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FOR KATIE AND MATTHEW,

WHO FED ME DURING THE BAD YEAR.


a few pages

Leigh Hunter thought he'd said goodbye to her almost four years ago. Yet here she was, close enough for him to see that he was not mistaken. He was staring at Maia Morland, and not a woman who simply looked like her.

Their love affair, which he had hoped would follow the happy narrative of a romance, had come to an end in high school. A fairly messy end, Leigh thought. The kind of mess that can only be created by lawyers, parents, and threatened charges of criminal negligence.

Of course he could never forget her, and no doubt dreamed of her, even when awake. He had probably looked for her in every girl he'd tried to love since. But the fact was, even now, with Maia across the room, all Leigh could focus on was an image of her socks. Of blood seeping into her socks, and having that same blood all over his hands.

Maia was talking to the host of the party at which Leigh was an accidental guest, and she hadn't yet turned to look in his direction. There was still time for him to leave. The living room, like the rest of the apartment, was absurdly large, and there was no reason to believe Maia had seen him, in spite of his unabated staring. He could make his excuses to Kathleen, who had brought him along to the party in a gesture of friendship.

"Are you all right?" Kathleen asked, her hand pressing lightly on his arm. "You look awful."

Maia turned right then, her eyes coming to rest on him. She didn't look startled, but neither did she register recognition. She seemed, instead, to consider him. To consider all the variables of Leigh Hunter, her most devoted boyfriend from high school, turned murderous assailant, and now before her.

Leigh, without looking away from Maia, asked Kathleen, "Do I really? As bad as awful?"

Maia spoke to the man she was with—a man older than Kathleen, who at forty-two was twice Leigh's age. The man with Maia was dressed, as Kathleen was, in materials both lush and tailored. Leigh, wearing his one good suit (bought last month for a job interview), watched Maia make her way toward him. She seemed, as she approached, to be full of shifting shadows and light. It was as if she were a painting, one best appreciated by a viewer willing to look from more than one perspective. Colors collided and shot out from her skin, her hair, her eyes.

And yet, in spite of all this, he could barely see her.

"It's that you're pale," Kathleen told him. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

No, not a ghost, just socks, he thought. Socks and blood.


~~~


It was inevitable that certain details would forever hijack his ability to think of or even to see Maia. Leigh could remember how his mother, when approaching a deadline or signing a new contract, had often said, with a certain weariness, "The story is always the same; only the details are different."


~~~


During his childhood, Leigh's mother, Lillian Hunter, had more than one job, but most of the money that paid bills came from books she wrote with titles like The Duke's Heir, Swept of Passion, or The Silent Governess. Although Leigh hadn't read his mother's books, he knew enough about them to believe it was true: the story always was the same; only the details were different.

But even then, he'd also known that sometimes details did more than make a story stand out. Sometimes they blocked a story altogether. Like with a girl. Leigh had been barely seventeen when he and Maia met, and his experience with girls was, he thought, far short of the norm.

Even so, he was definitely an expert in the way that the most unexpected parts of a girl could blind you to anything else. He'd lost hours on the space behind a girl's ears, and on the muscles sliding up and down the legs of another, and the way the hands of still another fluttered when she spoke. When Leigh got too caught up in the way a girl's neck curved, he knew he'd forever missed the big picture: her name, her friends, his chances of talking to her. Everything. Gone.

Now, at twenty-one, Leigh was capable of staring at a woman's hands while recalling her name, placing her friends, and assessing the possibility of seeing her again. All while talking to her. But what most clearly told him that he hadn't changed enough were the bloody socks. They demanded his full attention as he thought of Maia and what had happened during his last year of high school.

"Leigh," she said, now standing right before him and holding her hand out, making a hug impossible.

He felt her skin against his, and for a moment he couldn't breathe. He needed to say Hello or How are you? He would need to shake the hand of her date, and introduce her to Kathleen. He had to find out if she was well and happy. If she had recovered from what had happened, both to them and to her. And he had to do it without her ever knowing how desperately he needed the answer. But she seemed to know everything already, as her eyes remained on his. Her look no longer considered him, but took it all in: the four years since she'd last seen him, his current inability to think, and how he might have come to be at this party.

It made sense that she would know more than he did, for the detail that made his and Maia Morland's love story different was that Leigh was forever a few pages behind in the plot.



chapter one

black ice

The year Leigh's stepsister, Millie Davis, was in seventh grade and Leigh was in eleventh, he heard a lot about Maia Morland. She was new in school, her mother lived in the huge house that had been empty for so long. Maia was really brave, Millie told him, as it was hard to be new in the tenth grade. Everyone had friends already. But Maia was really smart and pretty, only not pretty-pretty. And her mother had been married five times. (It would turn out to be only three, but Millie did say, quite often, Five times. Imagine it.)

On and on she went. It was clear to Leigh that this Maia Morland was the object of his sister's crush—the kind a twelve-year-old girl develops on the girl she wants to become. He almost wished Millie were still obsessed with collecting stickers or building Lego palaces. Listening to his sister go on about her stickers would take less time than her endless talk about this other girl.

Eleventh grade was a lot more demanding than Leigh had thought it would be, and he had to work so hard to maintain his B average that he ended up with straight A's at the end of the first term. This in spite of being on varsity soccer, which not only took up most of his afternoons but twice sent Leigh to the emergency room: once to tape up some bruised ribs, and once to be checked for a concussion after getting knocked out cold.

A lot of soccer matches were on weekends, and as his father, Clayton Hunter, was lenient about enforcing the custody agreement, Leigh wound up seeing his father, Millie, and his stepmother even less than usual. It was a long train ride from New York to D.C., and one he hadn't made so often that year.

In March, when Clayton called on a Monday, which was rare, Leigh assumed it was to say, Of course, it's no problem. Go to the game in Pennsylvania this weekend. Lillian was in the tiny living room, which she used as a study and was where they kept the TV. Before the divorce, they had lived with Clayton in a big apartment on West End Avenue, but this one, on a side street off Broadway, fit them better. Leigh's bedroom didn't have a desk, but he generally had the kitchen to himself in the evenings to do his assignments or to read.

That night, he felt like he should be watching the news, as the president was giving Iraq a new warning before the much-promised Shock and Awe could start.

While Leigh was glad that the war had stopped his mother's ravings against the obscene coverage of a little girl from Utah who was abducted from her bedroom, he didn't want to think of the men not much older than he was who were about to go into battle. He felt lucky and relieved, of course, but mostly baffled by the knowledge that short of a draft he would not be going. And even then, he probably wouldn't go. Clayton, more than once in the past year and a half, had mentioned cousins he had in Canada.

"I'm a lawyer," Clayton had said to Lillian when Iraq turned from a question of if to when. "I'll get him whatever documents are needed."

Lurking behind all this was an amount of good fortune so large, it was impossible to be grateful for it. It wasn't the same as being rich, which was an obvious advantage, as only an idiot would be unable to see. The good fortune that Leigh knew as his wasn't something he could feel or point to. It was more like oxygen or blood; it was that intrinsic, so you took it for granted even though you really shouldn't. That the impending war unleashed confusion in everyone was clear, but for Leigh it highlighted how little he understood his own life.

So, in spite of vaguely despising himself for not facing the disquiet brought up by images of teenagers massing on the Kuwaiti border, Leigh pretty much tried to ignore the news. He happily picked up the phone when it rang and exchanged hellos with his father, preparing to discuss his soccer game in Pennsylvania. Maybe this time his father and Millie could drive up from Maryland.

Instead, Clayton wanted to speak to Lillian.

Right away, Leigh braced himself for something bad. His parents got along well, mostly because Lillian refused to blame anyone for Clayton's affair with Millie's mother. But even so, it was very clear that neither of them wanted to be in touch more than necessary.

Leigh brought the phone to his mother and then, so as not to overhear anything, made as much noise as he could doing the dishes. When Lillian came into the kitchen, she sat down at the table. He looked at her and asked, "Tea?"

"Scotch," she said, and he pulled the bottle from under the sink and watched her pour about an inch into one of the jam jars they used as glasses.

Millie's father was dead.

Which meant that Millie was half of an orphan. Leigh refused to let his brain spin out the possibility of creating fractions from orphanhood, if that was even a word, and he listened as his mother answered his half-formed questions.

Seth Davis had flown to Kansas to attend a seminar and had died in a rental car on the way from the airport to his hotel. There'd been a five-car pileup—three deaths and countless injuries. A mention was made of black ice, although it was also possible that someone had been drunk. Autopsies would confirm that.

Leigh thought of the fetal pigs his biology class had dissected the year before, and wondered why anyone had to bother with an autopsy. Black ice or a drunken driver. The reason wouldn't bring Seth back.

"Insurance," Lillian said. "Liability, litigation. If someone caused this, money will be involved."

The money paid out to the families of people who'd died in 2001 had been a detail Leigh had been unable to grasp when the planes flew into history. He had barely started tenth grade when it happened. He thought he'd been having a math problem with the insurance story. Now he saw that what he'd been incapable of understanding back then was the attachment of a price to a person.

It wasn't that such a thing was right or wrong that bothered him. It was that such a thing was necessary.

"What kind of seminar?" Leigh asked, also wanting to look at a map.

Where was Kansas, exactly? Next to the Dakotas or farther west? In a little more than a year, he'd be living in Montana and would know all the states bordering the Dakotas—Kansas was not one of them. But on the night Seth Davis died, any state not on the Atlantic Ocean was, for Leigh, a landlocked blur.

"It was a teaching intensive," Lillian said. "For high school English teachers. I think Seth was giving a talk or getting an award."

Seth Davis taught English in the city's public schools, and was also a literacy advocate for communities in need. Seth, Lillian once said, is an old-school idealist.

Leigh thought of all the fuss Millie's mother, Janet Davis, had made whenever Millie came to visit her father. Seth lived in a reasonable neighborhood in the block-to-block way that most city neighborhoods were reasonable. But Janet was convinced that there was every chance Millie would be shot on the street, pushed onto a subway track, or raped in a stairwell.

She had not thought to be afraid of what a car could do. Yes, Millie was technically safe, but there was no way Seth's death would leave her unharmed.

"I should speak to Millie," Leigh said, not at all sure he wanted to, but remembering clearly all the times she'd calmed down from a bruise or a cut if he just sat beside her while she got a Band-Aid or an ice pack.

"They haven't told her yet," Lillian said.

"What, is she asleep?" Leigh asked. "It's not even eight-thirty."

"Your father thinks it might be better if you were there," Lillian said.

Clayton and Janet were waiting to tell Millie that her father was dead? It wasn't as if she were six years old. She'd know right away that they'd treated her like a child. That they'd protected her from news that she, more than anyone else, owned.

"He wants me to tell her," Leigh said, knowing that neither Clayton nor Janet would ever flat out ask him to do it.

But his being there would let Millie know to be on guard before a word was spoken.

"Yes, I have the impression that he does want that," Lillian said.

Memories of Seth that Leigh hadn't even known he had kept flashing into view. The day they'd met, more than seven years before, when Seth was drinking coffee from a paper cup with a plastic lid that didn't quite fit. The way he would hold his hands under his armpits if he'd forgotten his gloves. Seth running up the stairs three at a time but always letting Millie win if they were racing to his fifth-floor apartment.

"But I have school, right?" Leigh asked. "Should I go tonight? Can I get a train?"

Seth wore wire-rimmed glasses that he was forever pushing tight against the bridge of his nose. At some point Millie had started cleaning her father's glasses by blowing on them and using her shirt to rub them clear.

"I told Clayton it would be up to you," Lillian said. "I'd like you to consider what you want."

This was an almost constant refrain of hers. She felt that Leigh worked too hard to please other people. That he didn't take enough time for what might please him—for what he wanted. Leigh, who knew he didn't do anything that made him unhappy, felt that she worried for no reason. He did well in school, he was popular, and he had a girlfriend. Although he wasn't sure where he would go to college or what he would study there, Leigh believed that the road he was on belonged to a map. One free of too many detours, and leading him to the exact places where he was needed.

Still, he'd met other mothers, had listened to Lillian's friends talk about their kids, and he figured worrying was her job. If Lillian was asking him to consider what he wanted in the face of Clayton's news, well, then this time Leigh had an answer.

"I want Millie's father not to be dead," he said.

If he left tonight, right now, he'd get to D.C. well before Millie was up. Clayton would pick him up at Union Station and they'd drive the half-hour or so that it would take to get to the house. Leigh pictured himself going into her room, the last person she saw right before her new life started. Knowing Millie, she'd either cry right away or sit for a while, trying to work out what she thought.

He also, unwillingly, thought this was something his father could do. Should do. It was his job. Leigh, aware that he didn't know his father that well, was reluctant to use terms that were definitive. And if the word coward now sprang to mind to describe Clayton, then wouldn't that force Leigh, if he broke the news to Millie, to describe himself as brave?

Which he wasn't. He was just, at this particular moment, angry. The whole ridiculous cliché of men hitting walls only to wind up with their hands broken was making a frightening sort of sense.

"Janet will make her nervous," Leigh said. "Millie will worry that being upset will upset her mother."

"That doesn't seem possible," Lillian said. "Are you sure?"

"Millie hides everything Seth gives her in the guest room closet."

Leigh, who slept in the guest room at his father's house, was forever shaking glitter out of his shoes or getting hit on the head by small stuffed animal squirrels. Millie loved squirrels.

"I think I should go," he said, thinking of his sister trying to figure out a private way to be sad.

Or angry. Did girls hit walls? No one ever said so, but this kind of aimless rage couldn't belong only to men.

"Do you have any tests this week?" Lillian asked. "Papers due?"

"No," Leigh said. "A vocab quiz in French, but I can take it late."

"The memorial service will probably be in New York," Lillian said.

"Yeah," he said.

His mother had followed him into his room, where he was putting a shirt, a sweater, and jeans into a small bag. He had clothes at his father's, but he always liked to bring some just in case all of his things had disappeared between visits.

"I'm sure Seth's school will want to do something," Lillian said. "Tell her..."

Leigh knew his mother was inviting Millie to stay with them in case Clayton and Janet didn't offer to accompany her up to the city for her father's service.

"I will," Leigh said. "But I think Dad, at least, will come to the service."

Leigh didn't want to think about how people were going to bury Seth. It felt like a great betrayal to Millie. If she had no idea her father was dead, then no one should be making plans until she knew.

Lillian booked a train ticket online for him and then insisted on coming down to Penn Station. These days Penn Station, Grand Central, and the airports were crawling with police and National Guardsmen. There was no safer place to be in the city than at one of its exit venues. Normally, Leigh might have persuaded his mother to stay home by asking if she didn't trust him.

But he knew the news of Seth's death had brought with it the type of fear that proximity to misfortune often carries. It was ridiculous, of course, but Leigh was as glad of his mother's company that night as he had been at the age of ten when he was routinely woken up by the sound of his own screaming voice.

"Bad dreams," Lillian would say, turning on the light, helping him out of bed, and fixing him hot milk with honey. "It's just bad dreams."


~~~


When he finally got to his father's house, Leigh took a pillow and a blanket from the guest room and stretched out on the floor next to his sister's bed. When Millie woke up, he would be there, as Lillian had always been for him. He wouldn't be able to ease the end of a bad dream, but he had vague plans about cushioning the beginnings of his sister's grief.

Whatever his intentions had been, they all vanished when he opened his eyes to find her staring down at him.

"I knew you'd come," she said.

Leigh was quiet, not sure how to tell her what she apparently knew. Later, the details of her hellish night would leak out (overheard phone calls and an endless computer search until a local paper in Kansas posted the story). Right now what he focused on was that his sister had known he would come and he had.

During some of the months to follow, her faith allowed him a place on the right side of the line separating men you could trust from men you couldn't.



chapter two

neatly divided

Millie slept for most of the day, getting up once or twice to say that she wanted to walk the dog. Leigh would find the leash, slip biscuits into his pocket, and call for Bubbles, the family's slobbering but affectionate mixed breed. By then Millie would have become exhausted looking for her shoes or hairbrush and returned to bed. Her eyes were red, but he'd not seen or heard her cry, and worried that she was doing it in her sleep.

Janet stayed home from work but had told Clayton to go to his office.

"Leigh and I will be fine," she said. "There's nothing you can do for Millie."

Leigh watched, unable to believe that his father was picking up his car keys and travel mug of coffee.

Clayton ran the legal department of Byre Consultants Group. It was a lobbying firm founded by a retired secretary of defense who had also served in the Senate for eighteen years. When married to Lillian, Clayton had worked for Exxon, and Leigh thought it was possible that oil executives were less demanding than politicians. But maybe his father just worked all the time because if you didn't write romance novels work was like that.

Clayton's father had been a lawyer, and both of Lillian's parents had worked for a chain of hardware stores. Most of the parents of Leigh's friends at school were lawyers or doctors (a lot of those were psychiatrists) or banker types. Janet Davis was a nurse, and Leigh knew that her mother was an interior designer somewhere in Texas.

Whenever Leigh tried to imagine his life being shaped by any of those careers, he felt as if the map he'd been following his whole life had suddenly faded from view. He knew it was a matter of continuing to do the right things: study and apply to colleges, as well as keep old friends and make new ones. But even with all that as a given, he couldn't picture himself working at something that mattered.

Leigh didn't think the law was interesting, even if it did dictate how the world was run. He hated his science courses, which ruled out becoming a doctor, and he didn't care enough about anything to teach it. Everyone said that college was to help focus his plans for the future, but Leigh wondered how he could focus what he didn't have.

He sometimes worried that he'd be one of those people who drifts through life, selling advertising space in a trade journal or something equally sad. He saw himself as forever waiting to figure out what he wanted to be when he grew up. Some of Leigh's private worries about his future—which struck him as monstrously selfish to be dwelling on so soon after Seth's death—must have shown in his face, because Clayton put his keys down.

"I could easily work from home," he said, and then disappeared into the sun porch, where he had a small study.

Leigh thought that Clayton should have the decency to be too upset to work. But he also envied his father's ability to remove himself from Millie's clear if not yet stated needs.

Janet, who had a suitably distracted air about her, hauled a bag of clothes up from the laundry room and set about mending them. Leigh took the garbage out and caulked two ill-fitting storm windows. He was worried that he might start mopping the floors, he was so desperate for something to do.

"I made curtains for our first apartment," Janet said when he spread his schoolbooks out across from where she was sewing. "They were yellow, and Seth thought I had performed a miracle by bringing light into a place that faced an alley."

"It was in Chicago, right?" Leigh asked.

He knew the story from Millie. Her parents had met in Chicago just as Janet was deciding that she didn't want to be a doctor but a nurse. She married Seth while still in school, and Millie was born within a year.

After Janet graduated from college with a BSN instead of a pre-med degree, Seth quit his teaching job and they went to live in Czechoslovakia. Millie was a year old when her parents lived there, both of them teaching English, and she could never quite forgive herself for having no memory of it.

"Yes, Chicago," Janet said. "I never made curtains in Prague."

They came back to the States, Leigh knew, to get divorced, with Seth settling in New York and Janet taking Millie to Maryland.

"God, I wish his mother were still alive," Janet said, putting down a sock and taking up a shirt with missing buttons.

Leigh had never thought before about Seth's having parents. It was enough, he'd thought, to have registered that Seth's life had extended to Millie, his students, and Janet. But everyone had parents, and Seth himself had once been only seventeen.

"Why his mother?" Leigh asked, because if they were going to wish that someone dead were alive, why not start with Seth?

"To keep Millie company," Janet said. "She knows that we're only sad for what she's lost."

Leigh supposed that was one way to put it. True, he was sad for Millie, but he was also sorry that Seth was dead, and he'd probably seen Seth not twenty times in his life. Janet was surely even sorrier.

"You'll be good company," Leigh said. "Millie knows you're sad."

"Your heart can break a thousand times," Janet said, "but never more than once for the same person."

Meaning, he supposed, that Janet's heart had broken when she and Seth had divorced and could not, therefore, break again because he'd died. Also meaning, Leigh thought, that his father should not be working but spending time with Janet. Because maybe no one could help Millie, but Janet, neatly divided between sorrow and guilt, could probably use her husband's company.


~~~


Clayton must have figured this out on his own, as he stayed home again the following day. Leigh was tired from two nights of sleeping on Millie's floor, and not sure he was making a huge difference, although she had followed him into the guest room that morning and pulled a box of romance novels from the back of the closet. Lillian sent her books to Millie, who loved them, and Leigh supposed that his sister bought others in the grocery store or wherever.

"Daddy always said these would rot my brain," she said, leaning against the sofa bed, which Leigh had yet to pull out. "But when I was sick or got really good grades, he'd let me read them."

Leigh sat down on the floor next to her and pulled on the ends of her hair.

"Your brain's never going to rot, Mill," he said.

"I feel sick," she said. "Like I want to throw up, but can't."

He sat with her until she fell asleep, and he lifted her onto the couch, unfolding a blanket and turning out the light.

After eating lunch, Clayton asked if he wanted to get some driving in. Leigh had gotten his permit in August, but although the required six months had passed, he hadn't completed sixty hours of supervised driving. If it hadn't been for soccer, he and Clayton would have finished the remaining two hours of daylight and seven of nighttime. Leigh was desperate to get his license. It was unnecessary at home, but having to be driven places while visiting his father was unbearable. He hated himself for saying yes, believing that a better brother would not so eagerly get into a driver's seat after what had happened to Millie's father.

Clayton, unlike Lillian, was a good driving teacher, never losing his temper or displaying any alarm at poorly executed stops or awkward turns. Leigh's father was not an expressive man, and Lillian often said that Clayton was emotionally autistic.

"He can only show love by solving a problem for you," she told Leigh once. "He won't sit with you while you cry, but he will try to fix whatever's making you cry."

Janet, however, felt that Clayton's mother had been the one responsible for making him so shut down.

"Your grandmother was very WASP and New England," Janet said. "She could never tell your father she loved him."

Leigh didn't much think about which of them was right. Mostly, he suspected that Clayton's complete lack of affect served him well at work. It made knowing his own father close to impossible, but he would learn to drive because of it. As Leigh pulled, very carefully, into the garage next to Janet's car, Clayton said, "Well done, nice work. I don't think you'll have any trouble with the road test."

"Thanks," Leigh said. "Just have to log those hours."

He turned the engine off, remembering to take the key out so that the car wouldn't produce a series of beeps when he opened the door.

"It was good of you," Clayton said. "Coming here was good of you. It means a lot to Janet that you'd do that."

Leigh barely noticed how his father kept himself out of the whole equation, simply saying, "Of course I came. I love Millie."

Clayton got out of the car, quickly, and spent the remainder of the day working in the sun porch, which pretty much defeated, Leigh thought, the point of staying home.


~~~


Upstairs, he checked that Millie was still sleeping in his room, then went into her bedroom to call his girlfriend. Leigh knew he should have called before now and told her about Seth. Astra Grein was always puzzled and, in her way, annoyed at how little he had to say about his father or his periodic visits to Maryland. Leigh could never fully convince her that there was nothing to say. But maybe it was a weird girl thing to be obsessed with other people, because normally Millie wanted to know everything about Astra.

How had Leigh decided to ask her out, was she pretty, did she laugh a lot, how long was her hair, and what were her hands like? To which Leigh had said, She kind of asked me, Very pretty, No, not so much, Long enough, and Her hands? Millie, they're hands.

Millie never asked the questions that would allow Leigh to explain how he felt about Astra. She was more than pretty: she was drop-dead beautiful, popular and smart. Leigh knew that every guy in school would trade places with him in an instant. Being with Astra was like having won a prize, which was, perhaps, not the right way to think about one's girlfriend. As a result, he always felt a little guilty around her, but she was sweet on the phone when he told her about Seth.

"I'm glad you're there," she said. "How's she holding up?"

"I'm not sure yet," Leigh said.

"Well, you will be," Astra said. "You're good at figuring things out."

This might have been a compliment, but maybe she couldn't think of what else to say. The fact that Leigh couldn't tell probably meant his girlfriend was wrong about what he was good at.



chapter three

the train wreck

Millie finally agreed to go out at around four-thirty, after eating some toast with butter and cinnamon on it. Leigh got her coat, the leash, the house key, dog biscuits, and the dog. Millie sat on the piano bench, pulling on her socks. She kept patting Bubbles's head, making the dog overly excited about the walk, and as Leigh was trying to keep Millie's shoes away from the dog, someone thumped on the front door.

"It's open!" he called.

The door thumping sounded again.

"Open, come on in."

This was the kind of thing you could say in Calvert Park, Maryland, but not at home in New York, unless you were very sure who was standing in the hallway outside your apartment. Leigh heard Janet coming out from the kitchen.

"Jesus, it's open," Leigh said, starting to haul Bubbles to the door, but Millie darted past him, shoeless, into the small, cold front hallway.

"It's Maia," she declared before flinging the door open.

"She doesn't touch doorknobs," Janet said softly, standing behind him.

They both watched as the girl, who Leigh guessed was the famous Maia Morland, put her hands on either side of Millie's face. If Maia said something, Leigh didn't hear it, but Millie nodded and then, without warning, burst into the sobbing the whole house been waiting for since the news of Seth Davis's death had first leaked into it.

Maia put her arms around Millie, taller by just enough to provide what looked like comfort and support.

Janet touched Leigh lightly on the shoulder and motioned toward the kitchen. He took off his coat, let Bubbles out the back door, and was, as he watched the dog run to the bushes where she'd been trained to confine her business, ashamed of his gratitude that Millie had broken down on someone else.

Let Maia Morland be stuck with saying all the ridiculous things no one could believe. It'll be okay, I'm so sorry, You'll be fine. I really, really liked him. Janet was right—if your heart wasn't broken at the news, what good could you be to the person whose heart was?

Bubbles bounded back in and Leigh followed her into the kitchen, where Janet was making what looked like dinner, although it wasn't yet five. Because Lillian worked mostly at home, she and Leigh ate dinner whenever they felt like it. This could be at five in the afternoon or, on occasion, at ten in the evening. He usually wound up eating while he and his mother watched the half-hour BBC World News. Leigh liked how the British accents could make the most horrible news (famine, flood, or the death of an entire crew on a damaged submarine) sound like shiny items available for purchase.

Dinner at his father's house, however, followed a schedule. Even if Clayton worked late, the table was set at seven and food was served at seven-thirty.

"We eating early because Dad's home?" Leigh asked.

"No, I'm making a meal for Maia," Janet said. "She grew this fall so she's had to up her calories. Poor thing, she'd finally hit her goal weight and then had to go back on the feeding plan."

Leigh, who by the eighth grade was sick of listening to girls talk about food, weight, and diets, thought this was a bit unusual.

"Listen, I want the girls to have time alone," Janet said. "Being able to help Maia gain weight is one of Millie's greatest joys. She considers it a huge privilege."

"Is Maia sick?"

"Anorexic," Janet said, "although to hear her tell it, she just stopped eating by accident. That girl's a train wreck, but your sister loves her."

No kidding, Leigh thought, recalling all the times Millie had said, as if reporting from the Divine, Maia thinks and then whatever it was Maia had thought.

When the girls came into the kitchen, Maia introduced herself by saying, "Hi, you must be Leigh."

"Nice to meet you," he said, holding his hand out in greeting, and was surprised when his sister swatted it away.

"She doesn't shake hands," Millie hissed.

He could tell he was staring at Maia in a way that didn't even feel polite, but he was remembering an interview that he'd read with Donald Trump. In addition to putting his name on buildings and almost running for president, Trump had a huge germ phobia.

"Not a problem," Leigh said, calling up a detail from the Trump article. "In Japan, people bow, and no one shakes hands."

Maia—who was one of those girls with skin so pale, you could see the blue of her veins—turned a red that was almost purple before the blush vanished as she held her hand out toward Leigh and said to Millie, "Don't be silly. That's only true with strangers, and I almost know your brother, you talk about him so much."

Leigh took her hand, only aware when he let go of it that he'd had no reaction. There was something off about her. She was pretty, but not ... not attractive. She had black hair held back with these sparkly barrettes all the girls at school used. Her eyes were light brown, and her nose was long and didn't quite fit the way her face was arranged. Still, he couldn't recall the last time he'd met a girl without assessing her in terms of how much she made him want to touch her.

If Astra Grein took away his ability to think of anything but touching her, Maia Morland made him think of everything but touch. It wasn't that she was so skinny, although she was, which you could tell even though her body was covered up in a baggy dress and huge sweater. Instead of tights or leggings, Maia had on a pair of bright blue and red socks. There was a gap of bare skin between her ankles and her dress, making Leigh look away, as if he had seen something he shouldn't.

"I have this suitcase full of sheets and blankets for Millie," Maia said. "It's on the porch, and while I did okay walking it over, I'm not sure I can get it up the stairs."

"Sheets?" Millie asked. "You brought me sheets?"

"I talked to Josh before I came over," Maia said. "And he said grief is like being in pain, and so you should have as much physical comfort as possible."

"Sheets?" Leigh asked, not having meant to say anything but trying to figure out what, exactly, physical comfort was other than not having bruised ribs. Maybe being warm on a cold day?

"I know it's silly, only it was all I could think of," Maia said. "I probably should have brought over a bunch of cashmere sweaters, but instead I cleaned out the linen closet. Mom's always going on about the thread count in her sheets, plus her blankets are really nice."

"You talked to Josh?" Millie asked. "About me?"

"Of course. I called over there as soon as I got home."

"Josh knows who I am?"

Leigh was surprised by how much he wanted to know who Josh was. If Maia had a boyfriend, surely Millie would have mentioned it. What did the boyfriend see that Leigh couldn't as he stared at this odd girl, who gleamed in a way that reminded him of a desk lamp. Weird. He wondered about comfort, linen closets, and why Millie should be so pleased that Josh knew of her existence.

"Maia, have you eaten today?" Janet asked. "Let me fix you something."

"No, I'm fine, Ms. Davis," Maia said. "I had both my snacks. And Mom made sure I brought lunch with me today, so I'm queen of the calories."

Now Leigh had a tangible reason to think her odd, and he mumbled something about the suitcase, glad to be away from the kitchen, all that food, and a girl who was thin on purpose. At school, two years ago, Elise Welsh had come back from summer vacation about half her previous size. And she'd been skinny before she started to vanish. After a while, none of her friends would sit with her, and although Leigh usually hated when people made other people feel bad, in this case he couldn't blame them. For lunch, Elise would have a yogurt and an apple, which was fine—it was actually what most of the girls he knew had for lunch. But Elise would cut up that apple into small, tiny pieces, and never eat more than a third of them.

It was gross and disturbing, and right after she stopped eating the yogurt, Elise left school. The hospital, everyone assumed, although some of the girls whispered rehab, which struck Leigh as ridiculous. Rehab was for drugs and alcohol, not food. Maybe Maia should think about the hospital instead of standing around talking about her calories.

He put the suitcase on Millie's floor, amazed that it had been so heavy. What were these sheets made of, bricks? Well, he hoped that they would give Millie physical comfort. Whatever that was.


~~~


Without even thinking about it, Leigh offered to walk Maia home. It was dark out, and cold, and Millie's grief, while still partly hidden, hung thickly over the house, making Leigh think of childhood monsters. The kind that you know are not real but still have the power to menace.

"It's late. Maybe you shouldn't walk alone," he said, leaving out the part about monsters.

"Okay, sure," Maia said after looking at him blankly, as if he had spoken to her in a foreign language. "That would be nice."

He had on his running things, sure that what he really wanted was not to take this odd girl home but to go for a run, something he normally hated.

They walked in silence for a bit, and it was funny to be so close to a girl who was Astra's opposite in almost every way. Astra did not walk—she strode, allowing her height, her strength, and her thoughts to take up as much room as possible. Maia, it seemed to him, let her thoughts swarm thickly around her, creating a shield of protection. Only, from what?

"Millie talks about you a lot," Maia said after pointing to her house, half a block away.

"You too," Leigh said. "You cannot imagine how many times I've heard your name."

"Yeah, well," Maia said, coming to a stop at the end of her driveway. "Same for how often I hear yours."

"So we have that in common," Leigh said, his voice full of confidence that Millie's devotion to him was all he would ever share with Maia Morland. "That she thinks about us."

"Not really," Maia said. "Her father and you are the only people she thinks about in a way that matters."

Then she thanked him for walking her home, and for taking the suitcase up the stairs.

"Good night," he said.

"It was nice to meet you," she told him, and he nodded, watching her turn in to the driveway and shut the door of the huge house that had been empty for so long.

Was there something else he had wanted to say? Or meant to say? He stood there, motionless, until deciding probably not.
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Millie would grow out of the crush she'd formed in the months before her father died.


He wouldn't say goodbye to Maia now, just as he hadn't four years ago. It turned out that Janet was right. His heart couldn't break again over Maia Morland, but the crack she had created still ached. Leigh saw that he would spend his life saying farewell to Maia, the way one might to a childhood dream.


If he was lucky, he'd come to see it clearly. And that ache would no longer be for a first love or a lost one, but for a memory, full of pleasure and regret.


acknowledgments


I am indebted to my editor, Julia Richardson (a.k.a. Julia Whom We Love). Her comments and suggestions were offered with humor and thoughtful care. Everyone should be on the receiving end of such a warm intelligence. Robin Rue, Betsy Groban, and Sharyn November helped me navigate while I wrote the manuscript.


Before approaching the story of a young man's first love, I looked for books that would deepen my understanding of coming of age from a male perspective. Amos Oz's memoir, A Tale of Love and Darkness, and the opening section of Orhan Pamuk's memoir, Istanbul, reminded me that male adolescence is far more thoughtful than often depicted. Peter Behrens's novel The Law of Dreams expanded my understanding of narratives in which the main character is a young man. Ten years ago, the writer Stan Burns let me read a draft of his book on men in America. His death prevented the work's completion, but it—and he—have shaped my thoughts in more ways than I know.


Many of my female friends asked their husbands, sons, and boyfriends to speak to me about their memories and experience of young love (and sex). I will be forever thankful to each for his time and trust. My male friends were less anxious to have me probe into their past, and I am, in retrospect, grateful for that as well.


Polly Milius and Tara Weyr gave me comfort, encouragement, and quiet places to write. My husband and my father read drafts whenever I asked; both, in separate ways, have made my career possible, and what I owe them is beyond measure.





