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			The use of historical events and places in this novel are a respectful mix of fact and poetic license. The village of Guelisten does not exist in Dutchess County, and I feel it necessary to point out there is no Calle Isabella, Calle Trinidad or Plaza San Margarita in Santiago, Chile.

			Augusto Pinochet’s military forces took control of Chile on September 11, 1973, ousting Salvador Allende and bombing the presidential palace. Plans for the coup called for the arrest of any man, woman or child on the streets that day. Tens of thousands were detained, hundreds tortured and in some cases, murdered. The Caravan of Death—an army death squad—flew by helicopter from south to north, ordering and carrying out executions.

			In the wake of the coup came Operation Condor, a campaign of political repression, state terror and forced disappearance. The number of deaths attributable to Condor remains disputed. Some estimates are that at least 60,000 Chileans died in the operation. Some estimate more. Victims included dissidents and leftists, union and peasant leaders, priests and nuns, students and teachers and intellectuals.

			Thousands of Chileans remain disappeared to this day. Los Desaparecidos and the victims of America’s 9/11 were never far from my thoughts during the writing of this book.

			—SLQR

			October 2016

			Somers, New York

		

	
		
			To Camille, who watched me strike the first matches;

			Emma, who told me to burn the house down;

			and Brian, who helped me sort the bones.

		

	
		
			Exaltation

			Noun: ex·al·ta·tion\ˌeg-ˌzȯl-ˈtā-shən

			The act of raising someone or something in importance;

			The state of being exalted;

			A strong sense of happiness, power, or importance; 

			(Astrology) the sign or part of the zodiac in which the influence of a planet is most positive; 

			(Zoology) a flight of larks.

		

	
		
			“Second chances are given or made.”

			—Rafael Gil de Soto

			“You should be able to look your income in the face.”

			—Gloria Landes

			“Pinochet shut down parliament, suffocated political life, banned trade unions, and made Chile his sultanate… His name will forever be linked to Los Desaparecidos, the Caravan of Death, and institutionalized torture.”

			—Thor Halvorssen, president of the Human Rights Foundation, National Review

			“Hey, Mr. Pinochet, you sowed a bitter crop.”

			—Sting, “They Dance Alone (Cueca Solo)”

		

	
		
			“So touching purest and so heard

			In the brain’s reflex of yon bird;

			Wherefore their soul in me, or mine,

			Through self-forgetfulness divine,

			In them, that song aloft maintains,

			To fill the sky and thrill the plains

			With showerings drawn from human stores,

			As he to silence nearer soars,

			Extends the world at wings and dome,

			More spacious making more our home,

			Till lost on his aërial rings

			In light, and then the fancy sings.”

			—George Meredith, The Lark Ascending
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October 1973

			Santiago, Chile

			The doorbell rang at three in the morning.

			Alejandro Penda was awake immediately, sitting up in the double bed in his parents’ room. Clementina, his mother, was slower to rise, her silhouette big and round in the moonlight.

			The bell rang again. Alejo moved as close as he could to Clementina, his arm creeping across her pregnant belly.

			“Cálmate, hijo,” she whispered.

			“It’s a friend.”

			“Shh.”

			“Papi said friends ring the doorbell,” Alejo whispered. “Soldiers and police bang with their fists.”

			“Get up,” Clementina said, throwing the covers aside. “Come.” She pulled on a robe, tied it above her stomach and stretched hands to her son. “Ahora, Alejito.”

			She pulled him toward her closet and pushed him inside.

			“Stay here,” she whispered as the doorbell rang again. “Just to be safe. It’s me they want, anyway.”

			She shut the door. It was pitch dark within, a pillowy, inky blackness Alejo could sink his fingers into. It stopped up his ears, making the sound of his own heartbeat enormous, like an angry fist pounding on a door.

			Friends ring the doorbell.

			The bell rang one last time. Then silence, except for the blood rushing in Alejo’s ears.

			He was not quite eleven years old and didn’t understand what was happening in the world. Only that Chile was heaving and bucking, caught up tight in a fist of change that squeezed harder and harder every passing day. The fist belonged to a man named Pinochet, who was the arm of something called the Right. Alejo tried to fathom his parents’ frantic whispering, but he couldn’t make sense of what was right and left, only what was us and them.

			Back in September, they bombed La Moneda, the presidential palace, where our president Allende lived. Allende was dead now. They filled the streets with soldiers and crammed the skies over Santiago with low-flying airplanes and helicopters. They showered the streets with leaflets. The daily bomb blasts and dynamite explosions were their doing. But if they were the Right and the Right was right, it meant we were the Left. Which meant the left was…wrong?

			Huddled under dresses and jackets, Alejo pulled his kneecaps tight to his mouth. The fear burned like a hard fire, pressing him from all sides, as if the walls of the closet were moving together. His mind chattered like teeth and silent tears leaked through his squeezed eyes, wetting the thin fabric of his pajamas.

			Cálmate, hijo.

			Four days ago, his father didn’t come home from work. A doorbell rang that night too, but at the respectable hour of eight. It was Eduardo’s assistant, Milagros. Her clothes were scorched, her eyes reddened with smoke, burns on her arms and hands and legs. The soldiers had torched the librería and arrested Eduardo.

			“Alejo, go to your room,” Clementina said. He ducked only halfway down the hall and hid behind a bookcase, listening. Clementina kept the front door half-closed and he could only catch scattered words.

			“Leftist sympathy… Dissident literature… Student uprisings… A threat… Arresting foreign enemies.”

			Alejo’s mind juggled the words around, trying to extract his father from them. Eduardo Penda was a tall, slender man. Handsome, almost pretty, with dark wavy hair and green eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. He was left-handed, as was Alejo—was that what Milagros meant by leftist?

			Dissident. Did that mean absent-minded? Eduardo’s gaze was either fixed down in a book or up at the sky. He was always late, forgot important dates and often walked out of the apartment wearing two different shoes. But he knew everything about books and history and the magic inside stories. He owned a wonderful shop on the Calle Trinidad, filled with the smell of ink and paper and coffee, and the hum of students debating beneath tall, crammed bookshelves.

			The librería was a threat? Eduardo was an enemy of the people? Eduardo loved people. The students loved him.

			Clementina was crying now, which drew Alejo back toward the door. He was man of the house when Eduardo wasn’t home. He crouched down, peering around the edge of the door, avoiding Clementina’s foot that tried to shoo him. In the hall, other apartment doors were cracking open, tips of noses inching out, sniffing for news. The air was heavy with suspicion and fear.

			Foreign enemies, Alejo thought, remembering the words on the leaflets showered over the city, calling for Santiguans to denounce all foreigners. He knew Eduardo was the son of Italian immigrants. Clementina came to Chile from Spain when she was sixteen. Were Spanish and Italians Right? Or Wrong?

			“My guess is he’s in the Estadio,” Milagros said. “Or the Villa Grimaldi. I heard they’re detaining people there as well.”

			Alejo couldn’t imagine what his father would be doing in the Stadium. Playing soccer? For a moment he pictured Eduardo kicking a ball around with some other men, passing the time with a friendly game while all this nonsense got sorted out.

			Maybe it’s not so bad, he thought.

			“Go home, Mila,” Clementina said, her hand sliding along her curved belly. “It’s not safe here.”

			“You should get out of Santiago,” Milagros said. “Go to the American embassy at least. I know one of the attachés. Tell him your brother-in-law is a U.S. citizen and he can help with VISAs.” Her hand reached for Clementina’s and their fingers laced, knuckles clenched white on Clementina’s stomach. “Tina, get out while you still can.”

			“I can’t. Not without Eduardo. He needs me.”

			The women kissed cheeks. Milagros slipped away and Clementina shut the door. For hours she paced the apartment, her lovely curved brow twisted up with worry. Every so often she looked wild-eyed at Alejo, as if expecting him to make the decision whether to stay for Eduardo or flee without him. He avoided her eyes and went into the kitchen to make them some eggs.

			On the wall by the phone hung the calendar, still showing September’s page. Alejo had been crossing out the days in anticipation of their upcoming trip to Portillo—their last ski trip of the season. But the Xs stopped on September 11, 1973. The day Pinochet came to town, froze the calendar and put the country’s plans on hold.

			Clementina and Alejo ate their eggs in silence, an unspoken decision to stay.

			They should have gone.

			[image: ]

			Alejo, now man of the house, shook in the dark of the closet, reaching up to hold the sleeves and hems of his parents’ clothing. Worn out by fear, his young nerves shredded, the ball of his body tipped sideways until his head came to rest against the closet wall, cushioned by his mother’s winter coat.

			He began to play the game his father made up: Alejo named an animal, Eduardo gave the group term.

			Lions.

			“Pride.”

			Bears.

			“Sleuth.”

			Zebras.

			“Dazzle.”

			Giraffes.

			“Tower.”

			Pandas.

			“Embarrassment.”

			Alejo went on quizzing himself, his eyes dipping and drooping. When he woke with a start, dawn was evident in the thin crack of light beneath the closet door.

			He snuck out once—to use the toilet and load his arms with things from the kitchen. He returned to his hiding place and waited.

			The doorbell didn’t ring. Nor the phone. The outside din of helicopters, guns, explosions and screams slipped into the open bedroom window and through the crack of the closet door.

			Toads.

			“Knot.”

			Camels.

			“Caravan.”

			Rhinoceros.

			“Crash.”

			Crows.

			Murder, Alejo thought.

			He never saw his mother again.
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			Bullfinch.

			Bellowing.

			Moles.

			Labor.

			Swans.

			Lamentation.

			Hedgehogs.

			Array.

			Crows.

			“Murder,” Alejo said.

			He hid in the apartment closet for five days, venturing out only to the bathroom or the kitchen for food. Every hour on the hour, he thought about yelling for help from the window. Once or twice he pressed his ear to the front door, but heard nothing in the hallway. The building was eerily and sickly silent. The normal cacophony of music, voices, water in pipes and footsteps on ceilings seemed to be hiding as well. Or it had been silenced.

			On the sixth day, the childish fear was replaced by a resigned acceptance. The helpless parts of his brain were spent. Other parts wired for survival began to wake up. Alejo opened the closet door and inched on hands and knees to the bedroom window, which looked out over Calle Isabella. Leaflets had drifted inside like large snowflakes. Alejo collected them in a neat pile. His mother liked things to be neat.

			Outside, the rhythmic hum of helicopter rotors chopped across the sky. The rattling burst of a machine gun echoed off building walls. Boots marched on the pavement. Around corners and in alleys, Alejo heard voices raised in anger and despair. Scuffles with the soldiers. Scuffles among the starving people of the campamentos who were scavenging the streets for food. And layered over all, incessant barking and howling.

			Carefully, Alejo peered over the windowsill. Santiago’s streets were home to over a million stray dogs. Like the cats of Rome, this secondary canine population was taken for daily granted, neither culled nor coddled. But now the soldiers, bored and itching for action, were taking pot shots at the dogs. Alejo flinched as bullets ricocheted off brick and stone. His stomach sank in a sickening dread. He loved the street dogs. They were his personal pets.

			I should go.

			The thought tugged at his shirt tails. He’d been ignoring it for days now but the plight of the dogs galvanized him into action. He found the rucksack Eduardo wore when they went skiing in Portillo. He began to pack.

			Papers first. Until this spring, it wouldn’t have occurred to him he had papers. Then La Moneda went up in flames and Eduardo made a call to his brother, Felipe, in the United States. They began to discuss getting out.

			Alejo found the stiff little folder containing birth certificates and passports and separated his own. The Hispanic custom of giving children both parents’ surnames made filling out forms a challenge. He read his full name, crammed in tiny type across the allotted space: Alejandro Gabriel Eduardo Penda Vilaró.

			“We gave you lots of names,” Eduardo once said. “So you can be anyone you want.”

			Alejo put the envelope back where he found it on his father’s desk, pausing, as he always did, to pick up the knife his father used as a paperweight.

			It was an Albacete dagger, given as a gift to Eduardo from a student he tutored through university. Twenty-four centimeters long with a handsome bone-and-brass handle. The sheath was covered in buff velour with a pointed brass end, and the dagger slid from it with barely a sound. The double-edged blade had a ridge from the guard to the tip and if Alejo looked close, he could see faint floral designs etched in the metal. It felt light yet solid in his hand. And now, alone in the apartment, it felt like a needed friend.

			He collected clothes, remembering it was the start of spring in Chile, but in New York, where Tío Felipe lived, it was autumn. He’d need long-sleeved shirts and a sweater. And the socks he wore for skiing would be a good idea. From a top dresser drawer he collected six handkerchiefs. His mother was always after him to remember a handkerchief. When he went to bed at night, she tucked one under his pillow. After these practicalities, he packed some books, a toothbrush, a few possessions he couldn’t bear to part with. Last, he picked up the dagger.

			“Albacete,” he said, hefting it a few times in his hand. He put it in the pack.

			Just in case.

			He set the small sack outside the closet door. Then decided it would be better off inside with him. He was about to shut himself in for the night when he heard a volley of gunshots in the Calle Isabella.

			Then a dog screamed.

			Alejo almost pissed himself. His blood solidified in his heart and stomach in a stupefied horror. He’d never heard a dog make that kind of noise. It sounded like a woman keening for a murdered husband.

			“Murder of crows,” he whispered.

			He crept to the window. Plastering himself flat to the wall, he craned his head around and looked. He saw a group of soldiers, one of them with his rifle raised. The dog let out three high-pitched yelps, followed by another terrible moan. Alejo’s hands clamped to his ears and pressed hard. Sandwiched between the ocean roar of his palms, he saw the soldiers amble away, guns slung on backs and arms around shoulders.

			He let go his ears. From under the window, the dog cried and cried. Alejo slid down the wall, gathered himself into a ball once more and rocked furiously, willing the animal to die.

			He watched the little clock on the bedside table lose twenty minutes.

			The dog was still alive and crying. Alejo’s face was covered in a fine mist of sweat. The tenderest part of his heart and the survival parts of his brain knew what he had to do.

			He got his father’s dagger out of the backpack.

			Albacete, he thought. He didn’t know it was a region in Spain. He thought it was the knife’s name.

			Albacete, help me.

			He unlocked the front door, checked carefully up and down the hall, then went down the three flights of stairs, his back pressed to the wall.

			He surveyed the block carefully, then stepped into the Calle Isabella.

			It was dark. Only a single streetlight at the corner was lit, making a weak cone of light.

			The dog cried, huddled against the building in a pool of blood. It was female. Her stomach was shot open and her dead pups scattered. She foamed at the mouth and panted between cries. Her glazed eyes looked up as Alejo approached.

			Albacete, you’re here. Help me.

			The smell of the gutshot dog was appalling. The sound was worse. Alejo looked anywhere but the bloody sidewalk.

			“Cálmate, hija,” Alejo whispered, crouching down as his awareness floated up and out of his head. It watched as his bodily self lovingly took the dog’s muzzle and pulled the head tenderly against his chest. Albacete made a firm, swift and merciful slice.

			The street sighed into silence.

			It’s done. It’s quiet now. Don’t think about it anymore.

			Alejo wiped the blade on his jeans and slipped back inside. He washed his hands, cleaned off the dagger and sheathed it. He went into the bathroom and threw up with an odd detachment. Then he went into the closet.

			You mustn’t think about this.

			He ran a hand over the thick line of hangers, finding a thin cardigan belonging to Clementina, and a heavier one belonging to Eduardo. He thrust his mother’s sleeves inside the sleeves of his father, then put on the doubled garment.

			Do not think about it. Forget it.

			Safe in a contrived embrace, Albacete tight in one hand, he fell quickly asleep.

			He woke to the sound of the front door opening. His chest seized, flipping his heart backward as he scrambled to sit up in the dark.

			Friends ring the bell. Soldiers bang on the door. Who walks in?

			He pressed back against the wall of the closet, Albacete at the ready.

			I’ll fight, he thought. I’ll cut your throat. I’ve done it before.

			The closet door opened. Alejo saw ragged, bloodstained pant cuffs above two different, but equally dirty shoes. The forest of hanging clothes was thrust apart with a squeal of wire on wood. Alejo held up the dagger in a barely shaking hand, death behind his eyeballs as he looked up at the intruder.

			I have many names. I can be anyone. Now I am a crow and I will murder you.

			The man had blackened eyes and a deep cut along one cheekbone. A swollen, split lip protruded from a thick brown beard.

			“Alejito?”

			Albacete clattered to the floor as Alejo scrambled from the depths of the closet and into his father’s arms.
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			Eduardo scooped up the backpack, praising his son for the foresight to pack. They left the apartment for the last time and stole furtively across Santiago to the American embassy. They kept to the shadows and back streets and the stray dogs followed them, a protective escort. A few nuzzled Alejo’s hands. One fell into step alongside him for two blocks, sniffing at the doubled-up cardigans that flapped around his legs.

			You were merciful to our sister. We will be merciful to you.

			“Milagros is good friends with an attaché at the embassy,” Eduardo whispered, hustling his son along. “They’ve gotten you a VISA.”

			“What about you?”

			“I can’t come with you. Not right now.”

			Clementina was being detained in the Villa Grimaldi, Eduardo said. as they neared the embassy. “You have a VISA and a plane ticket. And Tío Felipe is waiting for you. I must stay and find your mother. You must go find our new home. Be the man of the house until I come with Mami.”

			The dim street blurred before Alejo’s eyes. “I want to stay with you.”

			“You must do this for me, Alejito. Felipe is waiting. He’ll help you.”

			The embassy gates were closed and barricaded and two American soldiers stood guard. A quiet conversation. Papers were shown. Then Eduardo’s warm palms lingered on Alejo’s face. His beard scratched when he kissed his son’s cheeks. Tears in the mad, blackened eyes.

			“You must do this.”

			Alejo tried to speak, to beg his father to keep him. But his throat was fused shut. One last rough hug and a kiss on the top of Alejo’s head before the gates closed between him and his father. Their hands clasped between the wrought iron bars.

			“You can do it, Alejito.”

			“Papi, wait. I have your dagger.” Surely Eduardo would need it.

			For the first time that evening, Eduardo smiled. “Keep it for me. And take good care of it.”

			“Papi…”

			But Eduardo was moving away down the street.

			“Eagles, Papi,” Alejo called.

			Eduardo looked back. “Convocation.”

			“Jellyfish?”

			“Fluther.”

			“Raccoons.”

			A last word reached Alejo’s ears.

			“Gaze.”

			He turned his head against the narrow bars, watching as his father rounded the corner and disappeared.
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			October 1973

			Guelisten, New York

			Valerie Lark rang the doorbell of Dr. Penda’s house on Stroock Lane. It bonged a Big Ben chime from within, followed by the din of barking dogs.

			Beatriz, Dr. Penda’s housekeeper, answered. “Good morning,” she said. “Chilly out, no? Look at your pretty pink cheeks.”

			It was cold today, with a brisk wind off the river. Inside was warm, with the smell of a fire and a cake in the oven. In the front hall, three dogs circled Val’s legs, barking and sniffing her hands. A fourth was missing—the Rottweiler.

			“Where’s Violeta?” Val asked.

			Beatriz smiled, tripling the number of wrinkles in her face “Dr. Penda’s nephew arrived yesterday. Violeta’s taken a shine to him and hasn’t left his side. Come. They’re all in the study.”

			Val tried not to let her reluctance show as she followed Beatriz through the living room. She wasn’t in the mood to meet people and make chit-chat. She wanted to walk the dogs quickly, then get home to finish her chores and collect her allowance so she could go to the movies. The cinema in Hudson Bluffs was having a double-feature matinee of Charlotte’s Web and Robin Hood. Dr. Penda was not the man to encounter when you were in a hurry.

			Dr. Penda was a professor at Marist College and everything that came out of his mouth sounded like a lesson. He didn’t talk about the weather. He informed about the weather. Val’s little sister, Trelawney, was a voracious reader and got along well with Dr. Penda. Val read only when she had to. The sheer number of books in this house intimidated her, as did the paintings, the sculptures, the grand piano and the sumptuous furnishings. She always feared she might break a priceless treasure or be forced to read some boring classic. Her brother Roger felt the same—he never ventured further than Dr. Penda’s porch. He couldn’t get through a day without breaking something.

			“Miss Valerie is here,” Beatriz said as she waddled into Dr. Penda’s study.

			This room smelled like a museum—old and dusty and full of knowledge. The walls were floor to ceiling bookshelves. Val got dizzy looking at them so her eyes focused instead on Dr. Penda, who sat reading in his leather chair. A boy lay on the Oriental rug in front of the fire, feet crossed in socks, his head pillowed on Violeta’s back and a book hiding his face.

			“Hello, Val,” Dr. Penda said, getting to his feet. Val studied his appearance: she didn’t like his conversation, but she liked the way he looked. Her mother said he was Latin American, which Val thought meant he spoke Latin, until Trelawney explained he came from Chile. (Which Roger took to mean the food, and then Trelawney declared she couldn’t live in the same house as him anymore.)

			Latin or American, Val sure liked the way Dr. Penda dressed. His light blue sweater was cashmere and he had the most gorgeous wingtip shoes. The sun coming in the windows sparkled off the silver in his hair as he leaned and spoke Spanish to the boy on the rug.

			The book slowly lowered and the boy looked up at Val.

			Oh, she thought. He’s beautiful.

			Confusion swept through her. She’d never thought of a boy as beautiful. She didn’t think much of boys at all, other than they were obnoxious when they weren’t being stupid. All the boys in fifth grade—whom she’d known since nursery school—used to be cute. Now they were lumpy and gangly, their adult teeth growing in weird or already shrouded in braces. One or two had serious BO issues. A few had pimples, some had down on their upper lips. They were too tall or too short and their voices skittered from squeaks to growls in one sentence. If they could put together a sentence at all.

			Dr. Penda’s nephew got up from the rug. Standing, he was Val’s height and his skin was smooth and looked suntanned. His eyes were circled, but they were the green of a dollar bill and their gaze on Val was curious.

			“This is my nephew, Alejandro,” Dr. Penda said. “We call him Alejo or Alejito, which is Alex in English. Alejo, ella es Valerie. Ella pasea a los perros por mí.”

			Alejo, or Alex, or whatever his name was, lifted his hand in a wave and a corner of his mouth smiled. He looked a little like Robbie Benson, with dark hair falling across long, smooth eyebrows. He wore jeans and a T-shirt, no different than what Roger would wear. But Roger was sloppy and smelled like feet. Alex looked and smelled clean, rumpled and crisp. Like his clothes had been hung out in the sun to dry before he pulled them on. Val’s heartbeat slowed. A strange heat pressed her cheeks at the thought of this boy putting his clothes on. She swallowed against her dry throat, feeling she was on the verge of crying.

			“He doesn’t have much English,” Dr. Penda said. “And he’s exhausted from the trip.” His handsome face filled with sadness as he put a hand on Alex’s shoulder and spoke again in Spanish. Alex chewed on his bottom lip and his fingertips pulled at one eyebrow as he answered. Only a few words, but his voice stayed steady on the same middle note. Val found herself tilting her chin, trying to hear more. Trying to understand.

			Beatriz crossed her arms and tilted her own chin, laughing. She was as wide as she was tall, with pure white hair pulled back in a wispy bun. A mole on her chin, another beneath one eye. Soft jiggly arms and a bust that looked like one giant boob instead of two separate ones. She took Alejo’s chin in her hand and said something kind, but firm.

			“He’ll go with you,” Dr. Penda said. “Violeta likes to be near him and he could use some fresh air. Walk him down to Main Street and show him around.”

			Val was filled with panic. How was she supposed to play tour guide to someone who didn’t speak English? And why hadn’t she brushed her hair before she left the house, and worn her nice pea coat instead of her crappy windbreaker? She didn’t even have a Lip Smacker on her.

			She clipped leashes onto the three corgis while Alex pulled on a sweater and sneakers. He put Violeta on her lead and opened the front door, standing back so Val could go first. She felt her face heat up again. Holding the door for ladies was a courtesy Val’s father was trying to instill in Roger. Not successfully.

			A whirlwind of dried leaves greeted them on the porch as they stepped outside. As they walked down Stroock Lane and turned onto Bemelman Street, she opened and closed her mouth six times, not knowing whether to talk or shut up. The awkwardness tangled up in her legs like another dog on a leash. By the time they turned onto Main Street, she couldn’t stand it anymore and began to babble.

			“That’s the train station,” she said, pointing. “And see, there you can cross over the tracks and go to the park. It has a ball field and basketball hoops. We have concerts and stuff in summer. It’s the best place to watch fireworks. That’s the Mid-Hudson bridge down there.”

			Alex’s gaze followed wherever her finger pointed. He nodded, his eyebrows wrinkling. Whether he actually understood or was only being polite, he was being attentive and Val relaxed a little.

			“This is Scott’s Variety,” she said. “They have the best candy and on Thursdays it’s all a nickel. They have good comics, too. This is Murphy’s, their ice cream is the best. On Sundays it’s buy-one-get-one-free. This is the liquor store. That’s a barber shop. My dad gets his hair cut there.”

			Alex stopped and backtracked a few steps, looking first in the barber shop window, then further on to the liquor store.

			“¿Qué son estas pequeñas casas?” he said. He glanced over at Val, shaking his head and snapping his fingers. “Little houses. ¿Por qué?”

			“Oh those,” she said, walking toward him. She leaned to look in the window of the liquor store and the tiny scale model on display. It was the shop perfectly rendered in miniature, down to the lettering on the window, the bricks, the awning and the flower boxes. Inside, its wooden shelves were stocked with dozens of tiny bottles, meticulously labeled and corked. Across the back of the little room ran a long counter with a cash register.

			“My mother made it,” Val said. “Every store on Main Street has one.” She put her hand on her heart, wanting to convey this information properly. “My mother. Mommy.”

			“¿Mami?”

			She patted her chest. “Yes, my mommy. Made. Them.” She pointed to the miniature liquor store. “She makes doll houses.”

			Alex shook his head, his eyes apologetic. Val fidgeted in frustration, trying to think of a way to communicate. The only way was to show him. She gestured for him to follow and she showed how in the windows of Scott’s and Murphy’s, in the barber shop and the deli, stood a scale model. A second, miniature Main Street.

			“¿Todas?” Alex said, pointing up, down and across the street. “Mami make all?”

			“All.”

			His eyes widened and his grin broadened. He said something in Spanish that Val understood to be amazement.

			“Come on,” she said, beckoning him across the street. “This is the Lark Building. My great-great-grandfather built it. This is my grandmother’s dress shop. See, she has her little house too. Pequeña casa? Did I say that right?”

			“Little house,” Alex said.

			Val hesitated, wondering if she should take him inside. A boy might not like it. It smelled of lavender and glue and ironed fabric. Mannequins stood about, beautifully dressed and posed, as if at a party. The walls were bright with color: bolts of cotton, tulle, satin and lace. Tucked in a back alcove was Val’s own sewing machine and her little work table. She had shelves for her remnants and swatches, jars for her collections of buttons, beads, sequins and ribbons. Her mannequins were Barbie dolls, all their hand-made clothing meticulously catalogued and organized. A single lost shoe could ruin Val’s sleep.

			The dress shop was both Val’s playground and her schoolroom. She had a different name within its walls: her grandmother called her Valentine.

			“I want to have a shop like this someday,” she said softly. “It’ll have a black awning with Valentine in white letters.”

			“Valentine?” Alex said. “¿Quieres decir como un Valentín?” With the end of Violeta’s leash, he drew a heart in the faint film of dust on the window. “¿Así?”

			“Yes.” She looked at him, then looked down, smiling through warm cheeks. “Come on,” she said. “Here’s the drugstore, my grandfather owns this. It has a real soda fountain inside, it’s one of the oldest in the country. Upstairs is my mother’s dollhouse gallery. I can’t take you up now, no dogs allowed.” She pointed to their four charges, shaking her head with an exaggerated expression of regret. “No dogs.”

			“No se permiten perros,” he said.

			“Perros. Dogs?”

			“Dogs,” he said happily. “Perros.” His hand lifted, an index finger reaching toward her face. Val’s breath stopped in her throat, her eyes swiveling as his fingertip pressed her cheekbone. He drew it back and showed her the eyelash pressed there.

			“Pide un deseo.” He smiled and happiness splashed Val’s chest.

			“Make a wish?” she said. “You know make a wish on an eyelash? They do that in Chile?”

			His shoulders shrugged. “Pestaña.” His fingertip beckoned. Her mind fished around for a desire but couldn’t think of one. Not when she was standing on Main Street with this beautiful boy who couldn’t understand her, yet wanted to make her wishes come true.

			She blew the tiny hair away, her chores and her allowance and her plans forgotten.

			“Let’s go to Celeste’s,” Val said. “My great-aunt’s store. She allows dogs.”

			They ran in a laughing, barking, twenty-legged pack down the sidewalk. The bell on the jamb swung merrily as they burst into Celeste’s Bookshop & Café. This was Dr. Penda’s study but on a larger, friendlier scale. The books were used, piled up helter-skelter, battered and loved and approachable. Aunt Celeste had children’s books. Magazines and board games, too. She served coffee and tea and hot chocolate. Alex would love this place.

			Except he didn’t.

			He stopped short, gazing around the high-ceilinged space with its exposed brick and scuffed wooden floors. The color drained out of his face and Violeta’s leash dropped from his hand.

			“What’s wrong?” Val said.

			“Hello, darling,” Aunt Celeste said, coming out from behind the coffee counter. “Who’s your friend?”

			Alex looked at Val with eyes hard and hurt. Slowly he backed away, turned and left the shop.

			Val stared after him, her wishes dashed to pieces on the floor. She ran to the window, pressed her palms and cheek flat against the glass, her tear-filled eyes straining to follow. Her bewilderment gave way to a helpless anger. She thought he was different, but he was just another stupid boy.

			“Goodness,” Aunt Celeste said. “What came over him?”
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			Aunt Celeste turned the shop over to her partner, Martha, and gathered up the dogs’ leashes.

			“Come,” she said to Val. “We’ll go to his house. I’m sure there’s an explanation.”

			Val, hurt and humiliated, didn’t care to know. She went back home and moped through her chores. To spread the misery around, she teased Trelawney, picked on Roger and talked back to her father, who docked her allowance and sent her to her room.

			Aunt Celeste came for dinner. She said nothing about the morning’s events, only slipped a Spanish-English dictionary out of her handbag and gave it to Val.

			Over meatloaf and baked potatoes, the conversation was all about Dr. Penda’s nephew.

			“That boy arrived in time to see a hell of a show,” Val’s father said. “I read in the Times Bork’s naming a new prosecutor. No way they won’t impeach Nixon.”

			“He’s already seen a president ousted,” Celeste said. “Terrible things are happening in Chile, Roland. When was the last time you saw it in the headlines?”

			Roland shrugged. “Not since September.”

			“I read the CIA knew about it but chose to do nothing,” Meredith Lark said, putting more green beans on Val’s plate.

			“You ask me, the CIA was behind it,” Celeste said. “Minimal amount of refugees came here. Most went to Europe.”

			“What’s a refugee?” Roger asked.

			“Someone who seeks refuge,” Trelawney said.

			Val pushed her beans around her plate, not sure what refuge was but not wanting to be schooled by her know-it-all sister.

			“So where are his parents?” Roger asked.

			“Still in Chile,” Celeste said. “Felipe said the mother was arrested. The father as well, but they released him. He got Alejandro out and stayed to look for his wife.”

			Val looked up. “Why were they arrested?”

			“Their government was taken over,” Celeste said.

			“Like a revolution?” Roger asked.

			“Not the good kind,” Roland said. “His parents were arrested for being against the new regime.”

			“Where are they?” Val said.

			Celeste shook her head. “Detained? Jail?”

			“Then how did he get here?” Roger said.

			“They got him out through the embassy. Dr. Penda was already here so it was easier to get a VISA.”

			“What’s a VISA?”

			“When will his parents come?” Trelawney asked.

			None of the adults answered.

			Val put her fork down. “Will he ever see them again?”

			“Nobody’s sure, honey,” Meredith said, running a hand down Val’s hair.

			“His father owned a bookstore,” Celeste said. “Just like mine, apparently. They burned it down.” She patted Val’s hand. “I can understand why he became upset.”

			“Wait, who burned it down?” Roger said.

			“The new government.”

			“They burned books?” Trelawney said. “Why?”

			Silence but for the clink of silverware on china.

			“He’ll start school next week,” Celeste said. “Fourth grade, so he might be in your class, Roger.”

			“He doesn’t speak English,” Val said. “He only knows little words. Little houses.” Her throat burned and ached. She wanted to run to her room and weep. Then she wanted to gather up every book she could find and bring them to Alex. Where was their copy of Alexander and the Horrible, Terrible, No Good, Very Bad Day? She could read it to him. He’d love it.

			“I’m sure he’ll have an aide,” Meredith said. “And you have Spanish-speaking kids in your class.”

			“The Lopez twins,” Trelawney said.

			“And Maria Santoro,” Roger said.

			The thought of Maria Santoro made Val even more miserable. All the boys liked Maria. She had long shiny hair and beautiful dark eyes. She could speak Spanish. Alex would like her. Alex would want to follow her everywhere.

			“You guys be nice to him,” Roland said. “Even if you can’t communicate, you can include him. Think how you’d feel if you were alone in another country where nobody spoke English.”

			“And you didn’t know where your family was,” Celeste said.

			“I wonder if he skis,” Roger said, drumming his fingers.

			“Coming from Chile, it’s a good chance he does,” Roland said.

			“Can we invite him to Stowe?”

			Roland ruffled his son’s hair. “That’s not a half-bad, idea, Rog. I bet he’d love it. Remind me to ask his uncle.”

			“Can I be excused?” Val said. “Actually, can I go somewhere?”

			All eyes turned toward her.

			“Where?” Roland said.

			She took a deep breath. “Back to Dr. Penda’s. See if Alex wants to get ice cream or something.”

			“I’ll go too,” Roger said. “We’ll all three of us go.”

			Meredith smiled. “Clear the table first.”

			“Take the dictionary,” Celeste said to Val.

			It took some coaxing from Dr. Penda and Beatriz, but Alex came out of the house and walked into town with them. He glanced once at Val, and slowly blinked his eyes with a shrug of one shoulder. She shook her head with a “don’t worry about it” smile.

			At their little table at Murphy’s, Roger paged through the Spanish-English dictionary. “Ess...skewee…ar,” he said, frowning. “Am I saying that right?” He pointed to the word for Alex, whose eyes and smile widened.

			“Esquiar,” he said. “Sí. ¿Tú también?” His finger went around the table.

			“Si, yes,” Roger said. “All of us ski. We have a house in Stowe. You can come with us.”

			Alex let loose a stream of excited Spanish, accompanied by high gestures of one hand—obviously mountain peaks—followed by downhill slices—talking about the steep trails.

			So the evening passed, and between the dictionary and sign language and a dozen little pictures sketched on napkins, Alex and the Larks hammered out a foundation of bilingual, beginner phrases and a rudimentary lean-to of friendship.

			Val learned a valuable lesson that night:

			Ice cream needed no translation. 
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			Alejo became Alex and Guelisten became his home.

			Certain things unnerved him all his life. Helicopters. The pitch dark. Enclosed spaces. Uniforms. Interrupted sleep in the middle of the night.

			Certain things comforted him all his life. Skiing. Dogs. The group terms for animals. His two cardigans, lovingly folded in a drawer. And a handkerchief under his pillow. He curled his hand around it on the nights when his imagination drummed up horrific ways for his family to die and filled him with the immeasurable weight of a survivor’s guilt.

			Where are you? What became of you?

			I’m waiting for you.

			For a few precious months, Milagros Martínez was in touch. Via sporadic letters and telephone calls on faulty lines, she conveyed news. A woman released from the Villa Grimaldi said she saw Clementina Penda there. Someone else thought they saw Eduardo on the street. Another eyewitness placed him back at the Estadio.

			Then the calls stopped. One last letter arrived, to convey nothing new had been learned. Then Milagros went silent.

			All over Chile, tens of thousands of people fell silent, victims to the country’s new intransitive verb: they were disappeared.

			Every night Alex placed Albacete in the center of his desk blotter, sure if his father were truly dead, his spirit would come and move the knife a little to let Alex know. Every night he tucked a handkerchief under his pillow, sure his mischievous mother’s ghost would take it away as a joke.

			They would give him a sign. They would let him know.

			They couldn’t just disappear.

			“They didn’t disappear,” Felipe said softly, turning Albacete over in his hands. “They were disappeared.”

			He gave Alex all the photos Eduardo and Clementina had sent over the years. Alex put them around his bedroom, clustered in small shrines. The first thing he saw when he opened his eyes in the morning. The last before he fell into troubled dreams at night.

			Where are you? What did they do to you? What became of you?

			Why am I alive and you are disappeared?

			Felipe was a benevolent, but abstracted guardian. He gently shook Alex out of the bad dreams and soothed him back to sleep. He understood his nephew’s need to have nightlights in his room and in all the upstairs hallways. Alex was clothed, fed and sheltered, and Felipe never missed an opportunity to further Alex’s education or widen his cultural horizon. But when it came to practicalities, Felipe was more hopeless than Eduardo.

			He didn’t seem to know boys outgrew their shoes in an hour. Boys needed vaccinations and dentist appointments. Boys wanted to sign up for soccer or join the junior ski team. Boys needed permission slips signed, homework checked, boundaries set and odd jobs to make pocket money. Boys needed to be driven here and there, or at least organized into a car pool.

			Some of the details Beatriz handled, but Beatriz was seventy-five and used to keeping house for an independent bachelor. She didn’t have the energy to rear a child, let alone an almost-teenaged boy. Gradually, the raising of Alex Penda fell into the hands of Roland and Meredith Lark, who willingly and cheerfully took on the task. Their house was large and their hearts larger. One more fledgling in their nest wasn’t an imposition. Besides, Alex and Roger were becoming inseparable, and Alex was a calming, grounding influence on the Larks’ rambunctious middle child.

			As images of Chile faded and curled at the edges, the photo album in Alex’s heart began to fill with new family snapshots, all with his sleek, dark physique set like a black iris in the Lark bouquet of daffodils.
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			The Larks loved to joke how the first complete English sentence Alex learned was “knock three times on the ceiling if you want me.”

			Roland Lark had a weakness for Tony Orlando’s hit song, and a habit of interrupting quiet interludes by belting the refrain, “Whoa, my darling…” His family would groan, but join in with the rest of the chorus.

			On his first trip to Vermont with the Larks, Alex—lounging in the back of the station wagon with Roger—listened, groaned and eventually sang as well.

			Knock three times on the ceiling if you want me…

			Roger’s two sisters sat in the middle seat. Trelawney was in third grade, winter pale with nearly-white hair cut short. Val was golden blonde, like Roger. All three siblings had grey eyes. Trelawney’s were pale slate. Roger’s had a hint of blue. Alex thought Val’s eyes tended toward green, like his, but he couldn’t look at them long enough to tell.

			All through the five-hour trip, he was keenly aware of her presence in the car. Something about the proximity of her hair and skin and scent made his stomach feel weird. In fact, since the day he met her, Alex had a hard time looking at Valerie Lark with both eyes. Worse, whenever he felt her gaze turn in his direction, a plug pulled in his mind and all the English he mastered swirled away.

			He liked her. He didn’t like that he liked her. He hated how it made him feel she didn’t like him.

			It was confusing as shit.

			Roger taught him to say that.

			At school, Alex worked with an ESL aide and spent much of his time in remedial language classes. After dismissal, his education belonged to Roger. On the playground or the ball field, one faltering conversation at a time, Roger filled the gaps in Alex’s English. He made casual corrections if Alex forgot to use I, he or it, or mixed up his and hers. He laughed when Alex referred to Dr. Lark as a beterinarian, then laughed harder when Alex told him to shut the fuck up, asshole.

			“You never make mistakes when you curse,” Roger said.

			Riding up the chair lift at Stowe Resort, in their bizarre mixed language, they talked and laughed about the world.

			“So?” Roger said, gesturing to the mountainous landscape around them. “Different from Chile?”

			Alex nodded, frustrated at expressing how. To his eye, the heights of Ojos de Agua and Mount Mansfield were approximately the same. But the mountains in Chile punched out of the ground like fists. They loomed up sharp and sinister, the continent’s armored spine. Here, the eye’s path to the summit was softened by pine trees and scrub. The earth yawned and stretched toward the sky, rather than assaulting it. The peaks were mighty, but gentle.

			“Friendly,” Alex finally said. “Is much friendly here.”

			During that first ski trip, Alex fell in love with the Larks. The soulful, forever love that comes when you find your tribe. Up and down the slopes, in and out of the house, he and the three Lark children piled on each other like puppies. Playing Trouble and Monopoly and Sorry. Laughing loud, sleeping deep and eating nonstop. Learning each other’s language as they read comics and Mad Magazine. Belting, “Whoa, my darling,” whenever silence descended.

			They slept in one room with two sets of pine bunk beds pushed head-to-head. Roger and Trelawney took the bottom bunks. Alex lay in the bed above Roger’s, close to the ceiling with the crown of his head staring at the crown of Val’s. The unique fatigue that belonged solely to skiing held him in soft arms as the Larks quizzed him on animal groups, trying to stump him and failing.

			Finches.

			“Charm.”

			Peacocks.

			“Ostentation.”

			Hyenas.

			“Cackle.”

			He was happy. Too happy to feel guilty about being happy.

			Val sat up on her elbows and looked over the headboards between them. “Larks,” she said.

			Alex glanced at her with one eye. Then with both eyes. His toes curled tight in his wool socks as he answered, “Exaltation.”
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			Alex at fourteen. Dressed in his first suit and standing with Beatriz in Guelisten Cemetery, as the coffin of Felipe Penda was lowered into the earth.

			Four days ago, the professor cancelled his evening classes and came home complaining of a headache. Beatriz told him to sit down, put his feet up and she’d make him some tea. When she brought the cup out to the living room, Felipe was slumped in his chair.

			An aneurysm, the hospital guessed. Or a cerebral hemorrhage.

			It was only in death that Alex grasped Felipe’s influence in Dutchess County. His uncle had collected people the same way he collected books and art. The phone rang off the hook, flowers crowded every horizontal surface. The cards and letters collected into baskets and boxes until Alex and Beatriz gave up trying to open them all. The day of the wake, an endless line of callers came through the funeral home. Grown men weeping as they paid their respects. Countless women telling Alex what a treasure Felipe was.

			Alex became the curator of all this grief, staggering under the inventory until it slipped through his arms and crashed to the floor in pieces.

			What do I do now? Where do I go?

			Felipe might not have been a second father to Alex, but Felipe was all the family Alex had in the world. Felipe had been a haven and harbor. He was kind and caring. He never claimed ownership of his nephew, rather he was always generous. Constantly encouraging Alex, “Go. Of course you can go. Go with your friends. Yes, bring them here, absolutely. Be with your friends. Bring a friend.”

			Now he was dead. And the enormity of Alex’s situation towered above him like a tsunami wave about to break.

			What’s going to happen to me?

			After the funeral service, Felipe’s attorney requested a meeting with Alex, and asked the Larks be present. Seated around the massive walnut table in the dining room, the attorney read aloud Felipe’s will. Bequests were made to Marist College, Columbia University, Guelisten Historical Society and the Latin American Cultural Center of Queens. Beatriz received a cash legacy that made her drop into a chair. The rest went to Alex, to be placed in trust until he was twenty-five.

			“Why twenty-five?” Alex asked.

			The lawyer smiled. “Knowing your uncle, he probably wanted you to go to graduate school,” he said. “Dr. Lark tells me you have an interest in becoming a vet?”

			Alex’s nod was wary, not wanting to chisel any of his interests in stone.

			Roland touched Alex’s shoulder. “I don’t want you to worry. We’ll be here to guide you.”

			Dr. Lark and Felipe’s attorney were named executors of the trust. Dr. and Mrs. Lark were named as legal guardians.

			“Would you like to come live with us?” Meredith asked, holding both Alex’s hands. She freed one and brushed his hair back from his forehead, then put her warm palm on his face.

			He set his jaw, the emotion writhing between his throat and teeth. He wanted to go. He wanted the haven of Meredith’s house, the safety of her arms and the protection of Dr. Lark. But to go with them meant becoming part of a new family, when he was supposed to be making a home for the family he already had.

			“I’m supposed to wait,” he said. “My father gave me a job to do.”

			“I know,” she said. “You can still do it. We’ll help you.”

			Dr. Lark and the attorney tactfully left the room as Alex wept in Meredith’s arms.

			“You come stay with us,” she said, rocking him. “We won’t hide you, Alex. You’ll always be their boy, I promise. We’ll keep you safe for them.”

			Alex crossed over the railroad tracks and walked to the Hudson that night. The evening air was soft and celebratory: it was Fourth of July weekend and pleasure boats were thick on the river. Alex sat on a bench, dry-eyed and scraped hollow inside, not feeling much of anything.

			He thought about Felipe’s grand life, now reduced to a single flower-heaped mound in the cemetery. At least Alex knew where his uncle was resting in peace. He wasn’t disappeared. Erased from the record.

			Where are you? What became of you?

			He had to be careful with these thoughts. They lived like dragons in his heart, chained in a cave and hibernating, exhaling benign wisps of smoke. They were easily awoken, though. The chains could break and then they would be on Alex. Tearing him open as fire screamed from their throats: My mother, my mother, what did you do, where is she, my mother, what did you do to her, my mother…

			Through the smoke and flame, Alex saw Clementina’s magnificent belly, curved like a bell, ready to ring with a new life. She’d been due in November. Did she have her baby? Where? In one of the stadiums? At the Villa Grimaldi? Some other prison?

			At all?

			Of course, Alex thought, throwing a little gauntlet into the dragons’ teeth. Of course she did. They wouldn’t hurt a pregnant woman or a newborn ba—

			He flinched in his skin as the dragons belched a fiery despair. Through the roaring heat came a cacophony of infant wailing that threatened to rip Alex’s chest apart: My mother, what did they do to her baby, my sister, my brother, where are you, I have to find you, the baby, what happened to the baby what do I do where do I look what happened to the baby what—

			He pulled within and slammed an imaginary closet door, closing out the horrible inferno and the crying newborns.

			You musn’t think about this.

			After a while, Roger came to sit by him, slinging an arm across Alex’s shoulders. Val settled on his other side, looping her arm through his. Trelawney sat at Alex’s feet, her elbows draped on his knees.

			Nobody spoke. Alex, at the middle of the puppy pile, leaned into his friends. Roger and Val both smelled like summer: sunshine, cut grass, barbecue smoke and watermelon. Trelawney was scentless, clean and purposeful as a knife.

			“You can have my room,” Val finally said. “Trelawney’s is big enough for two.”

			“Don’t be stupid,” Roger said. “He’s coming in with me.”

			“Let him pick what room he wants,” Trelawney said.

			“You want to come back to the house?” Rog asked.

			“I just want to stay here,” Alex said.

			Val and Roger pressed tighter to his sides. Trelawney wiggled back further between his feet.

			“You’re with us,” Roger said. “Nosotros cuatro.”

			Us four.

			A small smile touched Alex’s mouth as fireworks began to explode in bright zinnias over the river.
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			As the legal details of fostering Alex and sorting out his inheritance were worked through, he and Val were like a German and French soldier meeting in No Man’s Land to have a smoke and sing Silent Night. Once Alex was moved in and established as one of the Lark family, he and Val shook hands and parted ways to separate trenches.

			The war lasted three long years.

			Their fights became the stuff of family legend. Every Thanksgiving, they’d tell the tale how Alex, fed up with Val playing her Linda Ronstadt album incessantly, swiped it off the turntable and locked himself in the bathroom to gloat. Val kicked the bathroom door down to get it back. When the slugfest was over, Alex had to pay for the broken record and Val had to pay for a new door. They didn’t speak to each other for the month they were grounded.

			Gone was the idealistic infatuation Alex felt for Val when he first came to the States. He swore he’d never known a bigger pain in the ass in his life. He couldn’t wait for his foster sister to graduate high school and get the fuck out of his hair.

			Practically the day after commencement she was gone. A summer internship with a bridal company in Philadelphia, then barely home for a week before she left for the Rhode Island School of Design. It was heaven. Alex felt the entire house collapse into a chair, close its eyes and sigh. Peace and quiet at last.

			Then he got depressed.

			He went about his social business as usual—he co-captained the ski team and had a wide circle of friends, but he was lonely in a way he couldn’t articulate. He got into relationships with girls, then grew bored with them. He wandered around the house constantly looking for something. Restless in his own skin. Itching for some inexplicable action. The only thing that brought satisfaction was working after school at Roland Lark’s vet practice. Animals were the only company he could tolerate.

			Or perhaps the only company that could tolerate him.

			“Is something wrong with that boy?” Roland asked his wife.

			“What in the world is wrong with you?” Meredith asked her foster son.

			Alex had no idea. His mood worsened when Val didn’t come home for Thanksgiving. Or Christmas. The latter left the whole family depressed, and they abandoned Guelisten for the house in Stowe. But even skiing didn’t bring Alex its usual joy.

			“Dude, what crawled up your ass and died?” Roger said.

			“He misses Val,” Trelawney said, which made the entire family burst out laughing. Everyone except Alex, who chewed on a thumbnail and narrowed his eyes.

			Val spent her second semester abroad in Paris. Then did another internship in Milan. When she finally came home, it had been nearly a year since Alex had seen her.

			Oh shit, he thought as she came screaming up the porch steps.

			“Look at you,” she cried. “You’re gorgeous.” She dropped her bag and jumped on him. Arms and legs and perfume and…

			Oh shit, Alex thought.

			“You grew up,” she said, patting his shoulders and arms. “And out.”

			His hands touched her back and her hair and wanted to die.

			“Miss me?” she said.

			He couldn’t answer. Seeing her was a key turned in a rusty lock and now all his gears were churning. She’d been the missing link around here. Hers was the action he craved, the fight his nails wanted to dig into. He couldn’t wait to talk and tell stories, to laugh and tease, to bash the bathroom door down and push every button. Val was home, and it was on, baby.

			It was on, all right. By dinner, when his knee kept bumping Val’s under the table, he knew exactly what was wrong with him.

			Oh shit, he thought.

			He thought it when Val stared at him over pancakes the next morning, the air swirling between them, thicker than butter and sweeter than syrup. He thought it every time he and Val brushed past each other in the hall or walked into the same room. As each teasing remark or joke smoldered at the edges. When their eyes met and couldn’t look away.

			Oh shit...

			Running around getting ready for college kept them busy and separated. But now all ends were tied up, all bags packed and all cars loaded. Val was going back to Rhode Island in the morning, Alex was heading to his freshman year at Columbia. Out of time and excuses, they were cornered in a classmate’s living room, closed up in a fist of music and buzzing voices and cigarette smoke.

			“This is so weird,” Val said, walking her fingers up the placket of Alex’s button-down shirt. Her chin came up slightly, and he saw how the tendons in her neck fluttered around the hollow at the base of her throat. His thumb moved across her skin and settled into that warm, enticing notch. It fit him perfectly, the depression in her flesh adhering to the arc of his fingertip as if one had been created expressly for the other.

			“I want to kiss you,” he said. His thumb moved out of the hollow of her throat, and then back in. “Badly.”

			Her eyes closed and her brows hunched over them a moment. Then her forehead smoothed, as if she had worked out the solution to a problem. “No,” she said. “You want to kiss me well. You just want it badly.”

			She drank the last of her beer and set the cup down on the floor. “Let’s get out of here.”

			“Where?”

			Guelisten was kind to children and drunks, but mean to randy teenagers. Cops knew all the good parking places. Roland and Meredith were home. But Val dug in her purse and pulled out a silver fob shaped like a bird. Off it hung a single key, which she shook at Alex.

			“Who’s her grandmother’s favorite?”

			“Oh my God.” It was the key to Muriel’s dress shop. And in the back of Muriel’s dress shop was a little room with a day bed, where Muriel sometimes took little rests during lunch.

			Val’s eyes were wicked, a triumphant smile wrinkling her nose. “Now how bad do you want me?”

			They skulked through the throng and down the street, turning onto Bemelman and practically running toward town. They slipped through the parking lot behind the Lark Building and into the dress shop.

			“Please don’t be a good kisser,” Val said, backing Alex up against the door, winding her arms up around his neck.

			“I’ll try,” he said. The first touch of his mouth to hers was tentative. She’d probably kissed a bunch of French and Italian boys during her semesters abroad, what the hell did Alex have on them? But as he sank a little more conviction into the kiss, his heated blood rose up, with a nationalistic certainty they didn’t call his people Latin lovers for nothing.

			“Try harder,” Val whispered, her breath trembling against Alex’s mouth as she pulled him in again.

			He’d never known kissing like this. He plunged all ten fingers into her hair, held her head and turned her mouth around his, fitting it into him, melting into it. The buzz of the alcohol was gone and he was high on her taste, drunk on the soft slide of her tongue and the hard edge of her teeth.

			“Where have you been?” she whispered. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I didn’t know,” he said, laughing against her face. She tilted her head back, letting him kiss and lick down her neck.

			“Do you have a condom?”

			They both froze up, breathing hard.

			“Shit,” he said with a groan.

			“Oh well,” she said, drawing his shirt over his head. “We have other options.”

			“Right,” he said. “Wait, what?”

			A long, hot kiss. Then she slid down his body, falling to her knees.

			“Oh, Christ,” he said. She was unbuckling him, unbuttoning and unzipping. Sliding one hand into his boxers and pulling his jeans down with the other. His fingers closed in her hair and he cried out her name as she took him in, took him down. Warm and wet, soft and ferocious. With every groan he let loose, she matched it in her chest, sighing around him, licking along the length of him, catching the tiny sweet spot beneath the ridge and then pulling him into her throat again.

			He had both hands in her hair now. He’d never come in a girl’s mouth but she was pushing him along, pulling him along, sucking him hard and not letting up. His toes squeezed tight inside his sneakers, his eyes squeezed to slits, all of him squeezed into a pure hard core of want
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