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				Paul and Clare

				Up in a Tree

				When I look back from here, I dream of the beginning. If I think about that, about him, I’ll forget where I am. Paul and I were very young when we became “us.” You couldn’t have pried me off him with a crowbar, and my parents tried.

				I had an older sister, and he was an only child. Sometimes I want to blame the distance between us on that: for as well as he knows Anne, he can’t fully appreciate what it’s like to have a sibling, or understand what I did for her. Our families had things in common—we were Irish Catholic, from the same New York neighborhood, went to the same school and church. We each had father trouble, but it’s different when you’re a girl.

				That explains a lot about Anne, but I don’t want to think of her now. I want Paul. I dream of these bars dissolving, of him standing outside and catching me, taking me away from here. I can almost smell the woods—earth, tree bark, pine needles, new leaves—and hear the birds. Paul taught me hiding places back when we first began.

				We were native New Yorkers. Born and raised in Chelsea—back then a frontier on Manhattan’s wild West Side—we grew up riding the subway, playing stickball in the streets, walking down the shady side of Tenth Avenue in the sweltering summers and the sunny side in the winters—five times more frigid than anywhere else in the city because of the wind howling off the Hudson River two avenues away.

				Our house was built on land that in the 1800s had been a farm belonging to Clement Clarke Moore, reputed to have written “A Visit from St. Nicholas.” My mother used that history to anoint our lives with the spirit of “’Twas the night before Christmas,” casting a sort of magical holiday happiness over the truth: our father was a player who’d rather be out with his lady friends than home with us.

				Paul lived in an apartment building on West Nineteenth Street between Ninth and Tenth aAvenues, and I grew up in a brownstone on West Twenty-second Street and Tenth: four blocks and a world apart. Paul’s block was rugged, next to the Fulton Houses project, and his building was one of those places the Daily News wrote about, full of domestic violence calls, tenants complaining about the landlord not fixing broken pipes, drug deals going down in the lobby.

				Our family owned our private five-story town house. My father, Francis Burke, had bought it at auction when it was an abandoned shell, before Anne and I were born. He was a commercial real estate agent with dreamy blue eyes and a silver tongue, who could sell anybody anything. He also had a black heart and cheated on my mother every chance he got. I guess she traded her self-respect for what she told herself was the sake of family, and also for the creature comforts his excellent salesmanship provided us.

				We weren’t rich but we were comfortable, and my parents possessed a pride that is the very definition of “lace curtain Irish.” We really did have lace curtains at the floor-to-ceiling windows and balcony doors, the better behind which my older sister Anne could get undressed, giving passersby a little show, artfully obscured by Battenburg panels.

				There was a little park across the street. Really small, surrounded by a wrought-iron fence, with trees and a playground, it had pavement instead of grass. When we were little, our mother would take us there, set us up on the swing set while she’d sit on one of the benches and get lost in a book. She wasn’t much for talking to the other mothers. Like Anne and me, she was a keeper of family secrets, and she stayed to herself.

				The habit of going to the park, the three of us, continued even when my sister and I got to middle school. Anne was already wild—she loved sneaking out to see Harrison Thaxter, a Boston boy she’d met at a spring dance. He was so smitten with her he was bailing on school each Thursday night and sleeping at a friend’s Park Avenue apartment till Monday morning. He was a freshman, boarding at Groton, and it hurt to my core to know that Anne was probably going to get him kicked out. Harrison was in love, but my sister was in control.

				That’s really all it was—control over boys because she had none over our father. Having so much power scared her—she’d never admit it, but I knew my sister—and I think those hours in the park helped her feel safe. One May day when I was eleven, she pushed me on the swing, trying to get me to go so high I’d loop over the bar at the top. We were a little old for the playground, but the danger quotient on the swings made it seem cool enough.

				My legs pumping and toes pointed at the sky, I was half-terrified, half-ready to meet her challenge. The swing set was big and heavy, planted in the concrete, but even so, I got going so high the metal frame creaked like hiccups, the chains clanking on the downswing, and I heard Anne cheering me on.

				“You can do it! Come on, higher!” she’d say. I loved that moment, plummeting on the downward arc, then feeling her hand on the small of my back, shoving me up for another try.

				Our mother ignored us. I’m not sure that getting her attention wasn’t half the point, but regardless, it didn’t work. Now, when I look back, maybe it was strange that she barely glanced up from her book while one daughter tried to push the other into a death-defying loop-de-loop over the top of the swing set.

				The stray cats of Chelsea, of which there were hundreds, roamed the gardens behind the brownstones and inhabited corners of that little park. Swinging high above the ground, I spotted a long, skinny black-and-white cat inching down a leafed-out ginkgo branch toward a bird’s nest poking from the topmost tubular cross-support of the jungle gym.

				A baby sparrow perched on the nest while its mother flew in mad circles trying to chase off the cat creeping down the low-hanging bough. That tiny sparrow mother, the kind you see all over New York, was dive-bombing the marauder. The cat hissed and swatted. The baby bird flapped its wings, the cat’s paw connected, and both feline and sparrow fell to earth.

				I yelled for Anne to stop pushing me, and I jumped off the swing and skinned my knees. Anne helped me up, but I barely noticed the sting or the blood. The cat had run away, but the sparrow lay on the cement. I knelt beside the fledgling—a young male, with his black mask and chestnut cap just starting to show—while Anne looked over my shoulder and said, “It’s dead.”

				“No, he’s not,” I said.

				He didn’t move; somehow I knew the fall had merely stunned him, that if I could protect him for a little while, he would regain his strength. I reached for him but hesitated, not wanting my human scent to drive his mother away.

				“Don’t touch that bird!” my mother called, finally setting her book aside.

				“We have to save him,” I said.

				“Sweetheart, you can’t,” she said, coming over to check him out. “He’s hurt too badly. Besides, what do you think you’re going to do? Bring him home? What will Esmerelda think about that?” Our big indoor cat, formerly a Chelsea stray, sat in the window for hours, just dreaming of the chance to get at the neighborhood wildlife. I stared at the young sparrow, wondering how, even if he did wake up, he would get back to the nest.

				“I’ll put him in the basement till he learns how to fly,” I said.

				“You will not. They spread all kinds of terrible diseases; they’re just like rats with wings. Now come on. Look at your knees. Let’s go home and clean them up.”

				I saw the sparrow’s feathers ripple, a little tremor of life. I instinctively reached for him, and my mother grabbed my hand. In the distance I heard a siren, then the music of the ice cream truck. It came every day around this time, playing a jingly version of “La Cucaracha,” and parked at the corner across from the Empire Diner. Boys on their bikes converged; I heard playing cards flapping in the spokes. It was the Chelsea Gang, kids from our school, led by Paul Traynor.

				“Mom, can we?” Anne asked, pointing toward the truck.

				“Let me get my pocketbook,” she said. “Clare, come with me.”

				“Can I stay if I promise not to touch the bird?” I asked, seriously pleading. My heart was beating so fast; I truly believed it was life or death that I stay with the sparrow until he was well enough to fly.

				“Okay,” my mother said. Anne followed her across the street to our house. Neither of them looked back. My mother had conditioned herself to believe what she needed to, to trust the untrustworthy. As soon as she walked up our stoop and through the front door, without being able to stop myself, I cupped the sparrow in my hands and held him to my chest.

				The bird felt tiny. His wings fluttered, and he turned his head from side to side. I had the feeling I was healing him: that he knew I loved him. I looked down, studied his black eyes, his sturdy bill, his white cheeks. His feathers were bright—he was too young to be covered with New York City soot—and I admired the russet-and-black pattern on his back.

				“His mother won’t take him back in the nest now,” Paul said.

				I glanced up. Tall for his age, lanky with long brown hair falling across his green eyes, he’d ridden his bike through the gate, ignoring the sign prohibiting bicycles, skateboards, and roller skates. He had one hand on the handlebars, held a Choco-nut cone in the other.

				“Maybe she will,” I said.

				Paul’s heel jammed down the kickstand, and he jumped off his bike and crouched beside me. I saw ice cream dripping down his fist, and when he reached over to touch the bird, his hand brushed mine and felt sticky. The bird’s tiny claws scrabbled at his finger, took hold. The fluffy wings twitched, and the baby squawked, mouth wide open.

				“Where’s the nest?” Paul asked.

				“Up there,” I said, pointing at the jungle gym.

				I saw him squint, examining the situation. Thinking back, I see his eyes, sea-green in the sunlight. Is that a memory, or just what I know to be true? Did I shiver at the way his gaze slid over me, or was my throat dry because something about being that close to Paul Traynor made me ache? We were only eleven. He was considered cool, and a month earlier had given his ID bracelet to Lynn Grady. I was gawky with freckles, and even though I had blue eyes, my hair was almost black, and I hated it. I would have given anything to be blond like Lynn.

				“Let’s do it,” he said, still staring up at the nest.

				He didn’t even have to tell me what he had in mind. He chomped down the rest of his ice cream cone, wiped his hand on his pants, and we walked together to the monkey bars. My skinned knees were stiff and sore, but I kept pace with him as we climbed two rungs at a time. He cradled the baby bird in one hand, pulling himself upward with the other.

				The mother flew in upside-down rainbows over our heads, swinging up and down and up and down, in a panic to chase us away. When we reached the top bars, she disappeared. My heart was racing. Had we driven her off? This next part was impossible. The nest was crunched into the round opening at the end of the metal tube perpendicular to our perch, with no human way to see it.

				Paul slung his free arm around the outer frame, leaned out as far as he could go, holding the fledgling in a loose fist, easing it toward where he thought the nest must be.

				“Am I close?” he asked.

				“I can’t tell,” I said, doing my best to crane my neck and see around the tube’s end, into the hollow part.

				“We get one try,” he said.

				It was a long way down—twelve feet, at least. If the bird fell again, there’d be no way he’d survive. The ginkgo branch was close enough to grab. If I could get onto that tree, I could direct Paul.

				“What are you doing?” he asked.

				Looking down at the concrete didn’t scare me at all. I grabbed the gym’s top bar with both hands, as if I were going to do a chin-up, then struck out with one hand Tarzan-style, fingers clasping the leafy twigs, then the small branch, and hauled myself onto the main bough, right where the black-and-white cat had been.

				“Whoa!” he said with more admiration than I’d dreamed of getting, although I can’t be sure that wasn’t part of the goal.

				“Okay,” I said. Now I had a great view of the nest. The fledgling was starting to beat its wings again, confined in Paul’s hand, and I knew we didn’t have much time. “You can do it, easy,” I said. “Stick your arm out... there, now a little left, a little farther.” My nerves were screaming.

				“Here?” he asked, his hand hovering three inches in front of the nest.

				“Forward a little,” I said. “More. Even more... there!” 

				He must have felt the rough twig weave with his knuckles because suddenly he opened his hand and placed the baby sparrow directly into its nest. I watched carefully to make sure the bird was safe and didn’t topple out. I nodded, and Paul gave me a big grin. With his feet on the uppermost rung, he spread his arms, squatted, and leapt, and a second later he was in the tree with me.

				“Wow, you flew,” I said.

				“Ha, yeah.”

				“See?” I said, pointing.

				We gazed at the nest. The mother bird had already landed and was feeding the returned fledgling and his two siblings. Paul and I were half hidden in the pale green leaves. I stayed as still as possible, watching the mother shove caterpillars into her babies’ open mouths. I remembered the sensation of holding the bird in my hands, and I looked at Paul wondering if he felt the same way: that we’d just done something amazing.

				“You’re a pretty good climber,” he said.

				“Thanks.”

				“This isn’t a real park, though.”

				“We’re in a real tree,” I said.

				“Central Park’s cooler.”

				“Yeah, the zoo,” I said. “And sledding in the winter.”

				 “Anyone can go to the zoo with their parents,” he said. “I go alone.”

				“Great way to get mugged,” I said, half laughing. It was the late ’70s, and most of the park was a no-man’s-land.

				“No one would get you if I were with you,” he said. “I go there all the time.”

				“What for?” I asked. He was eleven. The idea of him heading uptown by himself to that haven for—according to my father—junkies, dealers, and muggers who’d kill you as soon as look at you, gave me a knot in my stomach. It was a combination of my eleven-year- old’s infatuation and wanting him to be a good boy, to be safe and not get hurt.

				“You should see it there,” he said. “Ponds, woods, cliffs. Lots of different birds—not just sparrows and pigeons, like here.”

				“What kinds?” I asked. He had my full attention now.

				“Every kind,” he said. “Cardinals, finches, hawks, whip-poor-wills, warblers.”

				“I didn’t know you liked birds.”

				“Yeah,” he said, staring at me. It’s weird; I still remember the feeling, as if his gaze were a laser, and he could see everything I was thinking. We were two bird lovers up in a tree, and we’d just saved a sparrow.

				“Clare!” my mother called. She and Anne were back, standing at the foot of the tree. My thirteen-year-old sister, the school beauty, grinned up at me in a way she never had before, and I knew it had to do with Paul, not the bird.

				Suddenly I felt embarrassed. I started down the tree, scrambling away from him with speed I didn’t know I had. There was a long drop from the bottom branch to the ground. Next thing I knew, he dropped straight past me, landed on his feet, and reached up to grab my ankles as I let myself down, crashing into him as we fell into a heap. He held my hand to help me up.

				“Sorry,” I said, but I was too rattled to look at him.

				“You okay?” he asked.

				“Well, thank you for breaking her fall, Paul,” my mother said.

				“She would have done fine without me,” he said.

				“Where’s the baby bird?” my mother asked, a little sharply. “Are you going to tell me it flew back to its nest?”

				“Paul put him back,” I said. Saying his name made my face hot, a brand-new, wicked, and exciting sensation.

				“Way to go, Traynor!” Anne said.

				My mother shot me an unusual Mom-look, and it gave me a sharp feeling of wishing for something I didn’t usually have. Sometimes Anne said she was like a mother imitating being a mother—it came from her being so absorbed with our father and his waywardness. Our mother knew the words but not the music: like it was classic New York City mothering to forbid touching a filthy city bird.  Seeing that glint in her eyes, knowing that she realized I was a bird girl and had to save the baby sparrow made me think she knew me better than I’d thought. 

				“Who wants an ice cream?” my mother asked. “Paul, I’m treating. Just go wash your hands first. You can use our garden hose.”

				“That’s all right,” he said. “I already had one. Thanks though.”

				But he waited while I crossed West Twenty-Second Street and rinsed my hands off with the hose we used to water the roses and boxwood hedge. My eyes stung, and I was glad he couldn’t see. Sun dappled through the trees that lined the street and made patches of gold on the sidewalk and our wide steps. When I looked over, the sun was in my eyes, but I knew he was watching me. Anne ran across the street.

				“You should thank me,” she said.

				“Why?”

				“You think I really wanted an ice cream? I was just trying to get Mom out of there so you could do what you had to do.”

				“Rescue the bird? Thanks.”

				“No, idiot. Meet your future husband.”

				“You’re crazy, I’m never getting married, and besides, you didn’t even know he was going to ride his bike over.”

				“I heard his bike, Mrs. Paul Traynor,” she said. “You’ll thank me some day.”

				“He’s going out with Lynn.”

				“Not for long,” Anne said.

				We crossed the street, and now it was even harder to look at Paul. My stomach was doing flips, and the last thing I wanted was ice cream. But my mother bought me one anyway, and I ate it there on the street, thinking about what my sister had said.

				What Happened Next

				He didn’t break up with Lynn. They kept going out in an eleven-year-old way, which entailed her wearing his clunky chrome link bracelet and sitting together but not talking at lunch. Lynn’s blond hair, cute turned-up nose, and flirty laugh made me feel ugly, and I figured Paul’s and my time in the tree was a coincidence having to do with his interest in birds, not in me.

				But when we were thirteen, and he’d broken up with Lynn to go out with Patty Colby, he asked me to be his science partner. It was February, and we decided to write a report about migratory and winter resident water birds that frequented the ramshackle piers along the Hudson River from Fourteenth to Twenty-third Streets.

				These piers were where the ship carrying many of the Titanic survivors had berthed after the disaster, and we felt their ghosts nearby as we crouched on crumbling wood-and-iron pilings to observe buffleheads, cormorants, common mergansers, and ruddy ducks fishing the brackish water.

				“Hear that?” he asked, pointing out the jetty creak beneath us.

				“Yes,” I said. “It’s the spirit of Mrs. Astor telling us it’s freezing and we should go home.”

				The sun had started setting across the river, behind the buildings of Hoboken. It cast eerie burnished light on the Hudson, clogged with big chunks of ice drifting down from the north.

				“They’re still feeding,” he said, nodding at the rafts of birds. “We should stay till they stop.”

				My teeth were chattering, and I was shivering so hard I felt like I could fall into the water. But there was no way I was going to let Paul see weakness, so I hunkered down, attempted to make myself as compact as possible, and watched a merganser descended into the darkly golden water come up twenty yards away. I struggled to write the observation in my notebook, but my frozen fingers were as stiff as clothespins, and I dropped my pen into the river.

				“Way to pollute the water,” Paul said.

				“Maybe you should dive in and get it,” I said.

				“Yeah. I think I’d better do that,” he said. 

				He pretended to unzip his jacket, but I stopped him. When he looked down at my hand on his chest, I immediately pulled away. My nose was running, and I was sure my face was bright red. I’d jammed a yellow beret over my ears, and tufts of black hair had fallen loose. I felt like a clown. I thought of Patty Colby, his beautiful, sophisticated, always perfectly groomed girlfriend, and felt even worse.

				“You’re really cold,” he said.

				“A little.”

				“Here.” He unwound the navy blue wool scarf from his neck and wrapped it around mine, tucking the ends into my jacket. The fabric was warm from his skin, and even though his black leather gloves made him clumsy, I’d never been touched that way before, and I had to bite my lip to keep from gasping.

				We stayed on the icy pier another half hour, until it was too dark to see. He walked me home, and although the temperature was falling by the minute, I wanted the block-and-a-half walk to last forever. We stopped by my stoop under the streetlight.

				He looked up at the windows, warmly lit behind the lace curtains. Smoke curled from our chimney, and I knew my mother had the fireplaces going. As always, some part of my mind wondered whether my father would be home that night, as I was wishing our family could be a way it never had and never would be.

				“It looks nice,” he said, nodding toward my house.

				I hesitated for a moment. I wanted to ask him in but felt embarrassed about my father. If he was home, he’d be too friendly and jolly, and gesturing with his cigarette as he told inappropriate stories to get Paul to think he was a great guy. And if he wasn’t home, there would be a pall over the house, the tension that came from my mother, Anne, and me waiting for the phone to ring or the door to open, my father reporting in or showing up with some lie about where he’d been. But I didn’t want Paul to leave.

				“Do you want to come in?” I asked.

				“You mean now?”

				“No, tomorrow. Yes, now. We could work on our report.” Usually we sat in an empty classroom or sometimes the library. We’d never been in either of each other’s homes, but that wasn’t unusual. He was a boy.

				“Or maybe you’ve got to get back for dinner,” I said.

				“Yeah, right,” he said.

				“What do you mean?”

				“No one fixes dinner,” he said. “I’ll get a slice on the way.”

				“What about your mom?”

				“She’s into her wine,” he said.

				We never talked about our families. A lot of people in our neighborhood drank, and it might be whispered about after church or at the bodega, but no one ever said it straight out. I stared at him, eyes stinging in the biting wind.

				“My father stays out,” I heard myself say. “He says he’s working late, but he’s not.”

				“What is he doing?”

				“He has affairs.”

				“My dad did too, before she kicked him out.”

				“Your father doesn’t live with you?” I asked. Kids at school and people at church whispered about Paul’s parents.

				“No,” he said. “But it’s okay. It’s better this way.”

				We were standing so near to each other, I could feel the white vapor of his breath, felt drawn by energy pouring off him. We leaned closer but did not touch. Taxis and Jersey commuters sped up Tenth Avenue; the bus rumbled by. Bare branches clicked overhead and in the cement park across the street, where we’d saved the baby sparrow two years earlier.

				I thought of my father and his handsome face and expensive suits and tweed jackets. I thought of his Cadillac and Mark Cross briefcase, and how he’d given Anne and me birthstone rings, and how he promised we’d get Burke family crest gold rings when we turned twenty-one, and how he’d given my mother a necklace with a diamond-and-ruby cross, and how I hated that jewelry because it felt like nothing but a payoff to make us forget he loved other women more than us.

				I wanted my father to be better. I stared at Paul, and knowing his family was something like ours made me feel brave for a minute. His closeness made me forget, just for a second, the constant longing for my father that I felt at all times. Anne suffered from his absence too, but she killed the pain by making boys fall in love with her. Poor Harrison Thaxter. He wound up getting kicked out of Groton, then Deerfield, all in the cause of pursuing Anne. She hated herself for it—I know she did. Her penance was remaining friends with him—something she rarely did with boys—and writing him letters at Avon Old Farms, his latest school.

				“Don’t go inside,” Paul said, and I felt shocked when he reached for my hand.

				“What would we do?” I managed to say.

				“Go to Central Park,” he said. “There’s this place I know; it’s out of the wind and pretty warm, and if we’re lucky, we’ll see the owls.”

				By then I’d spent time in the park with Anne—but not in the winter and never at night. Now she was too busy for me, currently involved with Charlie Grant, Harrison’s old roommate from Groton. I couldn’t swear that there wasn’t the tiniest glimmer of intention to torture Harrison, but I hoped there was not. I glanced at our front windows, feeling torn. My mother was expecting me home for dinner. The rule was “home by dark,” and I was already half an hour late.

				“You want to,” he said. His eyes held me with a wicked intensity, daring me.

				I nodded because I couldn’t speak. What was going on here? I’d never told anyone outside the family about my father. Paul was staring at me as if he could read my thoughts, and I didn’t even care.

				“So, come on,” he said.

				Was looking for owls and adding those sightings to our report the reason he wanted to go? He had a girlfriend. I was just his science partner. But if that was true, why was he slowly putting his arms around me, bending his head so his lips met mine?

				Our first kiss. His lips were cold, but they parted and I felt his tongue hot on mine, like lighting a match and setting my blood on fire. I clung to him because my legs were shaking, my whole body trembling.

				I heard the front door open, and we pulled back just before my mother stepped onto the top step.

				“Dinner’s ready, Clare,” she said. “Hello, Paul.”

				“Hi, Mrs. Burke,” he said.

				“Mom, can we”—I hesitated, but the lie came easily—“go to the library to keep working on our report?”

				“Not tonight,” she said. “Come inside.”

				I heard everything in the weary tone of her voice: my father wasn’t home. I felt sad and embarrassed that she hadn’t invited Paul to dinner. When I looked at him, he smiled.

				I tried to smile back, but it wasn’t happening. Would he get a slice of pizza, take the subway to the park? He had no idea how much I wanted to go with him, and there was no way I could say it out loud. I started to take his scarf off, to give it back to him, but he stopped me.

				“Keep it,” he said.

				“Why?” I asked.

				“You need it to stay warm,” he said.

				He walked away before I could force him to take it. I barely slept that night, a combination of reliving our kiss and worrying about him freezing while he searched for owls in Central Park.

				The next day in school I wore his scarf over my uniform. I couldn’t wait for study hall, so he could tell me whether he’d seen owls. But when I got to our study table, he told me he hadn’t gone uptown after all.

				“So you went home?” I asked.

				“I went to Patty’s house,” he said.

				“Oh.” My stomach sank I’d been awake all night imagining something that wasn’t there. I stared down at the oak table, focusing on swirls in the wood grain so he wouldn’t see the look on my face.

				“To break up with her,” he said.

				It took me a long time to raise my eyes. We sat there, not speaking in words. Even at thirteen we were learning how to read each other. He gave me his bracelet that day, but my hand was too small, and it slipped off, so I kept it in my pocket.

				The Nest of Nests

				We waited until we were seniors, one warm night in May. The following September I would be staying in New York to go to Columbia, and Paul would be heading north, to attend the University of Maine. After so much time together, he would leave, and it was already tearing me apart.

				My sister’s nickname among boys in private schools in Manhattan and throughout New England was “Bod of Bods,” and her attitude  of lust, indifference, and a hint of self-destruction was so alluring that every man wanted both to sleep with her and to save her. I don’t want to say she drove Harrison to drink, but after a rocky road through a series of boarding schools, he’d spent one year at Mitchell College (surely not his father’s first choice for him) before “retiring” to Martha’s Vineyard, where, supposedly, he spent his time and trust fund fishing and drinking beer and mooning over Anne and another girl, Rory McCarthy. Anne knew this, because they still wrote letters to each other. She’d regale him with the tales of her sexual circus, clearly designed to drive him crazy because, although she wouldn’t admit it, she felt jealous of Rory. She liked being a man’s one and only obsession.

				In reaction to Anne, I had remained a determined virgin. The night of the May full moon, with migration at its peak, Paul met me at the Twenty-third Street station, and we took the C train uptown. The train was half-empty, but there were a few other high school kids on their way to end-of-the-year parties. Paul carried our binoculars and a bottle of Korbel champagne in a backpack. In some ways, it felt like just another night of birding in the park, but we both knew it was going to be more than that.

				Migrants fly south at night. They navigate from the boreal forests down to South America by the stars and ancient knowledge programmed into their DNA, stopping to rest at stretches of green along the eastern flyway. Central Park, right in the middle of New York City, was 843 acres of lawns, woodlands, and bodies of water—one of the greatest places in the world to find migratory birds.

				Paul and I got off at 103rd Street, crossed Central Park West, and headed into the North Woods. We’d been keeping track of nocturnal birds passing through: whip-poor-wills and other nightjars, and a black-crowned night heron at the Harlem Meer. A great horned owl ruled the Great Hill with its ghostly call, feeding on rats and field mice. Most often Paul and I stationed ourselves in the branches of a particularly tall and majestic red oak, where we seemed to have our best luck spotting the owl.

				But not that night. The winter of our first kiss, when we were thirteen, Paul introduced me to the blind he had dug out and built.

				You have to imagine the North Woods. They are deep and thick, the way I imagine forests in Canada to be. There are sections without man-made paths. Birders have since discovered it, but back then it was one of the only places in Manhattan left alone by humans. Even the muggers stayed away because there was no one to mug.

				Paul had cut a trail: narrow, curving, and completely hidden. We made our way through the wildflower meadow, around the ravine, and finally into the woodlands to the path we knew by heart. We passed the massive American beech, sweet gum trees, London plane trees, and two red oaks so massive we believed they had existed—alone among the trees here—before 1857, when Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux had designed Central Park.

				This was our magic, Paul’s and mine: our own private arboretum, nature in the middle of the city. We heard traffic and sirens, but the deeper we walked into the woods, the more muffled the sounds. When we got close to his blind he held my hand, and we squeezed through the trees and shrubs together.

				We crouched down and entered our sanctuary. In the lee of a sloping ledge of Manhattan schist, out of the wind, he’d built a lean-to under a thicket of laurel. Moonlight came through the glossy green-black leaves, filling our woodsy tent with dancing silver light. Usually we sat in here with binoculars, peering at birds, our body heat, closeness, and down jackets keeping us warm on even the coldest days. But that spring night was balmy. We wore T-shirts. When he brushed against my bare arm I felt electricity shoot through my body.

				Paul spread a bedsheet he’d snagged from home, and we eased each other down. Beneath the sheet was a nest of soft leaves. We held each other, and I stared into his bright eyes, my heart pounding hard against his.

				He touched me more gently than ever. Not just because it was going to be our first time, but because he knew me so well, and realized that having a father who didn’t come home had created a condition of cellular yearning, and I was already afraid of saying good-bye. My knowing that Paul would be going to Maine in September had been more than I could bear from the day he received his acceptance.

				“Clare de Lune,” he said, touching my cheek.

				“‘Lune’ as in crazy?” I asked.

				“‘Lune’” as in beautiful.”

				“It doesn’t mean that.”

				“It does now,” he said, and we kissed. I closed my eyes, and the silver light was bright against my eyelids, shadows moving as the leaves overhead rustled in the breeze, and Paul’s mouth felt hot and everything about him was so dear and he was mine and I was his.

				We’d done plenty, but had waited nearly six years for this. I knew how to undo his worn brown leather belt with one hand, work open the front of his five-button Levis. He unzipped mine, eased them down. Finally we touched each other.

				I was on birth control. Anne had instructed me to tell the doctor I had bad cramps, and next thing you know I was filling a prescription for Ortho-Novum at the New London Pharmacy on Eighth Avenue. My parents knew I took the pill, it was all on the up-and-up, but the reality was Paul and I had been planning this moment for months—the night of the last full moon before we graduated.

				“Are you sure?” he asked now, touching me. I was so wet, that was my answer, and I laughed because he had to know.

				“A little sure,” I said. “What about you?”

				He felt so hard in my hand, and he nodded, and all he said was my name, and I guided him into me. We were together, eyes open, not even wanting to blink or miss a second. We moved together, my legs around his waist, arms around his neck. If there had been a way to climb inside of him, I would have.

				I closed my eyes. Instead of blocking him out or missing anything, I entered a realm of pure feeling, not my own, but ours. All of a sudden I wasn’t yearning or longing; he wasn’t going away, this night was never going to end. I felt as if I’d been made for this, to be part of Paul forever.

				It was at once the easiest and most impossible moment of my life. I forgot myself—how is that possible? Raised with sorrows and worries, I felt myself disappear in that shadow-dappled moonlight, replaced by someone so loved by Paul it was as if we’d created another—not new, but other—person entirely.

				“I love you,” he must have said, because I felt it so strongly.

				“I love you,” I must have said, because I meant it with everything I had.

				But I know—there were no words spoken. Everything came from our hearts and skin, the way our bodies fit, the night breeze and the distant call of our owl, and the sounds of our breath.

				There is only one first time. It’s a line of demarcation and the secret code to so much of what will follow in life. I look back on that night as my North Star. When we were finished, Paul and I lay in each other’s arms and would have fallen asleep if the ground didn’t suddenly start to feel hard. Night’s chill seeped in, and we had to move a little. Sitting up, we kissed and realized we’d forgotten to drink the champagne.

				Paul had brought it because he’d thought we might be nervous. We were underage, but he was tall and looked older than seventeen, and had had no problem walking into the package store on Fourteenth Street and buying a bottle. Now, instead of drinking to loosen up, it seemed like an even better idea to toast and celebrate what we’d just done.

				He started peeling the foil and untwisting the wire around the cork, but I stopped him.

				“Not here,” I said.

				“Out and up?” he asked because he could read my mind.

				“Yeah,” I said.

				We followed the path to the oldest, tallest red oak. Our rope ladder was hidden under ground cover at the base of the tree. Paul unfurled it, threw the grappling hooks over the lowest branch. He let me go first, as usual, and I led him up our tree.

				He carried the Korbel in the backpack. We stayed close to the trunk, climbing high into the wide, seemingly endless canopy of leaves, using the branches as if they were bars on that jungle gym of so long ago.

				When we reached the top, the part where the branches began to bend, we settled ourselves in the crook of the tree with a fine umbrella of oak leaves overhead. The lights of Manhattan glittered everywhere, skyscrapers to the south, apartment houses lining the park. It was our city, and as much as we loved to escape it into nature, it was also our home and the place that had brought us to this moment.

				Paul popped the cork.

				“To Clare Burke,” he said.

				“To Paul Traynor,” I said.

				“To us,” he said, and then we drank straight from the bottle.

				 “What are you thinking?” I asked.

				“About you,” he said.

				“Like what?” I asked, smiling and wanting to hear more.

				“How am I going to do it?” he asked.

				“Didn’t we already...”

				“Not that,” he said. “How am I going to leave you?”

				The tree swayed, I felt myself falling. Our life together—spending every day at school, every free moment in the park, days and nights kissing and watching birds in the woods and by the river—would come to an end in September.

				“What do you mean, ‘leave me’?” I asked, afraid of his words.

				“I mean go to Maine.”

				“We’ll still...” I began. But still what? What would we be?

				“I know,” he said, stroking my hair. “Forever. But far apart, at least for four years.”

				“You’re not leaving till September,” I said. I wanted to tell him he should rip up his acceptance forms, go to school in New York like me. But the truth was he’d applied to Columbia and NYU, and not gotten in.

				His love of the wild didn’t translate into good grades—he hadn’t found, or even wanted to find, a way to incorporate nature poems and essays into English class, his meticulous eye and observations of birds and habitat into biology and chemistry, his understanding of tree climbing and nest building into physics.

				Paul’s love of nature was pure, not applied. He’d been accepted to the University of Maine because they had a wildlife management program, and he’d aced the interview with tales of birding in Central Park and by telling them his ambition was to become an urban park ranger when he graduated.

				“I know it’s not till September,” he said, staring into my eyes as if he wanted to memorize everything about them, about me. “But it’s going to come fast. I want you to be okay.”

				“Me?” Why hadn’t he said “us”?

				“Yeah,” he said. “I want you to prepare yourself.”

				“Why are you being this way?”

				“Because I know you, Clare. I know how you are. You miss me even when I’m kissing you.”

				“I didn’t tonight.”

				“I know. I felt it.” He held my face in his hands and gazed at me so intensely my heart ached. “I want you to know that it’s real. It’s how we are.”

				“I do know that.”

				“I’m not your father, I’m not my father.” He looked away when he said that, staring up at the sky. Was he trying to convince himself?

				“You never could be,” I said.

				He touched my long dark hair; it looked almost blue in the moonlight. The tree held us in the nest we’d built. He slugged champagne, then offered it to me. We were happy that night, but we also heard the bass notes. Maybe we’d recognized, somewhere inside, that we both did that because we couldn’t save our families the way we wanted to.

				“Look at the moon,” I said, gazing up. “We’ll have three more full moons before you leave.”

				“I know,” he said.

				“And we’ll be together forever.”

				“I know that, too,” he said, and when I turned my gaze from the moon I saw he was staring at my face. “But do you?”

				“Yes,” I said, smiling, touching his lips with my finger, as if I really believed what I was saying.

				I hold on to the memory of that smile.

				It’s only through time, and the seasons in the park, and the full and crescent and new moons, and the fledglings that leave the nest and raise families of their own, who return to the same trees year after year, that a person can begin to try or pretend to understand the concept of “forever.”

				Or maybe it takes being locked up.

				The way I am right now: in prison for a crime I knowingly committed. I tell myself I did it for my sister, and I know that is true. I dream of Paul, and beg him to forgive me. In the end, as much as I feared him leaving me, I’m the one who left him. I’m here, aren’t I? I stepped outside the bounds of our life together, and in one act burned it to the ground.
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