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For my mother and father,

 who gave me the gift of ice-skating.

 And for my son, Jeremy,

 the real writer.


B.K.
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ONCE I SAW A VIXEN and a dog fox dancing. It was on the other side of the cul-de-sac, past the Gunns place, through the trees, where the stream draws a wet line in spring. There was old snow on the ground that day, soft and slushy, and the trees were naked; I had my woolen mittens on. I was following the stream, and above and between the sound of the stream was the sound of birds, and also nested baby squirrels. The foxes, when I found them, were down by the catacombs, doing a slow-dance shuffle. Standing upright, I swear, palm to palm, with black socks on, red coats.


At school I didnt tell Margie about the fox dance, or David, or Karl. I didnt even tell Mr. Sheepals, in science, because it was what hed call a non sequitur. My fox-dance story was an animal-kingdom story, and this was two years ago, second semester, eighth grade, when we were stuck on photosynthesis.


I have a sister, but she reads fashion magazines all day. My mother doesnt care for the woods. I kept my fox-dance story to myself, and I wont share it with others even now. It is my secret.


Its the other stuff I give awaythe way I read the sky, the way I watch the sun, the forty-two flavors of breeze. Its everything people dont look for until its too late, until they need a metaphor or simile to help promote their love. They dont have to come to me, but they almost always do. They know Ive got it covered.


Dear Sandy, Ill write, pretending Im Jon. I came to the track meet to see you run, and it was like watching the lead bird in a migrating V. You were something else. Again. Then I fold the paper and I slip in a feather from my Stash O Nature box. The next day Jon will rewrite it all in his own way and sail the thing through the vents of Sandys locker, and a week later, Ill see themSandy and Jon, so all-in-love togethergoing down the hall. Hell keep his eyes down, as conspirators do. Hey, Ill say. Hey, hell mumble.


Its interesting to me, what others cannot see. For example: The precursors of leaves on trees, which can be seen only just in front of dusk, in March, when the setting sun turns the branches pink or some primary shade of green. Then theres the neon glow of the eyes on bees, and also the way a gerbera daisy starts out thinking its yellow before it turns pink. Nature, you see, has a mind of her own. Shes mysterious, and mystery is romantic.


Dear Lori, I write. Last night I left my window open and a firefly flew through. So much light and all I could think of was you. Love Matt.










2





MY MOTHER AND MY SISTER could both be movie stars, and this is why: They are the same. They have corn-silk-color hair that dries slippery smooth and creamy, flawless skin. Their eyes are an interesting green. As people, they dont muss. My sister has had the same pair of white jeans for two months now, and they still look like new. My mothers pleated skirts are crisp, as if ironed with a rulers edge.


My dads so good at what he does that hes needed all over the world. In London, sometimes, and in Paris and Rome, or in Chicago, New York, and Boston. Hell take the mornings first plane, and a week or two later hell come back home in the dark. We eat canned spaghetti on the nights Dad is gone. Mom talks on the phone with her green skin mask on, or studies her catalogs of seeds. Jilly lies stretched from head to toe on the family-room couch, taking note of skirt lengths and accessories.


My dad has put his lifetime of looking into a company that he calls Point of View. The logo is coolan eye with a map drawn into itand his business, he says, concerns perspective. Finding it, sharing it, applying it, leveraging it. Leveraging, by the way, is a word for the future.


I got my dads curly auburn hair and altogether sensible-looking eyes. I got his pinprick freckles. And believe it or not, I got his double earlobeone earlobe directly beside the other, like a lower case won the right side. It is for this reason that I do not wear my hair pulled back. Or bother with earrings. Honestly. Ive got a couple of pairs of trousers and a couple of pairs of Keds and sweatshirts with hoods, for bad weather. Woolen mittens and turtlenecks for the snow-is-coming season. T-shirts and two white blouses for the sticky days of summer.


Dad likes to say, about both of us, that were undercover operatives who see the world better than the world sees us, and this, I swear, has its benefits. For example: I can study Sammy Boltens nose all through lunch, and hell never, ever notice. Draw it in profile, if I want; write a caption under my drawing: Mount Pocono. Also I know just by looking when someones wavering with love or dreary with longing or about to turn and flee. Point of fact: It takes nothing to see.
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I FOUND THE POND by following the stream that lies in the woods past the Gunns place. It was a day in early October, and the leaves of the trees were glorified with highlights of henna and gold. Id gone to the woods to test out my theory that acorns in autumn have smells, and also to work on a little something for Karl, who had a big new thing for Sue. Youre the pink quartz in the sunlight, all sparkly and alive, I conjured. Youre the feather that the bluebird leaves behind. Those were good, but they werent up to my standards. I still had some conjuring to do.


The squirrels were hysterical in the trees that day, hurtling off limbs like cannonballs. Above the squirrel circus was a big-winged hawk that rode a thermal, then flapped its wings to follow the stream. After a while I started following the hawk. I took off my shoes, and I went running through autumn air that was so acorn ripe that it crunched.


I didnt see the pond until Id gone down a slight hill and turned left between more trees, until I had passed between blue spruce, oak, and maple and steered deep toward the old mansions that had vanished over timefallen down, been bulldozed down, been lost but for their ghosts. Everything cleared, and there was this pond and around the pond was this garden that had grown up and been abandonedsome end-of-the-season hydrangea, some wood anemone, some weedy trees and other stuff that was, as my dad says, long past its prime. The pond was round and still and murky green, and beneath the surface things were swimming that I couldnt see, while above the pond, like a hole cut out of cloth, there were no trees, just sky and hawk. You could get out and over the pond by walking an old dock, and right near where the dock planking began was a shack, a sort of lean-to thing with a folded roof and lockless door.


For a while I just stood there staring at that pond. I parted some weedy trees to get a better look. I walked around to where the dock began and went out and sat and stared. Thats when I saw the girl beneath the waters surfacethe white sculpted girl that someone must have carried out and anchored in. She had a smile on her face, this marble girl, like she knew some things that I never would. She had a marble book upon her sunken marble lap; her hair was algaed green; her eyes were blank. More than anything else, she was so entirely, so admirably calm.


The point is: The pond had belonged to someone once. It had been dug out or built up, or something. It had been edged and gardened and statue blessed, and it had been furnished with its own splintery dockold planks of wood that had been hammered together for standing on or fishing from. There was rubbish about, of the most interesting sortHershey bar wrappers, smashed glass, wound-up balls of plastic twine, an old and rusty fishing pole, a moldering paperback. You dont have to discover something first to be an undercover operative. You just have to know what to do with your find.


I sat on the dock and I studied the girl; I looked to the hole in the trees that was the sky and watched the floating, floating, floating of the hawk. I stretched out my arms and imagined the sovereignty of so much soaring. I thought of Dad in London, missing the best part of October. Track the changes and get back to me, hed said before he left, and now here I was with all October in my reachevery color, smell, and sound. I wanted to take it all home and put it inside my box. I wanted to send it to Dad.


Here, for the record, is a list of things Ive managed to stow in my Stash O Nature box: The little wave-tossed shells Ive found along the shore when the sea was pushed way back, and also sea-glass chips, which make stained-glass light when you hold them to the sun. All variety of rocks, pebbles, and stones, including mica so fine that I have cut it with a knifepeeled it, like it was fruit or something. The shed skin of a local snake, though that has mostly turned to dust. The dried husk of a lotus flower that sounds like maracas when you shake it. Seeds and long seedpods. Pinecones and burrs. An empty nest that had been stormed out of a tree. Tree leaves, crisped. The very tip of a tail that a squirrel left behind. Bird feathers. Wishbones that I never cracked. The faces of flowers I picked in time to press between the pages of fat books. Beetle bodies and ladybugs that were all done with living. Three green cicada shells. A pile of acorns, each with its cap. Some Polaroids of passing clouds. A vacant robins egg.


My Stash O Nature box is not a shoe-size box. Its the old hatbox I found in the attic. Its got designated spaces for each species of thing, and the empty nest sits right dab in the middle, crowned by the vacated egg. When I pull the box out from underneath my bed, Im the utmost in careful. I never yank. I never shake, and in that way the goods stay safe. Nature is a force, but it is delicate, too. You have to take care of what you find.


Dear Sue, your smile is as bright as the bleached shells at the seashore. Lame. I can do better.


Dear Sue, Im as empty as a cracked egg except when youre with me. No. No one would believe it.


Dear Sue, You are as perfect as the mathematics in a pinecone. Not my best, but better.


I felt sorry for Dad being busy in London, when all of October was right where I was and where a pond, at least for the day, had been left entirely to me. He said hed gone and had a chat with Big Ben and had taken a meander through the Tower of London, but that was nothing, and hed said so, when compared to what was happening with the sugar maple trees. He couldnt remember what order the colors came in, he said, and he wanted me to tell him. He couldnt remember if tulip tree leaves skipped right over yellow in favor of red.


Dear Dad, Id write when I got home. I wish you were here with me. The trees are staging the best-ever show. The orange is closer to pink in places, and the red can go straight off to purple, and some of the leaves stay the brightest of green so you cant forget how they started. This year youd like the yellow leaves best. Theyre pure as gold. I dont think any of the birds are going south. They want to stay with the action.










4





JILLY IS NOT SOMEONE who would stop and watch the trees. She hangs with the Luscious Juniors crowd; you put them all together, and its a clothes store. They know style like I know words. They walk, and theres a breeze. It was hard on Jilly when I moved up from middle schoolshe made it easier by pretending I didnt exist. I learn at lightning speed. Now the only time Jilly and I say hello in the hall is when theres no one there except for us, which, for the record, never happens. Im the one thing and shes the other, and I do not cramp her style.


The girls in my grade keep their distance, too, and for me that doesnt matter. I dont mess with them, I dont score with gossip, I dont steal the lead in the school play, which, by the way, was West Side Story last school year. Im not ever going to bump someone from a party list, because Im on no ones roster. I dont even hang in the margins hoping for some kind of attention, and ever since Margie and I decided in eighth grade that we wouldnt be best friends anymore, Ive kept my own best counsel. Im the kind of girl youd want for your boyfriends science partner, and if once in a while my mug shows up as Student of the Month, that steals nobodys thunder.


I slipped Karl the best lines I had written for Sue when we were dumping trash from our trays in the cafeteria. The bell was ringing. Id looked around before I approached him to make sure no one had seen, and he stuffed my lines directly into his pocket without even taking a look. Thanks, Elisa, he mumbled.


Yeah.


Is this all I need?


Youve got the starter kit, Karl. Youre golden. With the second bell blaring, Karl went off. I slipped my hands into my empty pockets and went the other way.





A few days later I was at my locker collecting stuff for math when I noticed Theo Moses of Honors English standing beside me. He wasnt doing much, just standing there, hands in his pocket, sort of trying to get my attention but doing an awkward job of it.


Whats up? I finally asked him, because it was weird with him just hovering there, not talking.


Nothing much. Theo shrugged.


Suit yourself, I said. Ive got math. And because math is a whole hallway in one direction and a turn and half a second hallway in another, I slammed my locker shut and started walking. Numbers arent my thing, I said to Theo, though I shouldnt have felt, usually do not feel, the need for any explaining. I get to class early.


Wait up, Theo said, and despite himself he started to hurry, switching his backpack from his right shoulder to his left so he could cut the crowd more quickly. Hed hung a furry blue monkey on a key chain from his belt, and it was jiggling with his hustling. Hed gelled his short blond hair straight up in the front and had a gold dot earring in his supremely ordinary right lobe.


Elisa, he said, and again I asked him, What? and this time he said, I heardKarl told meabout, you know, the notes and stuff.


Have a girl problem, Theo? I asked. Because I was precisely one turn and half a hallway from math now, and we were running out of time, and because sometimes, like Dad says, you have to move your clients along. Name the issue. Cut directly to the chase.


Its not a problem, Theo said, the words coming out between his teeth in a snarly way that made him sound both embarrassed and threatening. How spikelike, I thought, is his hair?


An opportunity then? I asked, like I knew my father would.


Maybe, he said.


Who is she?


This is between you and me, right? Theo said, as if we were best friends or blood relations, as if I knew a single thing about him beyond the fact that it was a big, wide stretch for him to be in Honors anything. Theo was an only child, I knew that. He played lacrosse, a bruisers game. He had a bunch of guys who high-fived him, and girls who idly watched him. He was nothing special, Theo. Not until you looked at him.


Sure, I said. Sure. Just like that, because who cares?


Lila, Theo whispered. Im in love with Lila.


But I started, and then stopped. This is America, after all. Free market. Free will. Theo didnt have a chance with Lila, but was that supposed to matter to me? I give out poems, not love advice. I do what Im asked, no more. Lilas only going for seniors these days, I didnt say. Lilas only ever going to be with the captain of the basketball team.


So you can help? Theo pressed, for we had reached Mr. Marcoroons door and there was an equation on the board Id have to sit down and answer soon. He looked soI dont knowvulnerable. He touched the dot on his ear, half smiled. Karl by this time had become Mr. Sue. Theo knew results when he saw them.


Sure, I said. Whatever, Theo. You can pick up the goods at my locker tomorrow, before the bell.
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I HAD TO THINK. I had to go right back out to my pond and think. Because what is it about the worlds Lilas that testosterone thinks it sees? Long, dark hair and tiny feet: I give her that. Eyelashes long, thin, and tangly as spider legs. A way of saying nothing that has everyone guessing what she thinks. A permanent, genetic smile inscribed upon her face.


She could never go undercover, the lovely Lila, and because of that she had my sympathy. Boys watched her constantly. Girls watched her, toogrowing their hair out long in Lila style, dressing their feet in shoes a size too small, wetting their lashes with globs of Vaseline, as if that could ever add to their allure. She was defenseless against her own beauty. She could never show up anywhere and just be. Never be anything but a walking, high-gloss ad for the ultimate epitome of pretty.


Lord above, I said to myself as I sat on the rickety dock at the pond, which was clearer that day, less agitated, more full of sky. The same hawk was up high and the air was acorn ripe and the marble girl was still reading her book, hadnt turned a single page in all this time. I wondered how it felt, to be sunk for all eternity.


Lila, Lila, Lila, I thought. And Theo, Theo, Theo. Youd have to be a calculus genius to make that equation work. Did he think his furry monkey was enough to catch her eye? Did he suppose shed want to touch his spiky hair? Finger his gold ear dot? Whatever made Theo think he had a chance with her? Lacrosse was not basketball, never would be.


None of my existing metaphors would do. None of the goods in my Stash O Nature box. None of the poems in my head. Some subjects flat-out stump you, no matter how smart you are, and when that happens, Dad says, take a breather. I closed my eyes. I opened them. A leaf was falling from up high, and it was drifting down. It fell at last upon the pond and was drawn, by some secret force, toward the marble girl with the marble book upon her knees.


Track the changes, Dad had said, but the thing is: You cant count all the leaves. You cant name all the colors. You can feel the autumn coming, though, and in that turning there is mystery. Lila. I practiced Theos note in my head. Have you ever watched a leaf leave a tree? It falls upward first, and then it drifts toward the ground, just as I find myself drifting toward you.
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THREE WEEKS AFTER I gave Theo the Lila note, I saw them walking down the hall with their hands laced tight together. She was bending toward him, murmuring something, and he was earnest beyond earnest, leaning just so close and listening. Youd think each stand-up-straight hair on Theos head was an antenna. Youd think his mouth was a third eye, the way it was watching all her talking. Even his little blue monkey wasnt dancing so hard. It was as if the two new lovebirds were all wrapped up in a filmy bubble or stuck inside their own Ziploc bag.


Whatever, I thought. Whatever. Because, like Dad says, we consultants dont do what we do for gratitude. We do it because its an outlet for our talent, because solving problems is a form of exercise; were just sharpening our skills for some future something of importance. Clients are the last people on earth who could ever be counted on for thanks. Dad says they always think, somehow, that if actually pressed, they could do the work themselvesfix the company, heal whats broken. Write the poem.


Fifth period was coming on, and fifth period was Honors English, Honors English being the one class I share with Theo. Wed been working on plays all semester long, and todays play was by a French guyEdmond Rostand. Id never heard of him, and I wasnt in the mood to care, and when Dr. Charmin began her context speech, I
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