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  In memory of my mother, Jessie


  


  
    
      Margaret, are you grieving


      Over Goldengrove unleaving?


      Leaves, like the things of man, you


      With your fresh thoughts care for, can you?


      Ah! as the heart grows older


      It will come to such sights colder


      By and by, nor spare a sigh


      Though worlds of wanwood leafmeal lie;


      And yet you will weep and know why.


      Now no matter, child, the name:


      Sorrows springs are the same.


      Nor mouth had, no nor mind, expressed


      What heart heard of, ghost guessed:


      It is the blight man was born for,


      It is Margaret you mourn for.


      GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS,


      Spring and Fall: To a Young Child
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  WE LIVED ON THE SHORE OF MIRROR LAKE, AND FOR MANY YEARS our lives were as calm
  and transparent as its waters. Our old house followed the curve of the bank, in segments, like a train, each room and screened porch added on, one by one, decade by decade.


  When I think of that time, I picture the four of us wading in the shallows, admiring our reflections in the glassy, motionless lake. Then somethinga pebble, a raindropbreaks the
  surface and shatters the mirror. A ripple reaches the distant bank. Our years of bad luck begin.


  That was how Margaret would have thought. My sister was the poet.


  I was Miss One-Thing-After-the-Next. Which is how I remember what happened.


  But thats not how it happened at all. One thing happened, then everything else, like a domino falling and setting off a collapse that snakes out toward the horizon and spills over into
  the future.


  IF ALL THE CLOCKS AND CALENDARS VANISHED, CHILDREN WOULD still know when Sunday came. They would still feel that suck of dead
  air, that hollow vacuum created when time slips behind a curtain, when the minutes quit their orderly tick and ooze away, one by one. Colors are muted, a jellylike haze hovers and blurs the
  landscape. The phone doesnt ring, and the rest of the world hides and conspires to pretend that everyones baking cookies or watching the game on TV. Then Monday arrives, and the
  comforting racket starts up all over again.


  Even before that Sunday, I was glad to see the day end. It wasnt that I liked school so much, but the weekends lasted forever. The loneliness, the hours to fill with books, homework,
  computer, watching old films with my sister, if she was in the mood. Silence, then the Sunday sounds of our house by the lake. My mother playing the piano, my dads prehistoric Selectric.


  That Sunday, that first Sunday in May, was so warm I couldnt help wondering: Was it simply a beautiful day, or a symptom of global warming? Even the trees looked uncomfortable, naked and
  embarrassed, as if they were all simultaneously having that dream in which you look down and realize youve forgotten to put on your clothes.


  Two Cleopatras in our royal barge, my sister and I reclined and let our little rowboat drift out onto the lake. Margaret arched her shoulders, flung one arm over the side, and trailed her
  fingertips in the water. It was one of those actressy gestures shed copied from the classic black-and-white movies to which she was addicted. She liked me to watch them with her, and we were
  allowed to stay up, because our mother said we would learn more from Some Like It Hot than from a year of school. It was often hard to tell what our mother meant, exactly, except that
  we learned to flutter our lashes and say, Whats a girl to do? in breathy little-girl whispers.


  One thing Margaret and I had in common was: we could do imitations. We knew whole scenes by heart, like the end of Flying Deuces, when Hardy is killed in a plane crash and then
  reincarnated as a horse with a black mustache and a bowler hat. Laurels so happy to see him he throws his arms around Olliethat is, the horse possessed by Ollies grumpy
  spirit.


  Sometimes Margaret would do a gesture or line and ask me what film it was from. Her silvery laughter was my prize for getting it right. The only rowboat scene I knew was the one in which
  Montgomery Clift pushes Shelley Winters into the water. And I was pretty certain that wasnt what Margaret was doing.


  Margaret said, This is heaven.


  I wished I could have been like her instead of the kind of person who said, Dont you ever worry about the polar ice caps melting?


  Debbie Downer, said Margaret. Give yourself a break. Its Sunday, Nico. Take a day off. Squinting, she aimed her smoke rings so that they encircled the sun like
  foggy auras.


  Margaret had promised our parents she wouldnt smoke. Moms parents and Dads father had all died young of smoking-related causes. Both of our parents used to smoke. Their
  friends had started dying. The new weapon in the arsenal of Mom and Dads War on Smoking was some bad news wed gotten that fall: Margaret had a heart condition. A mild one, but I
  worried.


  Shed fainted the first and last time Mom talked us into doing yoga with her. I still have a photo my father took that day on the lawn, of the three of us doing downward-facing dog or some
  other mortifying position that, our mother had convinced herself, was helping her arthritis. Margaret, Mom, and I are bent till our heads nearly touch the ground, like those snakes that, Margaret
  told me, bite their tails and roll after the children they swallow whole. Planted apart for balance, our legs take up most of the photo, downward-facing croquet hoops of descending sizes. What the
  picture doesnt show is that, seconds after it was taken, Margaret collapsed in a pile of leaves. At first wed thought she was joking.


  Our pediatrician, Dr. Viscott, ran some tests and said that Margaret should eat well, exercise, dont smoke. That stutter on her heart graph was something theyd keep their eye
  on.


  Margaret knew she could smoke around me. Smoking was the least of the things she trusted me to keep secret.


  From across the lake, we heard our mother practicing the spooky Chopin waltz that always made me think of ballroom dance music for ghosts. She kept making mistakes and starting over again.
  Shed wanted to be a pianist, shed gone to music school, but she changed her plans when she met my dad and they ran off to be hippies. Margaret had found a snapshot of them picking
  soybeans on a commune in northern California. Long hair, overalls, bandannas, a Jesus beard on Dad.


  For years our mom had had a job writing liner notes for inserts in classical CDs. Now her fingers were sprouting lumps, but still she tried to learn whatever piano piece she was writing
  about.


  You know whats crazy? I said. Every time you blow a smoke ring, Mom hits a wrong note. Maybe she does have ESP.


  Maybe I do, said Margaret.


  Our mother often boasted about her mind-reading powers. I think she meant it to scare us out of doing anything shed disapprove of. She liked to say her own ancestors would have burned her
  at the stake. Both our parents were the rogue only children of starchy New England families, so naturally theyd fallen extra hard for the whole peace-and-love agenda, even though, by the
  time they joined, the hippie movement was mostly over. Theyd counted on the world becoming one big organic farm, and when that didnt happen, theyd sort of had to scramble.


  Our house had been Moms parents summer place. Shed inherited it when her father died, just before Margaret was born. Puritan family portraits decorated the upstairs
  bathroom. Mom thought it was funny to hang them there, but the glowering dead men and women had delayed my toilet training until Dad figured it out and briefly turned their faces to the wall.


  Theres a lot Mom doesnt know. Margaret let another smoky ring slip from between her lips. Okay. Who am I, Nico?


  The caterpillar from Alice in Wonderland?


  Beautiful, Margaret said.


  I braced myself for the crash that came when Mom made so many mistakes she banged her fist on the piano. Then heavy silence weighed on the air, scooping out a depression I imagined filling with
  the rattling of Dads electric typewriter.


  It was pitiful how the computer age had bypassed our father completely. He couldnt even swipe his card at the supermarket checkout. Margaret and I had to do it for him, while the checkers
  smiled sweetly and wished we were dead so they could be our handsome fathers wife or girlfriend or daughter. Oddly, Dads backwardness was never counted among the traits that Margaret,
  the lover of everything oldfilms, jazz songs, vintage postcards and clothesinherited from him. Margaret said she was born too late, and it did seem a little strange, to live in the
  twenty-first century and long for the 1930s and 40s and 50s.


  In our family, everything was neatly divided up. Margaret and Mom were the musical ones. Margaret and Dad were the beauties. Margaret and I were the mimics. Dad and I were the thinkers. I got
  As in math. I liked knowing why things happened and the order in which they occurred. My teachers said that I might be a scientist some day. Or so they learned from the aptitude test
  theyd made me take in sixth grade. It was true that when I surfed the Web, I liked following the links that led from marine biology to ecological disaster.


  No one had ever suggested that Margaret take an aptitude test. Everyone knew she was going to be a singer. My father used to say that he and I always wanted to know what everything meant, but
  that my mother and Margaret only cared about how it sounded.


  Goldengrove, Dads bookstore, was on the corner of Main and West Street. His female customers worshipped him, theyd buy anything he suggested. His real ambition was to write. Ever
  since I could remember, hed spent evenings and Sundays working on a book about how people in different cultures and eras imagined the end of the world. He said he planned to call it
  Eschatology for Dummies.


  Water kissed the side of the boat.


  Sing something, I told Margaret. In the fall she was leaving for Oberlin with a full scholarship in music.


  Like what? she asked, as if she didnt know.


  At the Senior Show, shed sung My Funny Valentine. Shed sung it half-speed, smoky, low. Shed gotten a standing ovation. Mom was the first one out of her seat
  and the last to stop applauding, even though she hated the song and had lobbied hard against it.


  Why that one? Mom had asked Margaret. There are plenty of beautiful standards. Sing Little Girl Blue if you really want to depress the shit out of
  everyone, honey. But My Funny Valentine? Some patronizing jerk telling the poor ugly duckling he doesnt care if her mouths a little weak. Laughable.
  Unphotographable. Hes doing her a favor, even though her figure isnt Greek?


  What does that mean? Id said.


  It means she has a body, said Mom. A normal female body.


  Margaret said, Its a love song, okay? Its not what I think love is. Or you, Mom. Its what one person thinks love is all about.


  One person? said Mom. One guy. Dont kid yourself.


  I didnt care if Mom liked the song. Id heard it as a promise. Some boy would come along some day and love me for myself, even if I was unphotographable, or a few pounds overweight.
  Being somebodys laughable valentine was better than being no ones, funny or not.


  Margaret eased down her bathing-suit straps to get a head start on her tan. I was wearing the sort of one-piece suit that magazines called slimming. I yanked the elastic over where my white,
  dimpled thighs popped out.


  Am I fat? I asked Margaret. You have to tell me.


  Youre perfect, Nico.


  I said, You didnt look.


  I dont have to, she said. I know what you look like. I looked like you do when I was your age.


  You were fat four years ago? I dont remember that.


  You. Are. Not. Fat, said Margaret.


  So what youre saying, I asked, though I was pretty sure she wasnt saying that at all, is that in four years Ill look like you?


  Trust me on this, Margaret said. Whether you want to or not.


  People told us we looked alike, but I couldnt see it. Margaret was the beautiful sister, willowy and blond. The lake breeze carried her perfect smell. She smelled like cookies baking. She
  claimed it wasnt perfume. It was her essence, I guessed. I was the pudgy, awkward sister. I still smelled dusty, like a kid.


  Our parents had given us the wrong names. Margaret should have been Nico, I should have been anything else. They told us theyd named Margaret after a line in a poem. They claimed
  theyd just liked the sound of Nico, but I didnt believe them.


  Dad still had his record player and his record collection. That was how Margaret discovered the Velvet Underground and Nico with her chalky, disappointed voice. It was strange how she sounded
  like Margaret, only hollow and checked-out, and with a foreign accent that made it seem she was learning the words as she sang them.


  Margaret had rented, on DVD, a documentary about Nico, and wed watched the sad story of the German superstar who flamed out after her fifteen minutes of fame. My sister was silent, all
  the way through. I didnt like how she sat jackknifed forward, studying, taking lessons.


  When Id asked Mom if theyd named me after that Nico, shed hesitated, then said, Do you really think Daddy and I would name our child after some Wagnerian
  zombie junkie? By the way, thats another hideous song. Dont be anyones mirror, darling.


  I leaned over and felt the water. It knew that summer wasnt here.


  Please, I asked Margaret. Sing My Funny Valentine. Just for me, just once.


  With a crisp, thumb-and-forefinger flick shed learned from some 40s detective, Margaret skipped her cigarette across the lake. Then she let her eyelids droop and began to sing.


  She always sang it differently, but it was always pure sex. When she sang, Stay little valentine, stay, it sounded like honey, like grown-up female code-speak for
  Please, have sex with me, please. Id wondered how she could have sung it like that in front of the whole school, and how the teachers and parents could have given her a
  standing ovation. Near the end, someones disgusting father actually sobbed out loud. Didnt it cross their minds that she could never have sung it that way unless she was having sex
  with her boyfriend, Aaron?


  Maybe they werent applauding Margaret, but rather the chance that someone from Emersonville might have the talent to leave the last place on earth where no one had a cell phone. Ever
  since 9/11, yuppie families had been fleeing the city, buying houses around the lake. They said they had to get used to it, but theyd learned to love the country: no cell phones, no
  BlackBerries, a slower way of life. Throughout the civilized world, teenagers lived on their phones and text-messaged from room to room. But the nearest towers were in Albany or Pittsfield, and my
  sister and I and our friends at school were stuck in a time-warp bubble. No wonder Margaret was obsessed with the past. We lived in it, in a way. Some day, I promised myself, I would move to Boston
  or New York. Margaret and I could handle the city, even if our parents couldnt.


  Yet youre my favorite work of art. Margaret sang to the lake and the trees and the sun. I knew that, in her secret heart, she was singing to Aaron. It was strange,
  how the music changed everything, so that, note by note, Mirror Lake began to look like one of Aarons paintings.


  At the same Senior Show, Aaron did a PowerPoint presentation of his paintings of the lake in different lights and seasons. The first painting was of the Fourth of July, of colored stars
  exploding and wobbling in the black water. Somehow everyone recognized that they werent ordinary landscapes, but something special and new, as if an old master had decided to paint on
  velvet. The audience gasped each time a new image appeared, until they heard themselves and giggled. Aaron waited, then clicked on the next image, and the crowd gasped again.


  Margaret was the singer, Aaron the artist. They were the glamour couple, their radiance outshone the feeble gleam of the football captain and his slutty cheerleader girlfriend. They were
  superheroes with superpowers. Aaron saw more than a normal person. Once, when he and Margaret and I were riding around, hed braked and shown us a grove of orange mushrooms like fingers
  wriggling out of the moss. Margaret was always the first to hear thunder, or a mouse in the wall, or some amazing Billie Holiday phrase Id never noticed even though shed played me
  God Bless the Child a thousand times before.


  Is your figure less than Greek? Margaret sailed the line over the lake, and I tried not to think about how our mother had mocked it.


  Margaret and Aaron were in love. I was their alibi. Margaret would tell my parents she was taking me to the movies, and Id go to the theater, and she and Aaron would pick me up when the
  film was over.


  On the way home Id tell Margaret about the film, in case Mom or Dad asked. But they never did. They always said lying was worse than whatever the lie was about. I already knew that even
  if they were right, you couldnt live in a family without a lie or two as a cushion between you and the people you loved. If you were lucky, you might not need a big lie, maybe not even one
  as large as Margaret smoking and having sex with her boyfriend.


  The first time Margaret and Aaron went out, Aaron came in to meet us. Mom and Dad intercepted him at the door, a body block they intended to seem welcoming and friendly. He shook hands, starting
  with Mom, who winced. An electrical current arced between Aaron and my father, sparking with more information than either wanted the other to have. By the time Aaron got to me, his palm was so wet
  that I had to stop myself from wiping mine on my jeans.


  The next morning, Dad said, Theres something squirrelly about the guy. As if he had a secret acorn stash, and the thing he really gets off on is not telling the other squirrels
  where hes got it hidden.


  Margaret said, You say that about every guy I go out with. Every guy I bring home, its like Romeo and Juliet. In fact shed only dated one guy, junior year, and
  it hadnt lasted. A senior with a bolt through his ear who made everyone call him Turbo. Maybe you think that any guy who would want to hang out with me must have something wrong with
  him.


  Quite the opposite, said Dad.


  Mom said, I know what your father means. The kids too good-looking. Little Adonis carries himself like a vessel of some precious oil hell drip on you if youre
  lucky.


  Margaret said, How strange that someone who married Dad should hate someone for being handsome.


  We dont hate him, said Mom. Hate is a little extreme, dear.


  Thats enough, our father said. The kids got a screw loose, is all.


  It embarrassed us when our dad used lame, old-fashioned phrases like that. Somethings not somebodys cup of tea. Thats how the cookie crumbles.


  What screw loose? Margaret asked.


  Dad said, I dont know, sweetheart. The one that holds it all together.


  Is your mouth a little weak? When you open it to speak, are you smart?


  Margarets voice rose and lingered lightly on smart. She made it sound like fun, like flirtation, not like a list of qualities some guy is telling his girlfriend she
  lacks.


  Mom and Dad told Margaret she couldnt smoke, but not that she couldnt see Aaron. They always said it was a mistake to forbid kids to do something, unless you wanted to make it
  their hearts desire. They often talked as if all four of us were involved in some group child-raising project, as if treating us like semi-adults would make us do what they wanted. But they
  gave Margaret such a hard time about AaronLittle Adonis this, screw loose thatthat it was easier to pretend that Margaret and I were going to the movies.


  Besides, Margaret liked conspiracies, codes, secret signals, her version of the tactics with which the brave Resistance couriers outfoxed the Nazis in her beloved French World War II films. We
  had a system worked out: Margaret and I would drive most of the way to town in Moms car and meet Aaron at a designated spot. Wed park Moms car behind a barn and get into
  Aarons van, and theyd drop me off at the mildewy-smelling, fake-retro Rialto.


  Dont change a hair for me, not if you care for me. Our little rowboat caught a current and turned, then stopped turning.


  Sometimes I tried to see Aaron from our parents point of view. Squirrelly didnt seem like the word for a sweet-tempered guy who, like my sister, seemed to throw off a golden
  light. Screw loose? Margaret was right. Our parents would have hated any boy she brought home.


  Aaron often had paint on his jeans and his hands, and once, when he showed up with a comet of blue across his forehead, I nearly reached over to wipe it off, but Margaret got there first. Aaron
  treated me like a person, unlike the boys in my school, to whom I was a window through which they kept looking for a hotter girl with bigger breasts.


  After the movie, Aaron would ask me to imitate the stars. My Julia Roberts, especially, cracked the two of them up. He called me kid, which hed probably got from a film
  hed watched with Margaret. They liked the same thingsjazz, old movies, artthough I never knew if Aaron had before theyd started going out.


  Stay little valentine, stay.


  Lazily, the boat revolved, until Margarets blond hair was back-lit. When I looked into the sun, my sister blazed like a candle. Her eyes were shut tight, and I could tell that her mind
  was empty except for the music.


  The last wisps of that Each day is Valentines Day hung over the water, like the haze of heat and mosquitoes that would shimmer there when it was really July instead
  of this fake summer day.


  I said, Are you seeing Aaron tonight? I wondered what was playing at the Rialto. Margaret and I listened to Mom practice so long without a mistake that I almost relaxed.


  I dont know, Margaret said. We had a fight this morning on the phone.


  A serious fight? About what?


  Nothing. Nothing important. Aaron can be a little nuts.


  Nuts meaning . . .


  Freaky, Margaret said. Youve got to watch out for him sometimes.


  Freaky how? Watch out how?


  Margaret had something she wanted to say, but she wasnt going to say it.


  A screw loose? I said.


  Right. A screw loose. It was a relief to be off the subject of Aaron and onto the subject of Dad.


  Anyway, she said, how serious can it be? Aaron and I are out of here in September. Hell fall in love with the first girl who takes off her clothes in art
  class.


  Wont you miss him? I asked.


  I already miss everyone. You, Mom, Dad. Aaron, I guess. And Im not even gone yet.


  I said, Then shut up about it, okay?


  Im sorry. You know Ill miss you, Nico. You know Im sad about leaving.


  I had decided to forget about Margaret leaving and just enjoy the summer. Last summer, Id been an intern at my old nursery school, and the summer before that, Id gone to the
  towns recreation program and a week of soccer camp. This summer, I planned to read, watch movies, go swimming with Margaret, maybe catch a fish or two that Dad could cook for dinner, and not
  waste one precious minute before she left me alone with our parents.


  With our eyes closed and the sun on our eyelids, I felt I could ask a question I could hardly let myself think, face to face.


  Can I ask you something?


  Surprise me, she said.


  Are you and Aaron having sex?


  She lit another cigarette. I was sorry Id asked.


  I thought I said, Surprise me. 


  Well, are you?


  Margaret spun a smoky doughnut from between her parted lips. Finally she said, Yes. But you knew that, Nico.


  Wed certainly never discussed it. She and Aaron never even held hands when I was around. Sometimes Id imagine them making out, until Id begin to feel a strange sensation,
  like something inside me dissolving from the center out. Was that sex? I didnt know. I liked it, and I didnt. I knew it was sick and perverted. Not the feeling so much as the thinking
  about my sister and her boyfriend.


  For a moment I was distracted by the red branches inside my eyelids. The sun was trying to trick us into believing that the afternoon would last longer than it would. With the first hint of
  dusk, Margaret would want to go inside. Once she told me that twilight was when the spirits of the dead surfaced from the lake and made party plans for the night. She loved telling me ghost
  stories. I knew, that is, I usually knew, that she was trying to scare me. But what made it scary was that part of her believed it.


  Whats it like? I persisted.


  Whats what like?


  Sex.


  God, Nico. I cant believe youre asking me this.


  After a long time Margaret said, You know how when we go out for ice cream, you never know which flavor you want?


  After they picked me up at the theater, wed drive to the Dairy Divine. I always took forever deciding, until Id finally give up, give in, and settle on something awful. I
  knew it was only ice cream. But the lumpy cherry vanilla and the gross butterscotch mocha raisin seemed like a frozen symbol of everything wrong with my life. Aaron and Margaret never got impatient
  or made me feel rushed or embarrassed. Margaret said there was something holy about indecision and regret. She told me the French expressionthe spirit of the staircasefor the voice
  that catches up with you, minutes after the fact, to make fun of whatever you said and come up with the perfect answer you didnt think of. We even had our own code phrase: SOS, we called
  it.


  Margaret always ordered pistachio, which tasted like dish detergent. She thought the color was funny. She liked the way the maraschino-cherry green dye stained her lips and tongue, and when she
  finished, shed smile at us, leaving me and Aaron to marvel at how someone could look so beautiful with a green mouth and teeth. Sometimes the kid behind the counter would offer her a napkin
  as if he wanted to ask her to sign it.


  Aaron ordered coffee swirl, sometimes butter pecan. Margaret let him taste hers, and shed have small bites of his. Something about the easy, intimate way they traded tastes was what first
  made me begin to think theyd had sex while Id been at the movies.


  When had we switched from talking about sex to talking about ice cream? I said, I know it drives Aaron crazy. Even though hes nice about it, he really hates it, right?


  Margaret shrugged. Sex is the opposite of not being able to make up your mind. You dont have a mind. You dont have to think. You know exactly what you
  want.


  What could Margaret possibly mean? She was getting like Mom. I thought, Ill never eat ice cream again.


  I said, We forgot the sunblock.


  Margaret said, You look good with a tan.


  Mom will have a fit, I said. Skin cancer, remember?


  Mom will have a fit for a change. Margaret leaned over the boat. Can you see the bottom? Look, Nico. Look at that.


  I looked until we almost tipped. A dark shape flitted by.


  See what that was?


  Yes, I lied.


  You didnt, she said. But so what. Did you know theres a lake in Macedonia where the fish are seventy million years old? Maybe if we saw all the way down,
  wed see fish that have been here that long.


  Each fish lives seventy million years? Ever since we were little, shed made up scientific facts. She told me that if everyone in the world wore their watches upside down,
  time would run backward. She said that turkeys were so stupid they drowned in the rain, and that you could sharpen your hearing by walking around with your eyes shut. The problem was, some of it
  was true. Maybe there were fish that old living in a lake like ours. Maybe that was why I was drawn to science. I liked the idea of an authority I could go to for a ruling on the stories my
  sister told.


  Margaret sighed. The species, Nico. Not each individual trout.


  Joke, I said.


  A shadow darkened the water. Last summer, algae had begun to growDad pointed out the obvious ironyon the surface of Mirror Lake. By last August, it was an eco-threat, and now the
  town was watching to see if the bloom would return. In a few weeks, they were having a town meeting about the pond scum. The phytoplankton. It was a word I liked knowing.


  Not if the phytoplankton chokes off their air supply, I said.


  Listen to you. Margaret exhaled through her nose.


  This turn in the conversation was making me feel gloomy. I would never be poetic and beautiful like Margaret. I would never find a boy to call me his funny valentine.


  I told myself to keep quiet. I said, You shouldnt smoke.


  Why not? One cigarettes not going to kill me. God, you do sound like Mom.


  Thats three, I said. Three cigarettes in an hour.


  Margaret gave me a long, unreadable look. Was it anger? Affection? The sun in her eyes? She stood. The boat rocked slightly.


  Smoke this. She smiled and gave me a funny salute shed copied from Ginger Rogers. Then she dove into the water.


  I watched her swim toward the landing. I thought of the seventy-million-year-old fish looking up toward the light and seeing the sleek graceful dolphin streaming just above it. I would have to
  row home by myself. Exercise was good for me if I wanted to look like Margaret. I needed to rest a while first. Sunspots ticked the back of my eyelids.


  I sat up and looked for Margaret. Usually, she lay on the dock, sunning herself and waiting to help me tie up the boat. Maybe shed gotten a phone call. Something made me shiver, as if
  Id floated over a cold spot.


  I rowed in as fast as I could and, panting, dragged the boat onto the bank. Our mother was still practicing that spooky Chopin waltz. I couldnt find Margaret anywhere. Still a little
  breathless, I kept on calling her name.


  I had to walk around in front of our mother and wave both arms until she noticed and stopped playing.


  I said, Have you seen Margaret?


  No, she said.


  I cant find her, I said.


  Im sure shes fine, she said. Why wouldnt she be?


  I cant find her anywhere. The jagged edge in my voice tore away the cobwebby trance shed been in.


  Mom stood up from the piano bench. She said, Where is she, Nico? Go find her.


  


  Two
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  NONE OF US KNEW. NO ONE KNEW. THAT WAS WHAT EVERYONE kept saying. First we didnt know what had
  happened, then we didnt know how it happened, and then we still couldnt understand why, why Margaret, why our family, though it wasnt like us to say, Why
  us? What did it mean to be like us? What did us mean without Margaret?


  They searched for Margaret, they dragged the lake. Parked beside the water, the police car kept flashing its beacon. It wasnt night, it wasnt dark, they werent speeding to a
  crime scene. Maybe the spinning light was meant to reassure us. Help was on the way.


  All the time the divers were working, my parents didnt let me go outside. We sat on the porch, listening to the men shout from boat to shore and watching a trick of the light that made
  the red beacon seem to revolve on the white porch ceiling. My parents each held one of my hands with a steady pressure: half comfort, half restraint. They were afraid Id see something that
  might scar me for life. But I was already scarred for life, and I couldnt look at the lake. I couldnt imagine letting my skin touch its filthy water. Id been planning to go to
  the towns algae-problem meeting and show off what Id learned on the Internet. Let the phytoplankton bloom. Let the fish strangle and die.


  We watched the beacon until my father said the light was driving him nuts and went to ask the cops to turn it off. Even after the light blinked out, a red shadow stained the ceiling. Some time
  later my father came in, and we took one look at him and knew that they had found her.


  Still, every breath I took was a prayer. Let my sister be alive. I would devote my life to saving the lake if it didnt kill her.


  I kept hoping it was all a mistake, that shed gone into town to meet Aaron. But I knew that hadnt happened. Mom had suggested we phone him. Just like that, shed said,
  We should probably call Aaron. What had all that play-acting been about, those sisterly trips to the movies? That my parents had known all along made me furious, for a second. A
  second was all we could afford. We had to be good to each other.


  Ill call him, Id said. I didnt want him hearing that Margaret was lost from someone who thought he had a screw loose.


  Wait a minute, Aarons mother said when Id asked if he was there. Shed shouted his name, as if across a distance. It took him a while to come to the phone.


  I said, Have you seen Margaret?


  No, I havent. Whats up?


  You havent seen her anywhere?


  He heard the pleading in my voice.


  He said, Should I come over?


  The truth was, I would have liked him to. But I said, Better not.


  Almost as soon as they found her, the doorbell started ringing. The neighbors who brought over food had the grim, determined expressions of people seeing loved ones off on a journey. There were
  platters of sandwiches, casseroles of mac and cheese, bowls of tempting salads and fruit, but we werent tempted. Dad cooked, it helped him, just as it helped my parents to focus on me, just
  as it helped me that I had them. They were careful of me, they protected me. I never once heard the word autopsy, though I was pretty sure it happened.


  My mother and father expanded into larger versions of themselves. The decisions they made, the small things they did, made me glad that they were my parents. They never even considered the corny
  funeral limo. My father would drive us in his Jeep, just the three of us without some stranger in black eyeballing us in the mirror. The only bad move they almost made was: Dad wanted to play a
  tape of Margaret singing Amazing Grace. It was part of her application portfolio for a college that seemed to want students who could smoke beloved hymns into smoldering torch
  songs.


  Mom said, Are you out of your mind? Theyll have to wheel us out on gurneys. I was relieved when my dad backed down. I couldnt have stood hearing my sister sing about
  how she was lost, but now she was found.


  I was surprised when my mother told me I didnt have to go. She said, Nico, its up to you to decide whether or not you want to say good-bye to your sister that way. I
  was still bursting into tears when anyone said the word sister. And when someone said your sister, I wanted that person dead. I didnt want to go, but what would I do? Stay
  home? Go to the movies and wait for someone to pick me up?


  The day of the funeral was windy and cold. I imagined Margaret stage-managing the scene for maximum tragic drama. I wondered if the newly dead were allowed to control the weather as a
  consolation for never again feeling it on their faces.


  All day, my parents and I clung together. Wed been hugging more than we had in our whole lives until then. Not hugging so much as leaning. We were so physically tired. I kept
  wanting to tell Margaret how goofy Mom and Dad were acting, until Id remember why.


  My clearest memory of the day is of my fathers scratchy jacket. I burrowed into it so hard that the wool left welts on my face. The graveside ceremony was conducted by the minister from
  the Unitarian Church, to which my parents went a few times and then quit because Mom liked to sleep in on Sundays. I kept my eyes shut the whole time and blocked out the service by chanting
  nonsense inside my head. I tried to imagine a beautiful place. Margaret had taught me to do that when I went to the dentist. But nothing worked, there was nowhere to go. Not the lake, not the
  rowboat, not Times Square, not Paris.


  Everyone said, Im sorry. Everyone hugged me and wept. My best friends, Samantha and Violet, were practically sobbing their eyes out. I wanted to tell them to quit it. They
  couldnt have known that their tears were contagious. The minute I stopped crying, Id look at them and start. Mom told me that all I had to say was, Thank you for coming.
  I repeated it like a tourist who knows one phrase of a foreign language.


  We were heading toward our car when our path was blocked by a tall, good-looking, blond kid wearing a tan suit. His face was blotchy, his eyes were the rubbed raw pink of pencil erasers.


  Im so sorry, he said.


  Thank you for coming, I said.


  Only then did Aaron emerge from his smeary disguise. As he turned to shake my fathers hand, I was afraid that my parents would be as mean to him as they were when Margaret was alive. I
  was less concerned about Aaron than about what I might do. Arent you sorry? Id have to ask. Dont you wish you could have back your little problem of not liking
  Margarets boyfriend?


  My mother threw her arms around Aaron, Dad thumped his shoulder, and I had to walk away because it was so much worse than what Id imagined. I leaned against the car and focused on a
  bottle cap glinting in the wet parking lot gravel. Whod drunk that Diet Coke? A mourner? A cemetery worker? Cheating couples? Goth nerds who haunted the graveyard for fun? That was
  Margarets new social life, the people she got to hang out with.


  Someone distracted Mom and Dad, and Aaron came over to me. Without my parents around to complicate things, I was simply glad to see him. He hugged me for a second, then backed off and patted my
  arm as if it were a puppy that might bite.


  He said, I promise not to ask how you are if you dont ask me.


  Deal, I said.


  Now, it seemed, my tears were contagious. I looked down at the bottle cap. When I looked up, Aaron was leaning on the Jeep. At the same moment, we noticed our backs were soaking wet. We
  tried to stand on our own, but we were both too tired, and we slumped against the car and let the water seep through.


  I said, I heard you torched your paintings. I thought that was totally cool.


  My moms friend Sally told her that after they found Margaret, Aaron stacked all his paintings of Mirror Lake in his backyard and squirted them with charcoal lighter.


  Thanks, he said. I couldnt look at them. It was like living with the portrait of the serial killer who murdered your whole family. I mean, my whole
  family.


  I said, I understand. It was genius.


  He said, I wish youd say that to my parents. Theyre trying to make me see a shrink.


  I heard that, too, I said.


  A grief counselor. Aaron sneered. Some asshole who never met Margaret.


  I wished he hadnt said grief. Or Margaret. I looked over at my parents, embracing another stranger.


  Aaron said, I went once. Just to shut them up. Theres a guy here in Emersonville. The dude was wearing a lab coat. He looked like a vet. He asked if I wanted to talk about
  my feelings. I said no. We sat there with the clock ticking, and then he said we had to wait until I was ready to talk. Hed see me in a week. In your dreams, I thought. But
  heres the crazy part. As I was leaving, the guy said, I feel I have to tell you, I heard your friend sing at the Senior Show. My daughter is in your class. 


  Whos his daughter? I asked.


  Who cares? Aaron said. Are you getting this, Nico? The guy said hed never heard anything like the way Margaret sang My Funny Valentine at the Senior
  Show. He said it moved him to tears. He told me hed actually sobbed out loud.


  Wait a minute, I said. Tears? The pervert? They sent you to see the pervert dad who cried at the Senior Show?


  Aaron nodded. You got it. I ran out of the guys office. I couldnt wait to tell Margaret about the insane coincidence of their sending me to see the slob whod
  blubbered during her song. I imagined her saying maybe he wasnt a slob, maybe hed been really moved. Maybe it was the power of art, maybe he would have cried if hed heard
  Billie Holiday. I was halfway to my car when I remembered why I couldnt tell her.


  I said, You imagined her saying all that?


  Word for word. But of course it wasnt her. So where was it coming from? Me? Or was she talking to me?


  I said, Stuff like that happens to me all the time.


  Aaron said, The worst part is, theres no one I can tell.


  I said, You just told me.


  That I did, he said.


  We saw my parents approaching. Aaron started talking faster. Listen. One day this summer, lets go for a ride. Hang out.


  That would be nice, I would have said, if I could have spoken. That was what the staircase spirit told me I should have said. The spirit whispered, By summer, he wont recognize you
  on the street.


  I nodded like a bobble-head doll as Aaron backed away. Then my parents scooped me up, and we got into the car.


  Aaron faded into the rainy background, speckled with the blossomlike faces of kids from Margarets school. I despised them for being alive when my sister was dead. A winnowing had taken
  place, like picking teams for a game. Everyone else had wound up on the team of the living, leaving Margaret behind, chosen last, to play on the larger but more unpopular loser team of the
  dead.


  Poor kid. My mother meant Aaron.


  Poor everybody, said Dad.


  I DIDNT HAVE TO GO BACK TO SCHOOL. MY PARENTS WORKED IT out so I could skip final exams and get
  the As I would have gotten anyway.


  Samantha and Violet called to tell me again how sorry they were. I knew they meant it, they cared about me. I hated the sound of their voices. Every time the phone rang, I still thought it might
  be Margaret.


  They were the ones who told me that Margarets graduation had featured a blown-up portrait of her onstage, an angel beaming at everyone who came up to get a diploma. Her friends and
  teachers and Aaron all gave tearful speeches, and they showed the video of her performing My Funny Valentine at the Senior Show. It seemed like an odd song to sing at your own
  memorial service.


  The principal had called to invite us and ask if we wanted to speak. Everyone said they understood why we didnt go, we needed to heal our own way. Some people probably thought we were
  weak. But I was glad not to have to sit there, trying not to turn and stare at everyone trying not to turn and stare at us.


  The summer yawned before me, a pit of boredom and pain. A dull pressure knuckled inside my chest, and I began to wonder if heart problems ran in our family. Sometimes at night I woke to a
  hammering inside my chest, as if my heart were trying all the exit routes from my body. I pictured my parents coming in to find Id died in my sleep. I was glad the idea of a heart attack
  frightened me so badly. As much as I missed Margaret, I didnt want to join her.


  My father cooked our favorite meals. Hed always been a good cook, but now the less we ate, the harder he worked. He made chicken pot pies with buttery crusts, lamb with flageolet beans,
  swordfish pounded thin and fried with bread crumbs, capers, and lemon. He never complained when the food went back to the kitchen untouched. Everything tasted like Styrofoam, and we had to sit
  perfectly still if we didnt want to catch sight of Margarets place at the table. There was always too much food and not enough air in the room. Our efforts at conversation were
  punctuated by sighs that were partly sadness and partly just trying to breathe.


  One night at dinner, Mom said, Nico, darling, why do you keep touching your chest?


  My heart hurts, I said, and everything stopped, as if Id dropped a heavy plate, still rattling, on the table.


  Everyones heart hurts, honey, said Dad.


  Mom silenced him with a look.


  Your heart? she said. Your actual heart?


  Right here, I said. I think so.


  Well get it checked out, she said. Ill ask Dawson to recommend a specialist. Dawson was the doctor in Albany whod diagnosed Moms
  arthritis. I need to talk to him, anyway. I think my hands are getting worse.


  She held up her hands and rotated them: palms out, palms back. Her knuckles were swollen, but they didnt seem worse than before.


  Give it a few weeks, Dad said. This may not be the best time to tell about your hands.


  My mother said, I think I can distinguish one kind of pain from another.


  Dad said, Actually, there was a piece on the news about that medication Dawson prescribed.


  Its dangerous, I hope, said Mom.


  How much are you taking? Dad took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose.


  Not enough, said Mom. He never gives me enough to help.


  Dad said, Be careful, Daisy. Theyve taken a lot of that crap off the market. The good news is, you lose the joint pain. The bad news is, you lose your life. The stroke, the blood
  clots, the


  My mom said, The pain in my hands is my life.


  What medicine? I said. Stroke? Blood clots? Mom shouldnt


  Dont worry, she wont, Dad said.


  Mom said, Maybe he can switch me to something safer. Anyhow, Ill call him. He can recommend someone for Nico.


  Dad said, The chances of something happening to Nico are statistically less than lightning striking twice in the same place.


  Lightning does strike twice, I said. It hits the highest point. If theres one tree in a field


  Youre fine, said Dad.


  Im not fine, I said.


  Thats not what I meant, Dad said.


  It was treatable, said Mom. Henry, my God, it could have been treated.


  That was something I hadnt known, and wished I hadnt found out.


  If wed only paid attention, Mom said. If wed only been more aggressive . . .


  Aggressive was the last word I would have used about my parents. They could have prevented this. Margaret would be alive.


  I said, Why dont you make an appointment for me to see a real doctor in the city? I was sorry as soon as I said it. I didnt want to know.


  Theres nothing to worry about, said Dad.


  Okay, said Mom. Ill get a name. Well make an appointment.


  We went back to not eating. Dad had made edamame. I unzipped a pod, and teased the membrane off one bean, then another. I was getting thinner, but it wasnt what Id wanted when I
  used to stand in front of the mirror, inhaling till my ribs ached.


  My mother said, Speaking of health concerns . . . Nico, arent you losing a little weight? The last thing we need around here is some life-threatening eating disorder.


  My father put his hand on her arm.


  Daisy, he said. Relax.


  Relax? she said. Youre kidding.


  No ones eating, he said. We dont have to torture Nico about food. We didnt when


  When what? I said.


  Radishes? my father said. Remember the radish diet?


  So theyd known about that, too. How could I have thought it was a secret when for days I ate nothing but radishes and ramen noodles for dinner? My parents never even glanced at what I put
  on my plate. Maybe it was part of their theory that anything they forbade would become our hearts desire. And maybe they were right, because the diets never lasted. Mom and Dad often
  mentioned how twisted our society was for making young women want to be thin. Theyd pretended that they were just talking and not giving us warning advice.


  Its not like that now, I said. Im never hungry.


  Make sure you drink plenty of water, said Mom.


  I do, I lied. Then we sat there.


  What had we talked about before? Margaret had done all the talking. Now there was nothing to say. We were the wallflowers left behind when Margaret waltzed away.


  Finally, I said, You know what Violet told me? At graduation, the picture they used was Margarets yearbook photo. You know the one. I bugged my eyes. Margaret
  despised it. She told me that the photographer had gotten the kids to focus by saying, Look at my hand! and every portrait caught the person at the moment of noticing that the guy was
  missing two fingers.


  My parents pretended that Margaret hadnt told us the story. Because that was what we did then. We talked about Margaret as if all the old family stories were news. It made us feel as if
  our connection with her was ongoing, as if our knowledge of her was susceptible to revision. Every so often, I almost slipped and said something that might have led to the subject of Aaron. Then
  Margarets face floated before me, silencing me with a fierce look that I was already forgetting.


  Dad said, Daisy, remember the time we took her to church and she pretended to be sick so wed have to leave, and all the way home she did that perfect little-kid imitation of the
  minister preaching God is not a BMW?


  Mom said, What made you think of that? It was a trick question. Poor Dad. The minister was the same one whod spoken at Margarets service.


  My mother speared a green bean and stared at it as if shed never seen a bean or a fork. I focused on the impaled bean. I hated seeing them cry.


  She said, I cant stop thinking about the last argument she and I had. It started about smoking and escalated. We both said things we didnt mean, and I never got to take it
  back. Isnt that the worst horror? That your child could die like that before you got to make up?


  My father walked behind her chair and held her by the shoulders. He said, You loved each other. How could you have a teenage daughter and not have a little fight now and then? Shed
  been on permanent eye-roll with you for the last five years.


  It wasnt a fight, Mom said. And it certainly wasnt a little fight.


  Im sorry, said Dad. I


  I said, She was smoking that day in the boat. I told her she shouldnt. She got mad, thats when she dove in. I should have let her have the cigarette


  I caught myself in mid-sentence. I never told on my sister. But you couldnt tell on the dead, you couldnt get them in trouble.


  You told her not to smoke, said Mom. You wanted her to live.


  One thing I would never tell them was that Margarets last words were, Smoke this. That was her special present for me, the hair shirt shed left me to wear until time
  and age and forgetfulness laundered it into something softer.


  Somehow, I managed to get to my feet and walk around the table. The three of us clumped together. My father squeezed us so hard that Moms shoulders rattled against my chest. My tears kept
  dripping into her hair, which presented a logical puzzle until I realized that somehow, at some point, Id grown as tall as my mother.
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