? Why has she done this?’

         ‘She seems to have cut her hair, dear,’ Mrs Hepburn says. ‘It is summer. It is hot. We let Tom, Bob and Dick keep short hair. Why not Kate?’ Kit Hepburn is trying to pry open the tight air in the room.

         ‘Tom did the back,’ Kate speaks up and then looks at her brother and wishes she hadn’t.

         ‘He what?’ her father said, turning on Tom. ‘You did this to her?’

         Tom swallows, turns. ‘The line wasn’t straight,’ Tom says, ‘so I straightened it.’ His words slip back down his throat and he struggles to project his voice, to calm down, the way he and his mother have been practicing. Fanny puts a plate of eggs down in front of him and quickly cups his cheek. Tom is her favorite.

         ‘I think you’ve done a very good job,’ Mrs Hepburn says. ‘Especially around her ears. The ears are always the hardest.’ Mrs Hepburn hates it when her husband snaps and her eldest son flinches. It has been getting worse this year. 18

         ‘This is a ridiculous conversation,’ Dr Hepburn shouts. ‘No one should see her ears. Her ears are supposed to be under her hair! She looks like a tufted baboon.’

         Dick and Bob giggle. ‘Baboon,’ they repeat.

         ‘It is ugly.’ Dr Hepburn rises from the table. He does not like females to be ugly.

         Dick and Bob stop giggling.

         Kit Hepburn and Fanny are women who understand each other. Fanny steps in.

         ‘You, Kate, are getting hair all over this kitchen,’ she says, brushing the red strands from Kate’s stiff shoulders. But the words are empty. Fanny cannot help. They always say she is part of the family but she knows she isn’t, nor does she want to be. She has her own family.

         Kate is locked to her chair. Her mind colds with silence when her father shouts.

         ‘I think you have great ears,’ her mother whispers.

         And she does; small, curved harps fastened low above the hinge of jawbone. Encouraged, Kate steadies, roots, but now Tom’s left shoulder is twitching. Bob flinches but does not look away. He would not do that to his brother. Now, Tom’s right shoulder joins in. His body bounces in ragged time. The rhythm spreads to his head, yanking it to the side. Dr Hepburn looks away. He cannot watch. He has also been practicing with his wife and does his best to rein in his temper. He can see the boy is getting worse. At first, the family joked about it but that lightness wore off quickly and now Bob and Dick no longer tease. Everyone sits in silence and waits for it to pass.

         Privately, when they speak of it, Mrs Hepburn calls it by the medical term, St Vitus’ Dance and Dr Hepburn calls it his son’s ‘affliction.’ When Kate talks about it with Tom, she calls it the twitches. Best to call it what it is; it takes the sting away. Now, she reaches for Tom’s hand under the table, presses her thumb into the 19meat of his palm. He squeezes back. Their mother takes his other hand, boldly, on the tabletop. Tom’s head slows, balances; his shoulders lower. The table waits. No one looks at Dr Hepburn. He knows what they are thinking: if he had not shouted about Kate’s hair. No. If his son were less sensitive. That is what would solve the problem. Dr Hepburn abruptly stands and leaves the room. He is late for surgery and does not want to have this fight today. He will speak to his wife later.

         They have heard it all before. Seven doctors, seven examination rooms, seven clipboards, seven diagnoses, all the same. Dr Hepburn says they need another opinion. He will not accept that his son cannot conquer his own body. The first doctor told them that it was psychological, that it stems from the stress; the second doctor told them it grew out of a fear of competition and the third doctor suggested it could be the product of nervous parents. ‘Nervous in the clinical sense,’ the third doctor emphasized, as if the stamp of medical certainty could improve his implication. ‘It can run in families,’ he finally said. Dr and Mrs Hepburn did not respond. They do not want to talk about what runs in their families.

         ‘Withdraw him from all athletics at school,’ the last doctor advised and Mrs Hepburn nodded her head but already knew she would not do it. Tom never twitches at school; the competition is all at home.

         ․ ․ ․

         Mrs Hepburn sits alone in her husband’s study. It is the one door the children will not open. Did her father jerk and spasm? Did her uncle? She cannot remember. She was sixteen when her Uncle Frederick walked to the rail yard with the pistol in his coat pocket, younger still when her father went. They must find another doctor; she opens her address book.

         ․ ․ ․ 20

         Kate is already in her bathing suit. No cap, she wants to see what it feels like to swim without the tangle of hair clouding the water. She wants to be unencumbered, sleek and bullet fast.

         ‘The creek?’ Tom asks.

         ‘The sound,’ Kate says. It is deeper.

         Barefoot, towels around their necks, Tom and Kate leave the house together. Fanny makes two sandwiches, wraps them in wax paper and leaves them on the kitchen counter. Always two. They put them into their bicycle baskets and ride out over the shell driveway into the wide day.

         ․ ․ ․

         The neighbors notice. The postman blinks, and the greengrocer on the corner of Water Street does not recognize her when she puts salt water taffy on her mother’s account. Kate’s friend Florence tells her mother, her mother telephones Mrs Hepburn. Kate and Tom crouch on the stairs and listen to their mother’s side of the conversation.

         ‘Yes, Mrs Miele, everything is fine.’

         ‘No, Mrs Miele, Kate is not ill.’

         ‘Yes, she did it yesterday and I knew all about it.’

         ‘Thank you Mrs Miele, but I believe Kate just prefers it short.’

         ‘Why should she not do it herself? It is her head?’

         ‘Goodbye Mrs Miele.’

         That is one thing about the Hepburns, they fight as a pack.

         ․ ․ ․

         Mrs Hepburn is going out for the evening. She is meeting Mrs Sanger. It is not just the politics. Both women grew up in Corning, New York. Although, Kit Hepburn’s family owned Corning Glass and Margaret Sanger’s brothers worked in the factory. But growing up in the same town binds the two women and Kit Hepburn is one of 21Margaret Sanger’s top lieutenants. She meets Mrs Sanger on Tuesday evenings. On Tuesdays, Tom has his piano lesson and then stays over at a friend’s house. Mrs Hepburn prefers he not come home when she is out.

         ․ ․ ․

         Dr Hepburn says Tom will follow him into medicine. Kate looks to Tom who looks back at her. She will never be a doctor, nor will he. They have already made a pact. Tom will write and Kate will act. Kate wants to be on the stage where everyone will applaud, right there, in front of you. Tom wants to write for the movies where, if they film a scene and it is not perfect, he can rewrite until it is. Whatever life they choose, they promise, they will always do it together.

         ․ ․ ․

         In the private, red brick school in West Hartford, Tom’s grades are slipping. His teacher sends a note home. The principal asks for a meeting. To discuss options. Mrs Hepburn does not show the note to her husband but tucks it into her file on the Connecticut Women’s Birth Control League. Her husband will not look there. She telephones her friend Mary Towle in New York. Kate and Tom need to be away. Once they are out of the house, she will talk to her husband about the note, the meeting. She has already made an appointment at Andover. Boarding school will be better for him. He will be happy twenty-four hours a day instead of eight. Kit Hepburn knows Kate will miss him but she will adjust. Children do. She has not told Tom yet but she is sure he will like it. A mother’s instinct. Her husband will resist; he will not like the thought of strangers raising his son but Kit Hepburn does not plan to lose this fight.

         ․ ․ ․ 22

         The day it happens, Kate wakes up happy. Tom and Kate are in New York, Greenwich Village. They are visiting Aunt Mary Towle who lives in the cobbled, crooked part of the city that looks like a Christmas tin. The raffish heyday of these streets has come and gone. Most of the bohemians have left; moved to cheaper apartments in Paris and London, but the neighborhood is faithful and it cocks its hat low over one eye and remembers them. They will be back. Bankers who aspire to be bankers will never be at home here. Aunt Mary is a solid woman, a squat, paint spattered rectangle built of conviction and sugar cane. When she visits Fenwick in summer, her bathing costume is Victorian black and comes to her knees. This Easter visit, she has shown Tom and Kate her town, taken them to galleries on the West Side, up to the Cloisters to walk in the high garden behind the wall, to Midtown to see a picture, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court and to Huyler’s on Jane Street for molasses candy. Tom, at fifteen, brushes his teeth afterward. Kate goes to bed with a sticky mouth.

         
             

         

         Later, Kate will remember that Tom shook her awake, long after she had fallen asleep.

         ‘You’re my best girl, right Kath?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You’re my favorite girl in the whole world.’

         ‘I’m sleeping?’

         When she wakes, she cannot remember if it really happened.

         
             

         

         Kate is a morning person. This day, like other days, she is up early and spends her minutes carelessly. The nine minutes when she falls back to heavy sleep. The three minutes she watches the street from her bedroom window. The rubber yawn, the stretch, the swish of water in her cotton mouth. The four minutes to get dressed. 23

         Later, Kate will grind through these minutes again and again, re-birthing the day.

         
             

         

         She runs up the narrow steps and knocks on the door. The attic room is low, whitewashed and set under the raw roofed eaves. By June, it will be too hot to sleep up there. Each time they visit New York, Tom chooses this room and gives Kate the large bedroom downstairs with the slab of featherbed and the faded wallpaper. She knocks. The white paint is flecking off the door in places, but it will not be repainted. No one comes up here. She knocks again. Louder. Later, she will remember it differently, recall a stab of premonition, a gut thud of fear, but at the time, she just feels hungry and impatient. She leans hard – the door swells in the heat and will only open if you give it a good shove.

         At first, there are only the logistical thoughts. Practicalities. She knows there is no urgency, no reason to run for the doctor. Not really. Medicine will not help but she wants a doctor anyway – the authority and the black bag.

         She cannot leave him there. She has to pull him down.

         Kate is strong for thirteen – fourteen in May. She can hoist herself up and swing by her knees on the trapeze their father built on the front lawn of the house on Hawthorn Street. Tom worries about the height but not her. Not when their father is watching. She can climb tall trees. She can swim in the March gray Long Island Sound. Her family watch from the beach as she snaps on a rubber bathing cap and dives, sinking through the water’s skin. Tom follows, after a finger’s width of hesitation, a second beat. Kate never hesitates. What’s the point? Later, she will be less sure, but she is not there yet.

         The bed sheet is looped around and around the low beam. No knot – but it has held. His knees are folded and his feet touch the floor. 24

         His feet touch the floor.

         The heft of this fact, it is a bullet slamming into bone. Her breath shakes in her throat, her ribs tighten around her stone hard lungs.

         She will lift him. Could she? Did she? She will remember later that she did; will be able to recreate the feeling of his too long legs and cotton pajamas. She will tell herself she lifted him. Newspapers will say she didn’t. The police report will say she didn’t. She will remember that she did.

         He is light. Too light for a boy of fifteen, their father says. Their father teases him that Kate is the faster runner, the stronger, deeper swimmer. The words shear the pride from the boy. He is left slick, new lamb bare and cold. Movement comes easily to Kate, she does not deny it, but in front of her brother, she does not push herself to do all she can do. If she allows it, her narrow, blade body can carve up air and water until the elements fall into tissue thin strips. She takes it for granted. Air and water are thicker for Tom.

         She tugs hard and he lands. The noise. She remembers a noise. Later, she rinses the sound from her mind: unraveling it wave by wave until cotton white silence. This will become her habit. She will sand the raw, jumpy memory down to a smooth grained ball she can fit in her pocket and hold in her hand.

         She shunts him onto the bed, straightening his legs in their thin pajamas. His best trousers are folded on the dresser. His overnight case is set on top of them, a weight to keep the crease. Their father believes there is beauty in a sharp crease. He isn’t cold yet; she notices that.

         
             

         

         Downstairs, the morning is going on as before. Kate will think about this later. When you do not know a thing, it has not happened yet. That unrealized joy. To Aunt Mary, Tom will be down in a few minutes and she is worried that they will miss their train. Aunt Mary 25is making toast, eggs and bacon for breakfast. The hot, slick smell gums up the air and sticks to the walls.

         Kate cannot leave him alone but what comes next? Think. She pulls herself in. Binds herself tight. Practicalities. There is always a before and after. A fracture when the shell of before cracks open, exposing the narrow spine of after. This is where fragility starts.

         Her parents. She exhales a soft buckle of relief. Oak strong and fearless, they will leave Connecticut and come. They will catch the first train to New York. Her mother will know what happens next. She has been through this all before.

         
             

         

         The doctor’s house is four doors down. Kate runs to tell him her brother is dead.

         ․ ․ ․

         The police file their report. Afterward, among themselves, the three policemen who stood in that hot attic room discuss the boy: his small weight, his height, the angle, his ruthless lean into the noose, his determination, his toes, his feet. They speak with admiration. Courage demands respect. Two of them leave work early that night. They want to get home to hug their own boys.

         
             

         

         Kate’s father gives interviews. That is his mistake. The Times, the Hartford Courant. The versions of the death of his son: it was murder, there was an intruder, it was an accident, it was a trick he had seen in a film, in a play, it was from a story he had heard from a former slave in Virginia, it was insanity, it was not what it seems. The father’s son becomes abstract, a story, a reflection, a shame. The most obvious answer is often the right one, people say.

         The story runs on page six of the New York Times. When the verdict comes, it is suicide. Her father stops giving interviews.

         ․ ․ ․ 26

         Kate’s mother is busy. The body – she calls her son ‘the body’ – has to be brought back to Connecticut. The funeral home, the plot, the date, the headstone; she has lists for all of this. Mrs Hepburn is a strategist and a better field commander than her husband. She can distill a thing to its elements and go from there. And Kate’s mother knows how to lose. She is practiced and can do it with stony New England grace. First her father, then her mother, on the long white ward with the other ladies dying of cancer, then her uncle with his favorite revolver. And then came the safe run of years when the battles were smaller, less mortal, but still painful to lose. In 1920, the Democrats asked her to run for the Senate seat in Connecticut. Dr Hepburn preferred she decline. Some limelight on his wife was good, real brilliance was not. Mrs Hepburn declined.

         
             

         

         ‘Two weeks is a long time to wait?’ the funeral director says, standing in the front hall at the house on Hawthorn Street. ‘Of course, we understand, the family needs time to prepare,’ he says using all the euphemisms people in his business use, ‘but perhaps they could be ready sooner?’ His sentence wobbles at the end. He is uncomfortable. He does not like to keep children in the basement refrigerator too long. Usually, these things did not need to be spelled out. The daily maid hovers by the swinging door. She tells herself she is listening because it is her job. Should she bring in tea? The funeral director is not sitting down. Is he a guest? She goes to ask Fanny. She wants to repeat the overheard conversation to someone.

         ‘Grief swallowed is grief doubled,’ Fanny says.

         The daily maid is not sure what that means.

         Bob and Dick do their homework at the kitchen table now. They do not want to be alone in their bedrooms. They do not look up when the daily maid leaves.

         
             

         

         27No, Mrs Hepburn will not invite the funeral director to come in and sit down. She does not want him in her home one moment longer than necessary.

         ‘So, you wish to wait until the thirteenth?’

         ‘We have family coming from Virginia, but we do not want a service,’ Mrs Hepburn says, ignoring the funeral director’s question that is not really a question.

         ‘And, you wish to wait?’ The funeral director treads delicately, but Kit Hepburn is not a delicate woman. He can see she is made of fire forged iron. Mrs Hepburn does not answer.

         ‘At least the April daffodils will have come up by then,’ the funeral director says and then regrets it. He is filling empty air. Nothing sounds right. He is usually better at this.

         
             

         

         Kate has stopped speaking by then. No words make sense so she gives them up. Not much to talk about anyway and if she tries, she is sure her heart will push up her throat, tip over her teeth and fall out her mouth. This will all get away from her if she gives it an inch. Better to close down the whole business of being a person. School is unimportant so she stops that too. A private tutor is engaged but Kate mostly plays golf and climbs trees. Kate keeps forgetting it has happened, that is the worst part. The gut drop of remembering. Lifting her feet off the bike pedals or swinging from a tree branch, she will feel a wild thump of happiness. She will drink up the blue of the day, step on a pad of fresh cut grass and her jaw will loosen. Her teeth will un-grip like puzzle pieces coming apart and her skin will resettle on her bones. But then, she will see that there is only one bicycle, one pair of shoes kicked off at the base of the trunk. Sitting on the high branch, she hears papery tree noises and a silence that will only break if she breaks it. She will remember that she has forgotten and rush hot with shame. So, she works hard 28at remembering, making it part of every minute. She goes quiet, withdraws. If he can’t be here, she shouldn’t be here. The voiceless air grows thick, like river ice in winter, and she loses the habit of living.

         ‘You’re my best girl, right Kath?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You’re my favorite girl in the whole world.’

         ․ ․ ․

         At first, she looks for the boy her brother had loved but she never sees him again. Her brother Dick says he has changed schools. She had wanted to give that boy something: a thing ripe with her brother but she could not think of anything real enough. No thing can bottle up a life and keep it alive. By the time Kate is speaking again, everything important she could have given him is gone. All that is left are the empty things, unlived in shells without history: unread books, model ships he hadn’t liked, starched sheets smelling of washing powder and new shoes that Bob and Dick will grow into. Tom had never told Kate about the boy, not straight out, but, in their family, such feelings are never called by name, and anyway, Tom did not need to tell her. They were of a kind. She already knew.

         When Kate decides to change her birthdate to his birthdate, her parents don’t speak of it. What is there to say? They can see she needs to celebrate her brother’s day more than her own. Later, in interviews, she will stick by the lie. Now she is an autumn baby.

         
             

         

         Kate knows the neighbors are talking about them.

         ‘The eldest son,’ Mrs Pruitt says at the South Congregational Church that first Sunday.

         ‘What a tragedy,’ Reverend Fitch says. He is an unimaginative man.

         ‘Did you read it?’ Mrs Rampling says. 29

         ‘In the Courant? Mrs Fitch clipped it out.’ Reverend Fitch says.

         ‘The story keeps changing. Now, they are saying it was “accidental.”’ Mrs Pruitt lowers her voice.

         ‘Dr Hepburn must have had a word with the editor,’ Reverend Fitch says.

         ․ ․ ․

         The neighbors bring casseroles and lemon pies. As if you can feed the hole in the Hepburn family and the flesh will grow back. Mrs Hepburn’s suffragette sisters send cards. Mrs Hepburn reads them standing up and then throws them away.

         ․ ․ ․

         Dr Hepburn’s Virginia family will arrive, and then Mrs Hepburn’s New York family. Mrs Hepburn’s rich Uncle Houghton from upstate New York will not stay long. He is uncomfortable, and, as he points out, he has a company to run. Corning Glass, the neighbors whisper. They whisper about other things too. They say his two brothers did it; that Tom got it from that side of the blood; that urge to slip free and die young. These things can be passed down. Tom once told Kate that their mother’s father used a gun, a pearl handled revolver, but Kate never knew where he had heard that. Later, he said that he should not have told her. Tom also knew that their mother’s Uncle Frederick had done it with the same gun, out along the railway line, but he never told Kate. One shot each. The Houghtons are not the sort of people to miss.

         But, it could also have come from the Hepburn side. Years ago, Dr Hepburn’s elder brother leapt out of a window and was stabbed through by the wrought iron fence below. His wife was talking to him from the other room when he soundlessly jumped. He was alive when they took him off the fence, it was more painful to pull the 30metal out and there was no question of saving him, but they could not leave him there.

         Six days before Tom’s funeral, Dr Hepburn’s younger brother does it. He and his wife are meant to leave Virginia, catch the train from Richmond and travel four states northward to Connecticut for Tom’s funeral. They have already bought the tickets and telephoned long distance to book a room at the Hartford Grand. Instead, Dr Hepburn’s younger brother Sewell comes home from work late on Wednesday, puts the car in the garage and leaves it on. He balls up his overcoat under his head and lies down on the cement. His wife finds him the next morning, his handkerchief folded and folded again in his hand. Was he going to cover his mouth and nose? Delay and live a small moment more? His wife will say he looked peaceful but Kate will not believe it when her father tells her why her Aunt and Uncle Hepburn are not coming. She knows better. Dead people are not peaceful; they are just gone. Kate’s father decides not to travel down for that funeral. Kate’s mother wishes her husband had not told the children.

         
             

         

         Now, Kate’s father will not speak of his brothers, he will not speak of his son, but after a scotch in the evening, he will talk about his wife. Her monied, aristocratic, intellectual blood. Dr Hepburn says there is weakness there, and blood will out. Blame is easier to push outward.

         ․ ․ ․

         As they drive away from the cemetery, Kate knows they will never come back. Never. They will not be one of those families who know the florist by name and pile into the car on Sundays. Tom’s small rectangle will grow knotty and wild; no one will come to weed that patch of earth. Kate understands. Her parents see no point in keeping something alive when it is dead. 31

         Kate is squashed in the back seat with Bob and Dick. Marion and Peg are too small to come and are at home with Fanny. Marion will always believe she can remember how her brother Tom pushed her on a backyard swing once, but she never mentions it to her family. They would say she was too young to remember. She is sure she can feel the moment the swing arced upward and the way her stomach dropped to her knees. Peg will remember nothing except for the pool of quiet around his name and the way her mother stiffens whenever she meets anyone called Thomas. Really, what the younger Hepburn children know is that there is something broken where there was once a sense of triplicate, three daughters, three sons, teams of children paired together like dancing partners, or harnessed oxen. They know they are lopsided.

         It is over and the car pulls around in a wide left turn. Kate slides into Bob. She twists around to look back. That’s it. They will leave him there, on the damp, spring ground, inside a short, brass handled box.

         
             

         

         A List of Missing Things:

         A red Schwinn bicycle, the one with the loose handlebar and white seat, a silver snow shovel – someone else will wake up early to clear the front walk, a tennis racquet from the mudroom basket, a set of golf clubs – given away, a jar of white sea pebbles kept by the bed, a school blazer and camel hair topcoat – donated to St Michael’s in Bridgeport, eight pairs of socks and a pair of blue mittens – also donated, a knitted Christmas stocking, the bedroom at the end of the hall – a guest room now but no guests will be invited to sleep there, a yellowed, soft paged copy of The Count of Monte Cristo, a place setting and chair at the kitchen table, a name mentioned at prayers, a name mentioned at all.

         ․ ․ ․32

         Kate looks like Kate but she is hollowed out, un-twinned. The days keep happening, weeks piling up. She is surprised by this basic fact. Some things should be so big that the days stop, that the mechanics of the planet fail and the sun doesn’t come up, out of respect. Kate resents each new month.

         In their bedroom, her parents are disagreeing. Her mother wants to let Kate get on with it her own way and says they should just leave her be. Her father wants to push Kate to be more. More vivid, more alive. He says she should be sharper, quicker. He wants to shake her out of her dense silence and tell her to fill up the space. She has to pick up slack, be son and daughter. He wants her to study medicine, to take her golf more seriously and get out to the tennis court early to work on her backhand, her ground strokes. The only place he does not push her is in the water. In the water she is beyond all of them.

         Her family could get closer. They could pull the planks from her windows or get under her siding if they wanted, but they don’t. The Hepburns are loud and known for their bold ideas and knife sharp conversation, but they are not a personal kind of family. No one came to speak to Dr or Mrs Hepburn when they lost their favorite people in this world, the ones they could not live without. Now, they do not know how to speak to Kate. In any case, Dr Hepburn believes speaking of one’s personal life is weak and Mrs Hepburn was raised never to air dirty laundry.

         ‘Other people are other people,’ Mrs Hepburn says. ‘Always remember that.’

         ‘Children are resilient,’ Dr Hepburn says. ‘Expect excellence.’

         So, they leave Kate boarded up. Dr Hepburn watches his wife, quick to take every chance to lay the blame at her door. Mrs Hepburn watches her children. Will any of them start to twitch?

         The younger Hepburns watch their parents. They learn which questions cannot be asked. They learn that a soul is a private beast.

         
             

         

         33Kate sinks. Kate grapples. Her body regains noise and bounce. At first it is fake, she is pretending, if only so that people will stop watching her. Pretending blurs into being. Her appetite for movement picks up again, slowly – the habit of living is spongy in the greasy muscles and the juice seeps back, not right away, but eventually. Her golf game improves, as does her tennis. Two sports she will play all her life. ‘See,’ her father tells her mother, expect more and she will be more. She just needed to be pushed.

         ․ ․ ․

         College, graduation, and then New York. Acting and elocution lessons during the week. Her father says it is a silly pursuit and will not pay for the lessons outright but agrees to send her his bridge winnings. Bad money, he calls it, but it is more than enough. And on the weekends? You can find her golfing, swimming and even loving, but she is separate. It is intentional. Why kick for the surface? She knows what is up there. All the prepositions of grief: getting over, moving on, getting past; they are insulting. There is no such place, nor should there be. Some things ought to take more than one lifetime. Recovering will be someone else’s problem.

         ․ ․ ․

         It is 1932. Kate is living in New York; older now, taller, but still sparrow light and she always wishes on a New Year’s Eve. She does it alone. Kate is devoutly private; life is a closed affair now. In her four years at Bryn Mawr, she never once ate in the dining room. But, on New Year’s nights like this, her wishes grow thick, feathered wings. At midnight, when she should be singing or drinking or kissing her husband, or lover, she wishes. She slams down her eyelids, squeezes her teeth and blows her wish skyward.

      
   


   
      
         34
            LOS ANGELES

            APRIL 1932

         

         Go East. To the Morosco Theatre, West Forty-fifth Street. Broadway. You’ll recognize her. The woman never outgrew the girl’s countertop flat surfaces and drinking straw hips. She is still rangy, horsey. All bones and freckles and sheets of milk water skin. She wears no make-up and smells of Ivory soap. Sometimes, she scrubs her face with rubbing alcohol so that it shines, clean and tight under the lights. She is playing Antiope, in gold short-skirted armor. She has impressed the critics. In Act I, she leaps down the stairs and hurls a dead stag at the feet of her sister, Hippolyta, the Amazon queen. The audience gasps. It gets applause every night. She’s feral, musky and wild. You can imagine her this way, primitive, fast. This is illusion: good lighting, mediocre writing and lots of leg. Out of costume, Kate is citrus clear and afraid of jungle things. Years later, when she is on a steamboat in the Belgian Congo, she will have to pull leeches from Humphrey Bogart. She will bite her cheek to keep from screaming.

         But now, she is young. Watch her, this redhead with the long stride. She wants you to watch, throws a look over her hollow boned shoulder to make sure you are there. But she will not stop. Not for you. Not for anyone, really. All that astringent confidence looks like bravado, but it isn’t. At her root, she is straightforward, not the enigma she will become. It is simple – she bets on herself, in case no one else will. She is still new to this business and on the stage she is raw and often not much good, but a director in Hollywood has seen her screen test, seen an unlit power and is sure he can make something of her. Something new.

         She has twenty-two shows left in the run. After that, she will 35pack it in and go west. No parts yet but she has done two screen tests in New York, one for Warners, one for RKO. Already, her photo is passed around meetings; the white border is smudged with gray thumbprints and sticky with mustard from a cinematographer’s sandwich. The ID numbers for her RKO screen test are written on the back in green ink. Black can bleed through. Men in shirtsleeves sit at folding tables and talk about her height. Five foot seven. Not many men are tall enough for her and they do not want the apple crate problems again. John Barrymore has only an inch on her but if they photograph him from below it will give the impression of size. The big head theory.

         See them? There, on the RKO lot, in the upstairs office? The short, rounded director and the taller, beveled producer. They are director George Cukor and producer David Selznick and they are talking about casting a new picture, A Bill of Divorcement. They need someone fresh, unseen. John Barrymore is a big name and can carry the billing. George Cukor is the one with the affected enunciation. David Selznick is the one with the loud voice. People say they look alike and when you don’t know them, they do. They have lots in common. Both from New York, both wearing glasses, waving imprecise hands, with kind, fleshy, rectangular faces framed by dark curling hair. But the similarities stop at the skin, you’ll see.

         At first, producer David Selznick does not see it. He has heard about her, this Miss Hepburn. He has seen the screen test. The director, John Ford, over at Fox, wants to test her too. Knowing another studio wants her makes David Selznick want her more but he still feels a resistance. Miss Hepburn chose a good scene but did the whole damned thing with her back to the camera. Irritating. George Cukor doesn’t mind. He sees something else. There is a moment when she sweeps forward, puts down a glass and George knows they’ve found her. It’s a certainty. Selznick rewatches the test, 36looking for that moment. She isn’t one of those Oklahoma farm girls who have to relearn how to walk for the camera, he’ll say that for her. Cukor thinks the girl has East Coast breeding and class. Normally, the studio has to pay for comportment and elocution, Kate Hepburn has it all built in; Selznick thinks of the money they’ll save. Cukor is already trying to imitate her glassy vowels and narrow consonants.

         They have it all wrong of course. She is not rooted in ease and privilege. Her family just had a head start in pretending.

         
             

         

         Later, in his living room, David Selznick describes Miss Hepburn to his wife, Irene. Irene watches, her legs folded under her on the sofa, as her husband describes George Cukor’s belief in this girl. She watches him describe George’s perception until he is convinced it’s his own. Half listening, Irene is watching to see if his hands shake, if his nose runs.

         Someday, David Selznick will say that he spotted Katharine Hepburn’s beauty and talent right away but he didn’t. It is Irene who sees it first. When she watches the test, she sees what George has seen. Kate Hepburn does not move like other starlets. Her strides are long, her arms swing wide, her voice is metallic, her mouth turns down, her lips are thin and her nostrils flare, but none of that matters. This woman does not apologize. There is no calculation, no hesitation. Here is something new, Irene Mayer Selznick says and Irene’s opinion matters. She is steeped in the movie business, born to it in a way none of the rest of them can ever be. David worries Irene might tell her father about the screen test and then Louis B. Mayer and MGM will grab this new and magical girl. And so, he bids for Miss Hepburn. Her agents, Leland Hayward and David Selznick’s own brother Myron don’t tell anyone, but Kate Hepburn has insisted she set her own price, and she has set it high. 37Leland Hayward tells her it is an outrageous figure, but he is wrong. Kate Hepburn knows that something feels more precious if it is expensive.

         Now, her name has been sent to the printing firm on Wilshire, the one upstairs from the greasy blue-tiled café. RKO uses them to print up the names for the chairs: white letters on navy canvas. The designers have spelt her name wrong and it will have to be redone. It is Katharine with an a not an e. George Cukor and David Selznick want it to be right. They have plans for her. And so, Kate is part of it now; part of the sporty, rich film glamour, that bright bolt of electric youth lighting up the left side of the country.

         And watch them. The circus acrobat, the Catholic and the boy who can fly. They have already left and are on their way to meet her. They will intersect on the wide sun-wet avenues of Los Angeles under the coconut palms. White toothed and young, they will push their sunglasses on top of their heads to get a better look at each other.

         ․ ․ ․

         Hollywood is a storied place. There are things that happen and things that don’t. People talk. Everyone says they were there; they saw it. But people lie. They say they were on the Paramount lot when Clara Bow first saw Gary Cooper. They were at the Chateau Marmont the day Garbo jumped into the pool in gold heels. They were at Mocambo when Tallulah Bankhead left with Billie Holiday. They were playing five card draw, at the Clover Club the night David O. Selznick lost ten thousand on one hand. They were at the counter at Schwab’s when Harold Arlen wrote ‘Get Happy.’ They were still at the counter when Ava Gardner worked the soda fountain. They were at the Brown Derby when Louella snubbed Hedda. They weren’t. People who were really there don’t talk about it. They don’t need to.
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            KATE

            NEW YORK CITY

MAY 1932

         

         It is nearly eight. The room is rinsed in light. Kate is up and dressed but the woman in the bed has not moved although she is awake. Kate pins up her hair and does the Manhattan arithmetic: a cab at this time of the morning will take fifteen minutes, walking will take twenty. She’ll walk to the apartment on Thirty-ninth. She wishes she had her bicycle. Kate sweeps back the sheet and bites her lover’s soft hip, where no one will see the mark, pulling the red blue blood to the milky surface. Laura leans into Kate’s squared off teeth. An invitation. Kate rests her head on Laura’s thigh, sips in the comfort, and then stands, looking around for her shoes. Practicalities.

         The alarm. Eight a.m. Damn.

         Laura twists back to turn it off, sucking her stomach back to her spine; she still thinks Kate has not seen her doughy belly, but Kate gets up in the night. She sees the soft middle, the red welt where the girdle has cut across flesh, the yeasty thighs. She likes Laura’s figure, the scale, the arc, the seagull curves. She likes everything about Laura, more than she admits.

         Kate is usually up and out earlier than this but she has left it too long. Will the overnight doorman tell the daytime doorman that Miss Harding’s guest has not left?
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            LAURA

            NEW YORK CITY

         

         Eleven stories up, Laura watches her lover leave the building. The top of Kate’s head, a reddish smudge as she turns left and passes out of view. Laura feels the air dim when she goes.

         Laura Harding’s heart will break. You should know this now. Sure as sunrise. Her heart will crack along the bright nerves, unstitching the chewy flesh from the blue valves. That is how it will end. All her privilege won’t help. And even if she knew what was coming, what would it matter? She would do it anyway.

         ․ ․ ․

         Laura begins here. With Kate. Last year, on a summer Wednesday night in June. Everything before that night feels loose and unbuilt, fogged up by unimportance. There were the tragedies: the death of her father and the soggy, alcoholic dissolution of her mother and then when Laura came into the money, the society columnists, the clothes and parties. She knows how to play the heiress. It is instinct bred in the bone but it is being rather than living. Before Kate, Laura hadn’t articulated the difference.

         Isolation is strapped to the back of inherited money. The society columns don’t mention that, but Laura knew it was coming. What else to do? She is different; money pads everything, all the sharp edges of getting through a day, a life, are wrapped in cotton and hustled out. Life is muffled in a downy egg of comfort. It’s hard to breathe in a small space. So, she breaks away from the choreography. She tosses out the familiar steps and improvises. She sells the big stone house on Fifth Avenue, the one her mother meant her to pass down to her children. The custom-built Aeolian organ has to be 40dismantled and leaves the house in chunks wrapped in beige dust bags; she sells the marble statues and heavy gilt mirrors. The crystal chandeliers stay with the house. Laura will not need them in her new Fifth Avenue apartment, high floor, duplex, light. She takes the El Grecos to hang in her study, and the Titian for the hall. No one believed she would sell the enormous house, but she did.

         Her friends talk about her, not in groups but in discreet pairs. They tell each other they are worried about Laura’s peculiar behavior but really, they are relishing the delicious, unifying recognition that Laura has ruined her prospects. Nothing binds like gossip. These friends talk of dear Laura and how they miss her but as one social body, they take a step back, careful not to muddy their court pumps in their friend’s murky new life. The invitations dry up like old fruit and it is the end of the busy evenings of supper parties for Laura Harding and the end of the proposals. Rich with time and choice, Laura takes acting lessons and engages Mrs Robinson-Duff, the famous voice coach and the rumors rise to a roar. Laura does not care. She wants to go on the stage. Helen Hayes, the Gish sisters, they all studied with Mrs Robinson-Duff. Laura learns to speak from her diaphragm.

         She auditions for parts, Broadway, off Broadway, summer stock, touring. Directors often bring her in for callbacks. Laura knows which cuts suit her frame and she buys the best. She is neat, well packaged, and her voice is mellow and rich with rolled consonants and the crystal diction that speaks of privilege. Her studio photographs do not do her justice. Her grace overcomes her fleshy back and plate round face. Her carriage makes her prettier than she is.

         At an audition, when everyone is late and wet because of the rainstorm except Laura who is warm, dry, and punctual, she happens to tell a woman in an outdated felt hat that she has never taken a taxi. She has always had a driver – at that moment, he is 41waiting outside, smoking a cigarette under a storefront awning near her Silver Cloud Rolls – even in the rain, he will not smoke in the car. The woman has spent that morning carefully re-stitching the edge of her felt hat, trying to breathe verve into the thin cloth before she walked the thirty-six blocks to the audition. The sleet came down gray and slushy but she saved herself the subway fare. The woman gapes. Laura quickly realizes her error and leaves the audition. It is late 1930, forecasters say this depression could last as long as another year, and Laura cannot try to take a job away from a woman who needs the money. The woman in the felt hat turns to two other women waiting to audition.

         ‘She’s called Laura Harding,’ says an actress in a gray suit. She is too young for the role but she has borrowed the suit from her mother to try to look older.

         ‘She has never taken a taxi,’ says the woman in the felt hat.

         ‘Never taken the subway either,’ says another actress with over-plucked eyebrows.

         ‘She’s the American Express heiress,’ says the gray suit. She works part time sweeping up hair in a beauty salon and reads the society pages.

         ‘I heard she won’t marry,’ says the over-plucked eyebrows.

         ‘I bet no one wants to marry her,’ says the gray suit. ‘Did you hear that voice? Rolling her r’s like she’s French and everyone knows she’s from Park Avenue.’

         The woman in the felt hat thinks Laura seemed nice but does not say so; it is easier to dislike her; solidarity feels good.

         Some gossip reaches Laura. She tries not to let the inaccuracies annoy her: Fifth Avenue, not Park Avenue, and American Express hardly makes the family any money. The wealth came when her Great-grandfather Cooke financed the Civil War. Wartime is when real money is made. All robber baron daughters know this. Some 42rumors rot away and other, more lurid stories take their place, but eventually, they all become background noise. Laura stops hearing them, like cicadas, or traffic.

         When the rumors bleed into print, she does not correct them – it seems petty. Laura is used to being noticed, not for beauty, for money. Money has its own centrifugal force. And it makes people lie. She has learned how to steer the conversation away when she feels the approach, usually from slick young men whose businesses have gone bust or who have gambled themselves out of their family estate and are living at their club. First, they try to light a flirtation, then they offer dinner, dancing and when all that fails, they bring the conversation around to their current predicament – always temporary, always someone else’s fault. People are unsubtle when they ask for cash. It is not as though these men would mind having to marry Laura. But their motives are not what they say they are. She can always tell.

         Before Kate, Laura’s life was orderly, neatly boxed. The family tragedies were unhappy but they did not break her down from the inside. Her mother had approved of Laura’s cold, heavy core. Mrs Harding believed that grief was a private business and not something to perform in public. By the end, Mrs Harding was mostly drunk and never went out in public. Laura has nothing to perform. These griefs do not tear her seams. Instead, it is joy that breaks her open. Kate will rip her down to the studs.

         The beginning. The mosquitoes are thick that summer. Clouds of them sweep through the playhouse in the Berkshires. Laura will remember the show; she will keep the program, printed on cheap paper. The weight of that slip of paper can sink an ocean. Kate won’t know she keeps it. Kate won’t remember the name of the play but she will remember this night.

         After the show, when they have propped open the back door 43so they can smoke out in the blue night air, Kate pulls on a man’s fisherman sweater, it is too big so she pins it in back with a large safety pin. Laura watches as Kate reaches her arms back and pins it blind, grabbing fistfuls of wool with her long hands. That is it.

         Until then, Laura has kept her distance. She had heard that Kate is married and has seen the tasteful bouquets in the dressing room. For Kate, from Luddy. Not imaginative but consistent. The play is called Caroline. Weak script and only twenty-five dollars a week. Laura often forgets to pick up her check. Kate is friendly to the others in the cast but she can be spiky too. The cast is wary of her. Catch her in the wrong mood and her temper can switch you like a tail. A moat of space opens up around Kate. To them, Kate feels risky, like half-thawed lake ice.

         Laura watches Kate rehearse a scene. It is the way she holds herself; everyone watches even though they pretend not to. Even in New England, Kate’s voice sounds affected and she can always turn a head. The second lead actress running lines in the wings, the light men, up on the ladders, focusing their spots, the doorman counting receipts, they all turn to look when Kate Hepburn speaks. With clear bones and hooded eyes, Kate is boyish, scrubbed clean, and painfully beautiful, but not for me Laura tells herself, until a blue night in June.

         The inns are full and so they are both staying at the Reverend Bradley’s New England farmhouse. White clapboard, black shutters, and a loose third step up to the porch. The screen door bangs if you don’t close it gently. Reverend Bradley and his wife go to bed at nine. Kate and Laura finish after eleven. It has been a good enough evening: fine show, average audience, but that part of the night is not memorable. On the wooden porch, Laura and Kate drink iced tea and in low voices talk about the script, about the costumes, and about the affair between the director and the ingénue who is too ripe 44to play an ingénue and too young to be sleeping with the director. They like her; they see her; they want to help. Four in the morning. They try not to wake the reverend and his wife.

         Kate leans back on the porch step. It is a bright night but Laura does not talk about the stars – that would be a cliché and Kate would hate that, so she says nothing. Kate looks up, her head tipped back, and the silence quivers and draws bow tight. Neck arched, chin lifted, Kate lets her mouth fall open a little. Later, Laura will tell her it is her best angle. It isn’t, but Laura is sentimental.

         Laura hates decisive moments. Her instinct is not to act but to react. Her armies know how to defend but not to charge. In finishing school, dancing mistresses in high-necked blouses poleaxed the last of Laura’s hidden wildness. All that learned timidity is ruthlessly spoon-fed into the bloodstream of girls like her. It is an artificial weakness, pounded in over time. Laura is trying to undo it.

         Sitting on the stage in rehearsal, in the dressing rooms, walking home, Laura has tried to be near Kate. Sometimes they touch. Nothing overt, just small brushes, Laura is not trying to make something happen but just to connect. Connection is not enough.

         This night, Laura chooses boldness. Subtlety can be mistaken for friendship. Turning, facing, reaching out to cup that small skull, Laura waits, beat after beat, offering Kate the chance to refuse, to stop it. Laura holds her nerve until Kate’s breath shallows and breaks. Laura’s kiss, the first frontier crossing, is limber, hesitant. But she gets it wrong. Kate does not want to be loved carefully; trepidation bores her. Kate wants to rip the roof off the world. Gently as if she is carrying a bird’s nest, Kate holds Laura’s hand. She kisses the part where the thick palm flesh meets the skin. And then she bites, hard. If it is not going to start an earthquake in the blood, why bother? Laura is shaken, unseated and then she surrenders. Laura’s neck pinks with shame and hope. Kate meets Laura’s gaze, and without 45hesitating, reaches under her skirt, running her cool fingers up the seam of Laura’s nylon until she reaches her clammy thigh. Laura’s stomach tightens. This is real. She is already thinking of how she will treasure these moments later. Kate’s mouth is hard. Kate is looking for something. Laura’s jaw aches and her neck twists; she wants Kate to open her up and climb in.

         And so, it is Kate who advances and Laura hurries ahead to dismantle all her borders. Laura feels colonized and new.

         Later, Kate laughs and calls Laura’s first kiss bloodless. But there is joy in the teasing, there is possession and Laura’s world empties of everyone but Kate.
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