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Becoming Chloe



ONE



WINGS

The cellar has five high windows that let out onto the alley between this building and the next. I’m trying to get some sleep, only there are people having sex out there. I can hear the guy grunting the way guys do. Some guys. Not all guys. I never made a sound like that.

The girl is on her back on the hard concrete of that filthy alley, and I entertain the thought that maybe this was never her idea. That this is not a voluntary gig on her part. Because who gets turned on by lying in filth on cold concrete to do it? Then again, in this city, who knows? I’ve been in this city five days. Slept in this cellar three. Already I’ve seen people sink pretty low and not think twice about it. Lower than they probably thought they’d ever go. Too bad I’m one of them.

There’s a streetlight out on the avenue, but not much light makes it down to the back of the alley. And even less makes it down here where I sleep. But at the street end of the alley there’s a little bit of light, and I look down that way, and I see about three more pairs of feet.

I hear a guy say, “Someone’s coming.” He’s talking in that kind of hoarse whisper they call a stage whisper, but this is definitely not the stage. This is so real it’s starting to change me. Then he says, “No. Never mind. It’s okay.”

By now my stomach is all cold and I realize this is rape going on up there. I realize that my inconvenience at being kept awake doesn’t stack up to much. I can think of at least one person in this direct vicinity who’s having a much worse night than I am.

And I know I have to do something. I’m just not sure what.

I have to find a place to hide. Because I think I’m going to have to yell, and I don’t want anyone to know where I’m yelling from. When I interrupt them, they’re not going to like that. And the last thing I want is for them to come take out their frustrations on me. There’s one cellar window that doesn’t lock. If there wasn’t, I wouldn’t be down here. I jump up from the mattress too fast, and it makes me dizzy and makes my head hurt. My head still hurts a lot. I try not to think about it, but it’s still pretty bad.

There’s a kind of alcove created by mattresses stacked against the far wall. I hide behind those mattresses. And I try to decide what to do with my voice. Should I make it high, trying to pass for a woman? Or go deep, like a much bigger, much older guy than I am? Or just be me? I guess I’m looking to put on some authority.

I go deep. “I called the police!” I yell. Praying they can’t track the direction of the sound. “I can see what’s going on out there. I already called the police.”

For a moment the whole world goes quiet and still. I can almost hear my heart pounding.

I peek around the mattresses. I still can’t see the back of the alley very well in the dark, but I can see well enough to know that the scene of the actual rape is motionless. Just a lump of two figures frozen. And I can see the feet at the end of the alley and they’re not moving, either.

I realize I’ve probably done all it’s in my power to do, and it might not be nearly enough.

Then something miraculous happens. Actually, I don’t guess it’s fair to call it a miracle when it happens dozens of times a night. I listen to sirens all night here. Fire trucks, ambulances, police cars. Always an emergency close by. Back-to-back disasters, all night long. But the timing of this one is something like heaven. Or at least mercy.

The guys run away. All of them. And I come out of hiding.

I watch to see if the girl is going to be okay. She takes a minute getting up. One of her shoes is knocked off, and she looks around for it. Her jeans are only on one ankle but she worries about the shoe first. She moves off toward the end of the alley looking for it, and I can see her as she bends down to retrieve it. She’s no older than I am. She’s tiny. I wonder if I should go out there and see if she’s okay.

Before I can even move she comes in through the window that doesn’t lock. Drops right down into the cellar with me. Like she knew which one to go through all the time. Her jeans are still off except for that one leg, and her panties got ripped off, or she never had any, so she’s more or less naked from the waist down, just standing there in a hooded sweatshirt, staring at me. She doesn’t seem the least bit surprised that I’m here. She’s blond, with that long, perfectly straight hair that girls used to kill for in the sixties. Or so I’ve been told. A little younger than me, I think. She looks about sixteen but she’s small for her age, or younger than I think. Pretty, with good bones in her face. Like she belongs someplace better than this. Then again, who doesn’t?

“Hi,” she says. She steps back into the other leg of her jeans and pulls them into place.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Oh. Me? Yeah. Sure. Sure. I’m fine.”

She says it in a kind of distracted tone, like she has to keep reminding herself what we’re talking about. I’m thinking maybe she’s loaded, but her motor skills seem fine. She’s putting her shoe back on now, a dirty white sneaker with the laces knotted and broken away.

“You sure?”

“Yeah. Sure. Fine.”

“Want me to walk you home?”

“Home? I’m home now. I live here.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Do too.”

“I’ve been here for three nights. I’d have known it. I’d have seen you.”

“I saw you,” she says. She points to the little alcove behind the mattresses. “I saw you from there. I liked you. I already knew you were nice.”



I spend about fifteen minutes trying to convince her that she should go to the hospital. Or the clinic. “They have to take you,” I tell her, “even if you don’t have money.”

But she doesn’t understand why she needs to see a doctor. She doesn’t understand what the doctor would do. Actually, I’m beginning to see there’s a whole lot she doesn’t understand.

“At least you should go to the health department. Make sure you didn’t catch anything.”

“What can you catch?” she wants to know.

“Like herpes or syphilis or AIDS.”

“I never caught those before,” she says. “Guys do that all the time. At the state home it was, like, almost every day. I never caught anything.”

“Did you ever say no or try to fight?”

“It doesn’t matter what you say. They don’t ask. I never caught anything.”

“You could have something and not know it. If you got a disease they could give you something for it.”

“Well. Maybe in the morning,” she says.

I can understand that she doesn’t want to go out into the night again.

I still don’t believe she’s been living here. Not completely. But then I have to believe it, because she goes off into her little alcove and comes back with two blankets. I haven’t had blankets since the money ran out. I’ve been looking for work but I’m not eighteen and nothing so far. I’m wishing I had a blanket. Maybe she’ll loan me one. Maybe she’ll be grateful to me. Right now she doesn’t seem to know I did anything to help her. Right now she doesn’t seem to know that she needed help. That something bad just happened.

Maybe in the morning she’ll know more.

I lie down on my mattress. A moment later she lies down next to me, right up behind me, and throws both blankets over both of us. I don’t say anything for a long time.

Finally I say, “I’m not going to try to do anything to you.”

But I don’t know why I bother to say that, because she obviously feels safe enough. I’m thinking that for three nights there was somebody here while I slept and I didn’t even know it. She’s feeling safer than I am.

“I know,” she says.

“I don’t even like girls.”

“You don’t like me?”

“I didn’t mean that. I mean I don’t like girls for sex.”

“Who do you like for sex?”

“There’s only two kinds of people. Girls and boys.”

“I know.”

“Let’s not talk tonight,” I say.

I still haven’t figured out if she’s crazy, or completely stupid, or stoned out of her mind. I’m not sure I even want to know. I just want to sleep, but I know I won’t, because I’m still scared from what happened, and because there’s a stranger in bed with me, and because something about her definitely isn’t right.



In the morning we take the bus down to the health department. I could have had breakfast if I hadn’t needed that bus fare. Now I haven’t eaten or slept. But it’s awful when you need a doctor and there’s nobody with you and nobody cares. Believe me, I know.

I sit looking out the bus window and I realize I still don’t know her name, so I ask.

“Wanda Johnston,” she says.

“Oh.”

“You don’t like that name.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“I could tell, though. I don’t like it, either, but I’m stuck with it now. What can I do?”

“You can change your name.”

“I can?”

“Sure. People will call you whatever you say they should.”

“What should they call me? What’s a good name?”

I think about that for a while. While I’m thinking, the city blocks roll past the window.

We pass by a public grade school and she says, “I used to go to school there. Before I went to the state home.”

“Yeah? How old were you? Why did you have to go to a state home?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “Did you think of a good name yet?”

I cross “stoned” off the list of possibilities, because it doesn’t seem to be wearing off.

“Maybe Kate or Jessica or Julie or Chloe.”

“Chloe,” she says. “Is that really a name?”

“Sure.”

“How do you spell it?”

“C-h-l-o-e.”

“You can’t hear the ‘h.’ ”

“No, but it’s in there.”

“Wow. A whole letter that it doesn’t even have to use. That makes it pretty fancy.”

The morning sun is coming through the bus window and lighting up her face. She has this cute, short nose, like a cheerleader. She actually looks like she could have been a cheerleader. She looks like she could have been the popular girl. Like she’d open her mouth and say something to make it sound like the world should revolve around her because she’s pretty. But instead she keeps talking like she doesn’t even know there’s a world around her. Like she doesn’t know what world she’s in.

She’s looking at my forehead, and it makes her look sad. “Who hurt you?” she asks.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Sure it does,” she says. “It really does.”



She goes in for the pelvic exam alone. After a while she comes out and sits with me again. Her shoulders seem tight, but maybe it’s my imagination.

“Did it go okay?” I say. “Can we go?”

“They have to do HIV. We have to wait. How do they do HIV?”

“They have to draw some blood.”

“How?”

“They just draw some out with a needle.”

She jumps up and runs out of the waiting room, down the hall, and out onto the street. I run after her, but she’s fast. I don’t catch up until she hits the corner and has to yield to traffic.

“Hey, it’s gonna be okay,” I say. “Come back in.”

“Not if there’s needles.”

“It won’t hurt much. I’ll go in with you. You can close your eyes. You’ll never know.”

I have my arm around her, and I’m leading her back in the direction of the health department. Her body feels stiff, but she isn’t literally fighting me. I don’t know her well enough to force her to do anything, but she seems like somebody who could get into a lot of trouble unless somebody cared enough to try. We go back inside and sit down again in the waiting room.

“You promise I won’t even know?” Her eyes look glassy, like a wild animal about to be spooked into flight.

“I’ll stay right with you. It hardly hurts.”

When they call her number, a big black man in medical whites leads us into a small room and sits her down on an examining table.

“You can wait outside,” he says.

“No, I can’t,” I say. “I promised her I’d come in. She’s terrified of needles.”

“Great,” he says. “Let’s just get this over with.”

He ties off her arm with a rubber tube, rubs and pats at a vein until he likes what he sees. Then he turns around and breaks the cap off a sterile needle and she screams and rolls off the table. Lands in a ball between the table and the wall, yelling.

The big guy looks exasperated. “The point of this is not to draw blood against her will,” he says. “There has to be some voluntary cooperation involved.”

“Look, she got raped last night and she’s scared of needles. Can you cut her some slack?”

“Can you get her back on the table?”

I have to literally lift her and put her back on the table. She’s still curled up in a ball, and her arm is still tied off.

“I’m going to hold you,” I tell her. “I’m not holding you like forcing you. I’m just holding real tight so you don’t get scared, okay?”

I pin her body down with the weight of my own. I also put one hand over her eyes because I promised her she wouldn’t have to see. The guy manages to get the tied-off arm out from underneath her, and he quickly and expertly slides the needle home. Blood jumps into the tube. Then her head moves sideways, away from my hand, and she opens her eyes and screams. She tries to jump off the table but I hold her down hard because I’m scared she’ll break off the needle in her arm or something.

“Could you hurry?” I say to the guy, because I know I can’t hold her for long. She’s in this adrenaline-fueled state that’s very hard to overpower.

Before I can even finish the sentence she sinks her teeth into my arm. The fleshy part of my left arm just below the elbow. She locks on like a pit bull and just keeps sinking in. I yell out loud, and I let go, but she doesn’t.

The guy pulls the needle free, and I’m screaming, and she’s really in deep now. I have a sick, horrible sense that she’s about to hit bone. She has this jaw that just won’t quit and the pain is incredible and I don’t know how to make her let go. I think maybe I’ll have to slap her, but I just can’t bring myself to do it. The clinic guy holds up the needle so she can see that he’s done and way over on the other side of the room with it. He holds up both hands, like a surrender, and she opens her jaws and lets me go. A stream of blood runs down my arm and I sit down hard on the floor and wonder why she didn’t have all that fight last night in the alley. Why I had to be the one to bring that out in her.

She rolls off the table again and balls up by the wall, shivering.

The clinic guy looks closely at my arm and whistles. “You’ll have to get that looked at. I wish I could help you here, but we’re only equipped for these certain types of medicine.”

“Right.” I’m surprised I say anything at all. I think I might be in a little bit of shock.

“You should have that head wound looked at, too. How old are those stitches?”

“Nine days, I think. Or ten.” I’m not sure how long I was in the hospital. That time is mostly a blur.

“It’s not healing very well. It looks infected. It looks like you didn’t keep it clean enough. I wouldn’t take chances with a head wound like that one.”

“Right,” I say. And think how badly I want to go home. I wish I had one.

“You’re not getting out of here without a tetanus shot,” he says.

So I sit up on the table and he gives me a tetanus shot. I look down at the little pit bull and she’s sitting up now, pretty calm, watching me.

“You’re much better at that than I am,” she says.



I’ll be damned if I’m spending my pitiful lunch money on getting us home. Especially her. I’m going to need to eat something. So I set off walking, even though it’s three or four miles.

I keep looking over my shoulder and she keeps being back there. Following me.

“I’m really sorry I bit you,” she says.

“Me, too.”

“I don’t even know your name.”

“Jordan.”

“I’m really sorry I bit you, Jordan.”

“Leave me alone,” I say. “Stop following me.”

I’m crossing against traffic, walking right out in front of cabs and making them stop for me. Because I’m pissed. My arm is throbbing, with this intense shot of pain on every throb like somebody’s hammering a sharp wedge of metal into it with a big sledgehammer. I’m trying to think if my head even hurt this much.

“But we live in the same place,” she says.

“I’ll find a new place.”

I’ll get a job. And maybe some painkillers, or antibiotics, or both. I’ll be able to afford food every day. This is just a bad week in my life. I’m not going to have to live like this much longer.

I stop at a phone booth and call information to find a free clinic. It’s not that far from the cellar where I’ve been sleeping.

She stands and waits while I’m on the phone, then follows me again as I walk away.

“Go away, Wanda,” I yell over my shoulder.

“My name is Chloe,” she says.

“Go away, Chloe.”

But she follows me all the way to the free clinic. Where the woman at the counter tells me that to see an actual doctor I would have to come back at six-thirty p.m. Six-thirty to midnight.

“What kind of clinic is open from six-thirty to midnight?” I ask.

“The kind that treats overdoses and stab wounds,” she says.

Meanwhile this Chloe/Wanda person is still following me. Still standing behind me.

“I’ll go in with you,” she says. “You won’t even feel anything.”



I’m lying on the mattress and Chloe is sitting by my side, stroking my hair.

“Want me to go see what time it is?” she asks for the fiftieth time. Every hour or so she’s been jogging down to the corner drugstore to check the clock.

“Not yet,” I say.

“I used to have a bird that bit me all the time. But I still loved him.”

“It was a dumb animal,” I say. “It didn’t know any better.”

“I still loved him,” she says. “Didn’t you ever have a pet that bit you?”

“I never even had a pet.”

“Why not?”

“My mother doesn’t like animals.”

“That’s really sad. Want me to go see what time it is again?”

“Yeah. Good idea.” Anything to get rid of her. “What happened to your bird?” I ask before she climbs out the window.

“I don’t know. I had to go to the state home. He didn’t get to go.”

“What was his name?”

“Malcolm.”

“Malcolm? Why did you name your bird Malcolm?”

“I don’t know,” she says. And disappears.

Only she doesn’t come back in a minute or two with the time. She doesn’t come back, period. Which I’m thinking is just as well.

My arm hurts like hell and my head hurts a lot more than it did yesterday and I feel like I might have a fever. I try to sleep but I keep dreaming I’m in pain and it wakes me up. The last time I wake up it’s dark already. So it’s way past six-thirty.

I walk down to the free clinic but there’s a line down the block. I stand in it for a minute or two, too dizzy to stand much longer. I’m thinking of sitting right down on the cold pavement. But then a guy in his forties comes down the line and says the doctor is really swamped and if you’re not bleeding to death could you please come back tomorrow.

So I sigh, and I walk home. Stop at the all-night restaurant like I always do, to use the restroom. Wash up as best I can. My arm is swollen now, with black and purple around the bite marks. It helps not to try to move it at all.

When I get in, I hear a slight rustling noise. It’s coming from behind the mattress alcove.

“Chloe?” I say.

“No,” she says, shyly, like she knows she isn’t wanted. “Did you get your doctor?”

“No.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” She comes out and sits on my mattress with me. She has something in the front pouch pocket of her hooded sweatshirt. “I have a present for you,” she says.

She sounds so serious and intense—scared that I won’t like it—that I get scared, too.

“What is it?” My voice comes out gentle. I wonder why I don’t get to be mad anymore.

She slips it out from her big front pocket and sets it on the mattress with me. It’s a pigeon. A live pigeon. It just sits there, blinking. “How did you catch it?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “He just let me.”

“I think it might have a broken wing.” I can see one of its wings hanging down too far.

“Maybe. I got him for you because you never had a pet. Do you like him?”

I reach out to the bird and he lets me stroke his back. I don’t know if he’s tame, or just in shock, or too sick or wounded to react, but he lets me touch him. “Yeah,” I say. “I like him.”

“Would you like him if he bit you?”

“I don’t know. Does he bite hard?”

“He doesn’t bite at all,” she says. “I just wondered.”



I sleep for what feels like a long time, but when I wake up it’s still dark. And I feel sick. I feel like I have a bad fever. I need to pee. I touch my forehead and it hurts more than it should. It’s puffy. The stitches feel like they’re about to pull right out, they’re so tight.

Chloe is sitting in a corner, in the one little bit of light from the avenue street lamp. She’s breaking pieces off a hot-dog bun and feeding them to the pigeon. “You slept a long time,” she says. “It’s later tonight than it was yesterday night when you went to sleep.”

“Are you sure I slept a whole day?”

“Positive. I tried to wake you up before the line at the clinic got real long again. But I couldn’t wake you up. And it’s long.”

“Where did you get a hot dog?”

“I don’t have a hot dog,” she says. She holds it out for me to see. Just an empty bun, with a smear of mustard. “The hot dog was already gone when I found it. Here, I brought you this cup,” she says. She moves over to hand me an empty Styrofoam coffee cup with a lid. The bird skitters out of her way into the darkness. “You can pee in this, and then I’ll take it outside and throw it away.”

“That was smart.” That seems too smart for her. “That was smart to figure out that I’d need a way to pee.”

“No, it wasn’t,” she says.

*                           *                           *

When I wake up again it’s light. Chloe is leaning over me. She has the bird tightly up against her belly, and when she sees my eyes come open, she puts him down on my chest, and I hold him and stroke his back. I notice that she has a nasty bruise inside her elbow where the blood was drawn, because we never got pressure on it like you’re supposed to.

“You popped a couple of stitches,” she says. “It looks disgusting. Here. I brought you some soup.” She hands me an open paper cup. It’s chicken noodle. It’s still warm.

“Where did you get soup?”

“I told the guy down at the deli that my friend Jordy was really really sick and you needed something to eat. So you really like him, huh?” She points with her chin to the bird.

“Yeah,” I say. “I really do. Thanks for the soup.”

While I’m drinking it, I think how I have to get to the clinic tonight. Even if I have to crawl.

“I would like you even if you hurt me,” she says.

“But that’s just it. I would never hurt you.”

She starts to cry. And then I feel like shit because I made her cry. She has these eyes that are blue and green and gray all at the same time, and they’re huge. When she cries they get even bigger, like those corny-sad paintings of kids or clowns.

“Well, I wish you would. Because then I could forgive you, and then you’d see.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m really sorry I made you cry.”

“That’s okay,” she says, brightening some. “I like you anyway.”



I wake up and it’s dark again, and the fever is making me feel like I don’t exist. Somewhere in the back of my brain I’m thinking, Oh, shit, I’m still not getting to the clinic. But it’s a weird thought. Weird and far away. Chloe is gone, but I can see the bird walking around in the spill of light from the avenue street lamp. And I think I might die here. Because I can’t get anywhere now, like this, and I’m not going to get any better. I’m so sick that I almost don’t mind the thought of dying, but I really mind doing it here.

What seems like an hour later—but it could be a minute or a day—Chloe drops back in through the window. She has a Styrofoam cup in her hand and her pockets are stuffed.

“Here,” she says. She holds out a capsule on the palm of her hand. “Take this.”

“What is it?”

“Antibiotic.”

“Where did you get it?”

“Will you just take it? Here, here’s some water.”

“That’s not the cup I’ve been peeing in, is it?”

“Of course not. It’s fresh. Here. Take two aspirin, too. To help get the fever down.”

“How did you get them to give you all this?”

“Just shut up and take them.”

I swallow all three pills at once.

Then Chloe takes a tube of ointment out of her sweatshirt pocket and squeezes some onto my forehead and some onto both sides of my arm. I jump when she touches each of those places. Last of all, she unwraps a butterfly bandage and uses it to reseal the split on my forehead. I shout out loud because it hurts.

“How did you get them to give you all that, Chloe?”

“I just told them what was wrong with you. I told them I’d never get you down there unless we could do something about the fever. Oh. Here.” She goes back into her pocket and takes out a scrap of paper. “This is the number of the doctor. Where he lives,” she says, with great awe. “If you call him when you’re okay enough to go down there, he’ll meet you on his lunch hour. He wants to make sure you’re okay.”

I stare at the number for a minute, then drink the rest of the water. I’m so thirsty I could die right now, just from that. “That took a lot of brains, Chloe. To get all this done.”

“No, it didn’t,” she says.

The bird flies unsteadily into one of the windows and then flaps down to the floor again.



It’s five or six days before I get in to see the doctor. But I’m feeling much better.

I’m feeling clean because I took a sponge bath in a public restroom. Chloe let me use her towel. Who knew she had a towel? She has a lot of stuff in that alcove that I haven’t seen yet.

The doctor has gray hair but looks too young to have it. He looks like a guy who really cares but now he’s worn out from it. He’s small and mostly refined-looking, except for a full beard. He’s attractive. I feel attracted to him the minute he walks into the room. Then I see a wedding ring on his finger and I feel ashamed. And I try to feel something else entirely.

“The famous Jordan,” he says.

It embarrasses me. “I’m not famous.”

“You are around here.”

He peels off the butterfly bandage and I try to not yell out. I don’t want to be a coward in front of him. I want to be brave.

“Your girlfriend really loves you,” he says.

“She’s not my girlfriend. Are you going to have to stitch that again?”

“No, it’s starting to heal. I’m just going to take out the old ones. It’ll hurt. I’m sorry.” He’s right. It hurts like hell. But I don’t make any noise. “Your sister?” he asks.

“No, she’s just a friend.”

“Damn good one,” he says. “She waited in line all night, and when we tried to lock up she sat down cross-legged on the floor and wouldn’t leave. We had to give her antibiotics and aspirin just to get her out the door.”

“Did she seem . . .” Then I don’t know how to finish that thought.

“What?”

“I’m not sure how to say it. Did she seem . . . smart?”

He thinks a minute. Shrugs. “Smart enough, I guess. Why?”

“I’m just having trouble figuring her out. Sometimes she’s . . . Well, like when I met her, she’d just been raped. And she wasn’t even upset about it. She just said it happened all the time. I asked her if she ever said no, and she said it doesn’t matter what she says. It’s like she doesn’t even understand what a bad thing is. She doesn’t even know that what’s happening to her isn’t okay. Then when she needs to get something done, she seems a lot smarter.”

He has his hand on my shoulder now, but I wish he wouldn’t. Because it makes me think things that I feel ashamed about. And because I think he’ll see that I’m attracted to him. Like he’ll all of a sudden know me way too well.

“Maybe she doesn’t want to understand things that she doesn’t think she can change anyway. Maybe sometimes you just have a couple of rotten choices. Like you can fail to comprehend the world you’ve got, or you can see it as this ugly, evil, dangerous place and not be able to do a damn thing about it.”

“So you think it’s an emotional thing?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know enough about her. I just know the kinds of things I’ve seen over the years.” I look at his face and I see what he means. About the things he’s seen over the years. He’s seen too much. “I wouldn’t rule out severe trauma. Of course, it’s just a theory. But don’t rule it out. And don’t undersestimate it.”

“So if that’s it, could she get better? I mean, if somebody made her feel safe and took care of her? Could she get better?”

“I don’t know how to answer that question. I can’t predict the future. I think a better question would be, Does she have anybody in her life who cares enough to do all that for her?”

He still has his hand on my shoulder, but now it doesn’t matter because I’m thinking about Chloe. “I’m not sure,” I say. “I guess I’d have to think about that.”

“Do you know the person who did this to your head, Jordan?”

I look down at the clinic floor, which is linoleum. Very old linoleum. I wonder what he’ll do if I don’t answer.

When he gets tired of waiting he says, “Okay, let me put it another way. Is this someone you still have to see on a regular basis?”

“No, sir.”

“Good. That’s mostly what I needed to know.”



On the way home I stop at Chloe’s old grade school. Okay, I’m lying. It’s not on the way home. It’s eleven blocks out of my way. But I go there all the same. Because I just have to know about all this. I go into the office and a woman asks if she can help me. She’s about fifty, with a round face. She seems nice, which makes me uneasy. Then I realize the doctor was nice, too.

This is my problem. I’m not used to people being nice to me. Not lately, anyway. I’m not sure how to deal with that.

“Did Wanda Johnston used to go to school here?”

The woman looks her up on the computer. “You realize I can’t give out any of this information unless you’re family. I can’t show you her records.”

“I just want to know what she can do,” I say. “I want to know how bad it is.”

“How bad what is?”

“I mean, was she in, like, a special ed class? I’m only asking because I want to help her. Somebody has to. Help her.”

She sighs.

I say, “Look. If anybody else was trying to help her . . . If anybody else had ever tried to help her . . .” Then I give her a look that I hope is like the one Chloe gives me when she wants me to forgive her. All kind of big-eyed and sad. Because I know that’s a hard one to resist. “Maybe you could just tell me what it can’t do any harm to tell me?”

She sighs again and pulls up Chloe’s files from the computer. “No special ed. Just the regular class, with everybody else. Look. What I’m supposed to tell you is exactly nothing. I’m not allowed to tell you that she was here for first and second grade and part of third. And that her grades were normal. And then she was turned over to Child Protective Services. So you don’t know that. Because I didn’t tell you.”

“Can you also not tell me why?”

“That I don’t know. We’re talking about a big loop of secrecy now. And I’m not in it.”

She’s turned the monitor screen just a little bit toward me, which is how I happen to find out that Chloe was eighteen on the twelfth of May.



I don’t see Chloe once all day. I have no idea where she goes. All I see is the bird, fluttering around the cellar, apparently feeling like himself again. All dressed up with nowhere to go. I wonder how hard it will be to convince Chloe that we need to turn him loose.

Then I think maybe she’s gone, out of my life for good, and it doesn’t even matter. I can’t decide if that’s what I want or not.

I come back from the all-night restroom around midnight, and she’s back. I don’t ask from where.

“Careful,” she says as I come in through the window. “Don’t let the bird out.”

We sit and watch him fly in endless circles around the room. It occurs to me that I never bothered to name him, but it seems like bad timing to do it now.

“Wow, he’s feeling good, huh?” I say.

“Yeah, but he doesn’t like for me to touch him now.”

“Well, he’s probably feeling more like a bird these days.”

“Want to go get something to eat? I have money.”

“Where did you get money?”

“Some old guy in the park said he felt sorry for me because I’m too skinny, and he gave me five dollars.”

“Great,” I say. “Because I’m starving.”

*                           *                           *



We eat hot dogs and fries, and while we’re eating I feel so much better that I almost feel happy. Happy. This weird thing I’ve forgotten how to feel.

“That doctor was really nice,” I say.

“Yeah. I liked him okay. Did he say you were going to be okay?”

“Yeah. He thinks probably I’ll be okay.” And just for a minute I guess I do, too. The doctor and the food, and being clean, and having met people who were pretty nice to me, all in one day.

“Wow,” she says. “You’re really feeling better.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I guess I am.”



When we get home we lie down and try to sleep, but the bird is making such a racket. He’s flapping around in the dark, bouncing off the mattresses and banging into the windows. I feel bad for him. I feel bad for me because I figure this will go on all night and I’m tired.

Chloe says, “Jordy. Are you asleep?”

“How can I sleep with all that racket going on?”

“I have to talk to you about something. I know this is going to be hard for you to hear. Because he’s your first pet and all. But I really think we’re going to have to let the bird go now.”



It takes a long time to catch up with him, but I follow him around, and he’s getting tired. Wearing down. Finally I manage to get him into a corner, and I pick him up with my hand firmly around his body, holding down his wings. It’s extra hard because I can’t really use my left hand much. I can’t even move those fingers right now because it pulls into the muscles in my arm and hurts like hell. But I try not to make a big thing of that around Chloe. She feels bad enough as it is. When I get the bird, I put him up under my shirt and then tuck it in again. I think he’ll run around and scratch me, but something about that dark, confined space calms him. He holds still.

We climb up out of the cellar window, which, believe me, isn’t easy. Not with a pigeon in your shirt and only one working hand. But then I make it and we’re out into the night, which feels cool and open. It feels like being free.

I can feel the bird against my belly. Feel his soft feathers. He has his little talons wrapped around the waistband of my jeans. For some reason this makes me feel close to him. Like he really is my pet now. Like we finally fit together, just as we’re about to come apart.

We cross the street and Chloe says, “Not here.”

“Okay,” I say, though I don’t know why. Ten blocks later I ask, “Where are we going?”

“The park.”

In a way it makes sense. In another way it doesn’t.

“But if we let him off here . . . wouldn’t he pretty much fly to the park anyway?”

“Maybe,” she says. “But he might bump into a building on the way. He’s just sort of still getting his wings back.”



We stand together in the park and I look around and breathe more consciously than usual.

“Do you feel bad?” Chloe asks.

“No. I feel good. Why?”

“Well. He’s your pet.”

“But it’s not like something bad was happening to him. This is a good thing for him.”

“And it’s not like he’s not going to be yours. He’s just going to be yours out there instead of in the cellar. You might not see him anymore, but wherever he is, he’s still yours.”

“I agree,” I say.

I take him out from under my shirt. He looks around at the night much the way I’ve been doing. I turn him around, open my hands. He doesn’t move.

He just sits there on my two open hands, facing out into the world.

Then he unfolds those wings but he still doesn’t fly away. It’s almost like he’s trying to believe he really can. The right wing still looks a little on the droopy side. Maybe it always will. Maybe he’ll never be exactly as good as new again, but at least he can fly with it. That seems like the main thing. His wingspan looks so big to me, across my open hands. A foot, maybe. Or nearly. Big, capable, only slightly damaged wings.

I feel him push against my hands as he lifts away. I can feel the downdraft of his wings, the pressure of the evening air against my palms. He flaps almost horizontally toward a tree, gaining only a little bit of altitude. He sits on the branch for a while.

“Maybe he feels bad leaving you.”

“Maybe he’s tired from running into the cellar windows all day.”

I turn my head to look at a man with a big yellow dog, and when I turn back, my first and only bird has flown away.

*                           *                           *

On the way back to the cellar, Chloe says, “Thanks for the new name. It’s like that other person whose name I’m not even saying is just gone.”

“Don’t you want another one?”

“No. Chloe is good.”

“I don’t mean instead of Chloe. I mean a last name.”

“No. I don’t even need one. Chloe is such a good name I don’t even need another one.”

I find it touching, almost enviable, that a person with so little feels she has all she needs.





End of sample
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