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“Men are dogs.”

—Maureen Dowd






THE CONSTANT

When Albert Einstein first began to explore the implications of the Theory of Relativity, his equations suggested that the universe was not static, but expanding. In those days, many people had an interest in the notion of a stable universe, Einstein included, and to fudge over the implications of his own work, Einstein introduced a mathematical sleight of hand, a Constant, which allowed him to explore the implications of his theory but avoid aspects of it that he found unpalatable. Later, of course, he realized that this was a mistake, and, in fact, he later referred to the Constant as his greatest blunder.

It now appears that the universe may not only be expanding, but also accelerating, and under these circumstances the Constant may have some value after all, one that will describe just how fast the universe is accelerating. And it might show, too, a value for dark matter. The value of the Constant is still unknown, but it still suggests that one thing will happen: Galaxies will begin to move at an increasing speed, and ultimately they will move beyond the horizon of observation. It is this disappearance, or seeming disappearance, that makes the Constant so haunting. The disappearance of so much is, at best, a prospect that makes people uneasy.
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IT’S ABOUT TIME someone talked about what it’s like to be a man now, and how even the term “man” has become a dirty word. What you think or feel as a man when you are not a rapist, a thug, a wife beater, a cheater, arrogant, an elitist, someone not infantilized by video games, but as a man who wants to do the right thing, no matter what, and not to whine about those times, which everyone has, when things are tough. Many women will be surprised to hear that they have not escaped the human condition, and that women can lie, cheat, and kill, although often they seem to think they are a new species, a Vestal, who is above even the suspicion of such behavior.

My father was not a bigot and he taught me not to be one as well. I loved him for it, among other things. And in the background of this account I looked for that elusive moment when disaster sends its first calling card.

I now know when it all began and how.

The difficulty was that the beginning of all those things—the knife, the bottom of the well, the pursuit, the attempt to  kill—wasn’t so large, or so it seemed, not something that much out of the ordinary. It was just another evening in the slipstream of possibilities that, with a bewildering conglomeration, sweeps by us every hour. If this story had taken place in a different era, I would have prayed many times. And, for that matter, I did pray, although it’s hard to say with what effect.

I prayed, I now know, to be free of vanity. Vanity is the enemy of grace, and grace was important in our family. My father wanted me to count my blessings and to know that other people often didn’t have them. Grace, these days, is not one of those things that people think about where men are concerned.

It started when my mother came to that table, a sort of imitation antique, by the front door, and found the first package of literature she had sent away for. It was from a “self-realization center,” an ashram in San Francisco, and it said that she would probably have more respect for my father if he made more money. The literature had a picture of a guy with a long beard and a loose robe, and he looked like he had been smoking dope. I always thought it was strange that a guru was so interested in money, but then I was only seventeen and at that age a lot of the world seems strange.

My mother was always talking about ashrams and Inner Energy That Was Waiting to Be Tapped. Sometimes, instead, she just dyed her hair.

So, that’s part of the way it began.

The other part was my girlfriend, or sort-of girlfriend, or the girl I wanted to be my girlfriend. This was Sara McGill, who had red hair and freckles, but she dyed her hair black and used mascara that made her look like a woman in an  Egyptian hieroglyphic. She was short, thin, and small-breasted, but when she wore her black blouse that revealed her nipples, when she left the top buttons undone so that her skin, as pale as baby powder, showed with its haunting color, and when she dressed in her tight black skirt, she was sultriness personified. She was also the smartest person I knew.

She was also someone you didn’t want to cross. A lot of people wished they had never said a thing to her. For instance, when some guy once called her a slut, she hacked his email address and his account at a conspiracy website and sent, in his name, a threat to assassinate the president. The Secret Service was at this kid’s door in about a half hour, and they took him and his computer in for some hard-hitting interrogation.

Sara’s mother had killed Sara’s father, and Sara lived in a state-sponsored halfway house. Of course, she had gotten into trouble (selling dope, stealing cosmetics, and cars, too, for that matter), but she seemed better now, or at least she seemed a little calmer when she was with me. Sara’s mother killed Sara’s father because her mother thought he was having an affair with his secretary, when, in fact, all he had done was help the secretary change a tire, bought her a meal one evening near the plumbing supply place where he worked, and lent her a thousand dollars when she needed to rent a new apartment.

Sara’s mother had bought a gun at a pawnshop in Albany and a box of adult diapers so she wouldn’t have to stop to use a bathroom on her way to a sales conference in New Jersey, where she shot her husband. The detectives found the box of diapers in the trunk of her car and asked her what they were for. Sara’s mother was in a prison in upstate New York, about one hundred miles away from us, within visiting distance.  Sara had written to her mother, but the mother didn’t write back. “Too fucking ashamed” is how Sara put it. Then Sara shrugged in that sultry way, as though if she were just sexy enough, just desirable enough, no one would ever think of giving her any trouble.

Sara dropped by our house when she couldn’t stand the “Gulag,” as she called it, where she lived. She’d just show up and look in the window or knock on the door.

This, I have to say, was part of where it all started, too.

I want to be clear about something. My father never taught me things as though I were a Boy Scout trying for a merit badge, or that grace and decency could be summed up in easy sound bites. It wasn’t like that at all, but the message still came across that at times you would feel as though things were horribly wrong, that you had been broken into little pieces, or that someone had managed to get a pit viper in your guts, and that you could feel every bite, but even so, even under circumstances like that, you had to be careful with people you cared about, or who needed you not to whine or carry on. He never used four-letter words. Well, only once that I know of.

Our house, which looked like it had been picked out of a catalogue of plans, sat at the side of a field that once held sheep. A hundred yards away, at the tree line beyond the backyard, were some high-tension lines, held up by towers that looked like enormous men made with an industrial-grade Erector Set. The wires gave off a sort of hum, a zzzzzzz that must be like the last thing a man in an electric chair hears. Five houses, the plans for which all had that catalogue look, sat in the field near the high-tension lines. These houses put your teeth on edge because they sat in the field for no practical reason, dumped  there like Monopoly houses from a box so a contractor could make money. Now the field didn’t have sheep in it anymore. Just those houses and that zzzzzzz.

Sara showed up one evening in her tight-fitting shirt and her black jeans and stood for a moment on the front porch. My mother looked through the literature from the ashram, and my father had some papers from his work as a wildlife biologist. I was going through some algebra homework. We got into the habit of her just showing up, and on this night, when my father glanced up from a paper on mortality rates for ruffed grouse, and Sara stood at the window, like the most beautiful face in a window in a Fifth Avenue department store, that is, if they used real women as models, he stood up, went to the door, opened it, and said, “Sara. You’re just in time. You know what I am going to do tonight? I’m going to make a chocolate soufflé.”

“No kidding?” said Sara.

“You want some?” he said.

“I never had one,” she said.

“Well, you know what?” my father said. “It’s about time.”

He separated the eggs, melted the chocolate, beat it into the egg yolks, mixed it into the beaten egg whites, and put it in a dish that sat in the oven for thirty-five minutes. He beat some whipped cream, and then we all sat down, my mother with her ashram brochure, and had that soufflé. Sara closed her eyes and swayed back and forth at the first bite.

“That’s the best fucking thing I ever tasted,” she said.

“You better fucking believe it,” said my father. He turned his green eyes on me.

“Fucking-A right,” I said.

My mother was silent as she tasted the chocolate.

“What’s new at the ashram?” said my father.

My mother shrugged. These things couldn’t be talked about. Mantras, meditation, the preparation for death.

 

 

SO THAT WAS just one occasion that Sara dropped by, but the time that was the beginning, the moment, I now realize, when the machines of fate began to grind exceedingly slow but exceedingly fine, was another evening.

Sara moved with a delicacy of touch, as though the ground she walked over were made of thin glass, and often she appeared with a sort of magic, as though she had been cut in half and was now whole. So, on this evening, she arrived as before, not wearing that same tight blouse, but another one that was even tighter, that showed her beauty even more obviously.

Her face was at the window. I came into the living room, which was part of the open downstairs, next to the kitchen (all those plans from a catalogue seemed to be like this . . . maybe because it was cheaper not to have a wall between the two rooms). Of course, I moved quietly, too, especially when that white face was at the window. Then Sara opened the door, with that same legerdemain, with that same lack of sound, and came in. She let the door just slip into its frame, a gentle embrace. In front of me, on the coffee table, was a picture of the Horsehead Nebula, so haunting even then, when I hadn’t even heard of the Constant or known that it could explain how galaxies disappear. Sara brought her slight musk and her sent of baby powder and sat down next to me.

My mother and father were in the kitchen, my father  trembling at the table, my mother by the kitchen sink. Of course, they were too concerned about other matters to notice Sara or me. My father was a tall man who bore a remarkable resemblance to Gary Cooper. Especially around the eyes when he was angry or hurt. My mother had blond hair and white skin and a kind of endless girlish quality that made her the envy of a lot of women who aged faster.

My mother looked out the window. A line of slender trees grew about a hundred yards away, poplars, I think, with trembling leaves. You could see them against the distant light of Albany, just black cutouts.

My mother kept her eyes on those Erector Set towers, which were just black figures, too, and that buzzing came into the kitchen. The wind was just right. She said, with her eyes on the field, “Well, let me tell you something. That’s exactly what I did. Just like that. I don’t know what got into me. The next thing I knew I was in the motel with him. So, what are you going to do about it?”

Sara put her hand on my leg, as though to say, “Don’t move. If they see us, it will just make it worse. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

And I pushed back, as though to say, “No one gets lucky. Not at times like this.”

“I met him in a bowling alley,” said my mother. “He bought me a Singapore Sling. You know, it’s got layers of liqueurs and . . .”

My father trembled. That buzzing came into the kitchen, and we knew that studies had shown increased rates of cancer near high-tension lines, but no one was worried about cancer just then. Sara began to stand, as though testing her ability to move without being heard. My mother ran water in the sink  and splashed some on her face. We all sat in that buzzing, as though it were the way information was conveyed. Perhaps gravity exists between people, too, or their feelings, since my father began to turn his head, or it seemed to be pulled so that while he still trembled he faced the living room. The buzzing seemed louder. My mother turned off the water.

“Jake,” he said. “Sara.”

He trembled as though he were sitting on a vibrating bed. Maybe there had been one in the motel my mother had gone to with the man from the bowling alley after the Singapore Sling.

“Jesus,” said my mother. “Oh, Jesus. What is that girl doing here? Can’t we even have some privacy?”

“I’m just going,” said Sara.

“No,” said my father. “You know I’m always glad to see you.”

“I better go,” said Sara. She didn’t move, though, and she seemed to be stuck, as she was sometimes when she spoke about her mother in that prison. Elmira? Was that where it was?

“Jesus,” said my mother.

“Jake, Sara,” said my father. “I think I’m going to go out for a little drive. But I’d like you to come with me.”

“Where are we going to go?” I said.

“Don’t be an idiot,” said my mother.

“I think I’d like some ice cream,” said my father. It was as though someone had told my mother that a polar bear had come into the kitchen.

“I think Jake would like some,” said my father. “And maybe Sara would like something to eat. What did they feed you at the Gulag?”

“Well, it was sort of like Spam, I guess, with canned peas and instant mashed potatoes.”

My father already had his jacket, which he had taken from its hook by the door.

“Come on,” he said.

“What about me?” said my mother.

“You can come if you want,” said my father.

“No,” said Sara.

 

 

AT THE FRIENDLY’S we sat in a booth and held the menus that were in laminated plastic. The manager came out and stared at Sara, but it didn’t look like she was going to run out on the check as she had before. My father asked for some chocolate ice cream. I did, too. Sara said she’d have the same.

“Maybe it will work against that Spam I had,” she said.

The spoon trembled in my father’s hand and made a tinkling sound against the glass. At least that buzzing wasn’t here, but it seemed to linger in some way, a sort of noise version of pain. We sat there. Teenagers with spiked haircuts came in and ordered piles of french fries.

“You know,” said my father. He put the spoon down and then both hands on the table. “I had a paper I brought home from work. It said the geographical range of ruffed grouse is the same as trembling aspen. You know why?”

“Why?” said Sara.

“Because in the winter the grouse can eat the buds or reach the buds when they are sitting in a tree without opening their wings. That’s the difference. If they have to reach, they open their wings to eat, and when it is cold, they lose heat. Over time, they die.”

Sara licked her spoon, her pink tongue touched with chocolate.

“This isn’t as good as your soufflé,” she said.

“That’s nice of you to say,” said my father.

“I better get back to the Gulag,” said Sara. “But thanks.”

In the car, Sara sat in the backseat. Outside, the dark fields went by and the stars showed a little through the reddish smoke from the city.

“So small things make a difference,” she said. “Like those birds.”

My father nodded.

“Yes,” said my father. “Or sometimes small ones are bigger than you think. So thanks for coming out for an ice cream.”

The Gulag was a converted warehouse, brick and frosted glass, with a flat roof and dark stains around the window, barbed wire along the roof.

“Any time,” said Sara.

“Sure,” said my father. “Good night.”

“You know, my mother . . . ,” she said.

“I know about your mother,” my father said.

We sat in the car, in the shadow of the Gulag.

“It’s a matter of telling the difference between a big thing and a small one. That’s what I have to do,” said my father. “Maybe it’s not a big thing.”

“My mother thought it was a big thing,” said Sara.

The windows of the Gulag looked icy in the lights.

“Well, thanks for the ice cream,” said Sara.

She went up the cement path of the Gulag, the darkness of her clothes simply vanishing into the shadows.

“Do you love her?” my father said.

The taste of chocolate ice cream lingered in my mouth.

“Well, Jake,” he said. “It can get complicated.” He took my hand. “Still pals, huh?”

He wanted to make being hurt disappear, out of consideration for me. I loved him.

The essential pattern of life seemed different now, and the difference was big enough that it had changed me, too. Just like that. How had this thing jumped out of the shadows? I sat there like a stand-in for myself. But, of course, that was just the first part.

 

 

IN THOSE DAYS, I took the bus to the library, where I met Sara, and as I rode the engine strained as the bus went uphill, the entire thing shuddering with decreasing power as it gave off a stink of burning oil. The aluminum hatch over the engine banged like a tin flag in the wind. The driver had dropped a tube of Preparation H by the fare box, and he picked it up and stuck it in his pocket, like he was waiting for his break so he could slink off someplace to use it. I made a joke about this to my father, and he gave me a look. I wasn’t being sympathetic, and so what if it was embarrassing? Maybe I should wait a few years and see how I felt, he said. My father didn’t make me feel bad when he did this, just more alert.

I became an astronomer and my fascination with it started in the library with those pictures from the Hubble Telescope, the Horsehead Nebula, those glowing pink clouds of gas (pink, the same color as Sara’s underwear).

One Saturday afternoon, when my parents were gone, Sara  had taken me by the hand into my bedroom, pushed me so I sat on my bed, and when I reached for her hand, she pushed it away, but then began to take off her clothes, which she dropped on the floor. But when she got down to just her panties, she said, “This isn’t a good idea.”

“Why?” I said.

She began to put her clothes back on, picking them up like something she had spilled. The hook on her brassiere made a little tick. Then she pulled on her jeans and zipped them up. They were so tight she had to jump a little to get into them.

“Why?” she said. “It might mean something.”

“So, you might care?” I said. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“I’m saying I’m getting the fuck out of here,” she said. Then she went out of my room, through the living room, and closed the door behind her with a bang. This just goes to show that things are more connected than they sometimes seem: the birth of stars and how much I was in love.

The library was a brick building with a tower that held a winding staircase. Across the street stood a squat yellow warehouse-like place that looked like it had gone out of business after years of manufacturing lightbulbs, but was, in fact, a women’s prison. Actually, it was just a jail where women waited to be tried if they couldn’t make bail or while the state got around to finding a place for them, if they had been sentenced, in a real prison, like the one Sara’s mother was in upstate. So we called it a prison, but it was only a jail.

The physics books were kept in a room on the second floor of the library, and Mrs. Kilmer, the librarian, guarded the stairs like a creature from the underworld, a previously  unknown one. She existed not like someone who rowed the dead across an inky river, but someone whose job it was to make sure the panhandlers couldn’t go upstairs to piss on the calculus books. She had some other motives, too.

So, two days after Sara and I had overheard my parents, I took the bus to the library.

Mrs. Kilmer wore a black dress and her hair in a bun. Her hands went over the meticulous, almost Dickensian records that had to do with library fines. Her clothes gave off the stench of mothballs. Her eyes met mine: Did she know what was in my heart? That I was giddy about Sara?

It wasn’t a small town, about eighty thousand people, Danville, about thirty miles from Albany, but it was hard to keep a secret. For instance, Mary Baxter, a girl in my class, brought her mother’s vibrator to school (a thing filled with little colored balls like small jelly beans) and took it out when we were reading Chaucer’s “The Wife of Bath’s Tale.” The buzz was just like the high-tension lines. Mary Baxter’s mother hid for a month. Then she found a job, at lower pay, in a failing lightbulb factory in Troy. Mary Baxter had bruises for a week.

“What do you want up there?” Mrs. Kilmer said.

“Books about physics,” I said.

“They’re too hard for you. We’ve got a group for young women studying calculus.”

I shrugged.

“I’d like to try,” I said.

“Of course,” she said. “Of course.” Her voice had a sort of symphony of emotion, since this was the scale of her hopes for my failure. But if I got shirty with her, how would I get to the books? I learned to be insulted.

“Well, you’ll find Sara McGill up there. I guess if I let someone like that in, why, you can go, too. If she smokes marijuana up there, I’m going to call the cops. Will you tell me if you see her do it?”

I looked her right in the eyes and stood up straight, as though I were in the army.

“No,” I said.

I was already on her shit list. Because I had done, as my father had taught me, the honorable thing: One doesn’t rat out a friend, surely not a woman you love. Mrs. Kilmer hated honor. It got in the way of being capricious. It meant that you believed something and stuck to it, and if a man did that, he was the enemy.

She buzzed the lock on the door, which was like the small gates they have in courtrooms.

“Go on,” she said. She sighed.

Sara sat at the long table in the middle of the room that looked like where a jury deliberated about giving someone the death penalty: oak, long, shiny, and with that scent of paste furniture polish, the yellow stuff the color of Dial soap. Sara took a joint out of the pocket of her shirt, a black one that was stretchy and showed her ribs, her small breasts, her nipples.

“Hey, Jake,” she said. “So how are things at home? Is your father acting like an asshole yet? He was pretty calm the other night, but maybe he got to thinking about it. That brings out the worst. I know what I’m talking about.”

“He’s not an asshole,” I said.

“Whoa,” she said. “Father-son solidarity. Amazing.”

“You know better than that. Say it,” I said.

“All right,” said Sara. “I’m sorry, Jake. I know better than that.”

“Say it,” I said.

“He’s not an asshole. I know that,” she said. “Do you want to get high?”

“Mrs. Kilmer said she’d call the cops if you lit that up,” I said.

“You think the cops scare me? Let them try. Do you think Mrs. Kilmer scares me?”

“No,” I said.

“I’m thinking about settling her hash,” said Sara. “How about an ad in an online S and M paper? Hot mom seeks someone who is cruel enough . . . No limits. Have enema bag. Give the address and tell the geeks who read the ad to bring roses to the library. Then they take out a whip and a mouth ball. Of course, we will say that her resistance is the way she has orgasms. Huh?”

She rolled the joint back and forth, licked it, then held it. This was the hard thing to know: what was bluff and what was real. She was just testing me, that’s all.

“You wouldn’t tell her if I lit up, would you?”

“No,” I said.

“But if you did, she might let you off the hook for book fines and stuff like that.”

“No,” I said.

She got up, stepped closer so I came into the scent of her skin, like baby powder and a slight, distant musk, the perfume of her tugging on me as though it had grabbed me by my hair.

“Why, Jake, you’re honorable. Dangerous stuff.”

She stuck the joint back in her pocket.

“Let’s look at the women’s prison,” she said. “I’ll show you where you can see in. Some of them are pretty hot. You know,  pacing back and forth and about ready to jump out of their skins.”

The rows of books were musty and gave her scent all the more gravity. We went along the polished floor, the walls of books on both sides of us, the titles still glittering here and there, at least the ones that had been gilt when they had first been printed. Old glue, dust, like time itself. The window was at the end of the row, covered with glass that had wire in it, although I am not sure that the library had to worry about break-ins so much anymore, or if someone came in they would be more likely to steal the fluorescent fixtures than The Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad.

The prison was made out of yellow brick and the windows seemed to be made from the same wire-filled glass. The place sat there like a monument to pent-up desire, as though the punishments these women were given had to do with the lack of a caress, the touch of a man they cared about, or a child. That and the knowledge that a friend was going after their boyfriends or husbands right then.

“Stand on your toes. No. Wait,” said Sara.

She took a dictionary, an atlas, and a couple of volumes, in blue cloth, of The Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad and some of his novellas, too, from the shelf, put them on the floor, and we both stood on them, my face near hers, the scent of her skin so close I was about to fall into it. Her hot breath made a cloud against the glass.

“There. See?”

At the end of the building, which must have been where the hall between the cells came to the last window, a woman appeared: Her hair was blond and her lips large, sort of like a  slum-goddess version of a Versace ad, and as she stood there, her arms crossed under her breasts, she shifted her weight, took a deep breath, and looked at the sky between the buildings. Longing personified.

“I’ve thrown her a joint,” said Sara. “She waved. I threw her another joint. Mostly it bounces off the windowsill, but every now and then she catches it.”

“What is she in for?”

“Who knows?” said Sara. “But, you see, that was just the first step. I’m going to start writing notes to her.”

“About what?”

She leaned closer.

“You and I have to have a little talk,” she said.

The atlas and The Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad made a little sigh, or so I thought, when I sat down on them. As though they knew, or at least the presence of Joseph Conrad knew, what it meant when someone said, “We’ve got to have a little talk.”

Sara’s scent settled over me as she sat on the books next to me, the baby powder and skin perfume falling like the finest dust imaginable, like infinitely small snowflakes. I leaned against her and took her hand, and there, from her skin to mine, came a warm flow, one that to me, as strange as it sounds, had a gold coloring to it, a variety of infinite promise that made me flow, too, or so I thought, right back into her.

“You’re going to ask me if I feel it,” she said. “Aren’t you? Does the barrier between two people disappear when they touch like that, if they really care?”

“Don’t you?” I said.

“Why would I want to?” she said. “Even if I did. But don’t get the idea I do.”

“It’s not a matter of discussion,” I said. “It’s a fact. Either you feel it or you don’t.”

“Oh, my junior astronomer,” she said. “So, you want to deal in facts. Well, what about my mother and father. Did they feel it?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“So, you want more facts?” she said. “What about . . . ”

She put her hand down on Joseph Conrad, and I wondered if Heart of Darkness was in there, in that collection, the book being warmed by her rear end. Down the row, in front of us, between the stacks of dusty books, leading out to the jury table, was that long, polished linoleum, like ice on a dirty pond. She felt it, and here’s how I knew: She was going to ask about my mother and father and what had happened the other night, but she didn’t want to do that. So, instead, she squeezed my hand.

“That’s why we stopped before getting into bed,” she said.

“I didn’t want to be tricked. By this illusion, this caring, this fucking romance. I don’t see what it got anyone anything but grief. See?”

“It’s not a trick,” I said.

“Yeah?” she said. “Tell it to my father.”

The traffic went by outside, that sad tooting of horns, the cars that needed new mufflers but were obviously driven by people who didn’t have the money to buy them, who would soon get a ticket for not having that money.

“Come on,” she said.

From the pile of books, the prison seemed more like a warehouse than ever, the bricks dusty and the roof flat, and inside, through the windows, the shapes of women, filled with  desire, swept back and forth, like shadows looking for a person to cast them.

“So here’s the bet, Jake,” she said. “You think you care about me, right? You think there’s something special that runs through us, right?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“And you read all that crap, Yeats and stuff, white man’s stuff,” she said.

“I’m not a white man,” I said. “I’m a human being. When you use that word you are calling me a nigger, a wop, a spick, a redskin, a fag, a wog, a jigaboo . . . ”

“Touchy,” she said. “You are trying to raise my consciousness, aren’t you?”

“I’m telling you something,” I said.

“Sure, sure,” she said. “Here’s the bet that will fix your ideas about romance. I’ll get you in there, overnight, and then after they’ve passed you from cell to cell, we’ll talk about how you feel about things. Me included.”

“You don’t want me to care about you?” I said.

“Oh, Jake,” she said. “Just take the bet.”

She turned and ran her fingers along the titles of books, seventeenth-century verse and prose, Donne, Lovelace, etc., and then down farther to Confessions of an English Opium-Eater . Cognitive dissonance in a nutshell: If she hurt me, she guessed, she wouldn’t hurt herself. She had a practical existence, and what she wanted to believe and what she felt weren’t the same. The prison would fix all that.

“So, it’s a deal,” she said. “We’ll bet. It’ll change the way you feel.”

“What would they want with someone who’s seventeen?”

“Don’t kid yourself,” she said. “I bet I can find a way to get you in there. Let me work on it.”

“You’re kidding,” I said.

“I never kid,” she said. “I’ll get you in through the back. That’s where the trash goes out. That ought to be about right. Maybe that woman I’ve thrown a joint to will help. They’ll have to give you a shower with that soap they have in the school bathroom to get the smell of garbage off you. Or maybe you should bring a bar of soap. I’ll have to think about it.”

Sara nodded to the woman who stood at the end of the cell block. The woman put a hand to her blond hair, which looked like she had slept under a bridge.

“So, how’s your father?” she said.

“OK,” I said.

“That chocolate thing was pretty fucking good,” said Sara.

“What happens if I take the bet, spend the night in there, and still feel the same way about you?”

“No promises, Jake,” she said. “But I don’t think that’s the way it’s going to be.”

“Let the bet resolve that,” I said.

Sarah stood on the dictionaries and stared at me like women prosecutors on TV.

The women’s prison glowed a deep yellow as the sun hit its cheap bricks.

“Yeah,” said Sara. “Won’t this be something? I’ll start this afternoon. The first thing is to throw her another joint.”

“But you’re up to something, too,” I said.

She turned those green eyes on me.

“That’s right, Mr. Junior Astronomer. I’m going to prove  what ‘atoms in a void’ means. Nothing more. See? Then we can just forget all this nonsense about you holding my hand and maybe me feeling some bullshit everyone tells me is bullshit.”

We leaned together. Pigeons, like prayers or just flecks of dust, flew around the prison.

“But,” I said, “a bet isn’t a one-way thing.”

“I knew you would come up with something,” she said. “You just have to make things complicated.”

“You didn’t answer me. You just gave me an opinion. If I go in there, if I take the dare, and I come out and I still want to sit here with you, what then?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” she said. “After you get tested for every known STD, and after they do research for new ones. Which you will probably be carrying by then. Why, you can probably get things from just sitting on those sheets over there. If they have sheets.”

She wouldn’t give in. Wouldn’t admit that there was even a possibility that something existed, that something real was in that touch of my hand on her arm. Classic dissonance: She believed one thing and felt another.

She put her chin on the sill and looked through the glass of the window, so cloudy and dirty that it seemed like a cataract.

“Yeah,” she said. “I bet I can get you in from the back, by the garbage chute. Come back tomorrow. Oh boy, are you going to have a story to tell.”

She stepped down from the pile of books and went up the aisle between the shelves, the walls of them seeming more confining than before, still musty, still filled with mysteries,  as though just sitting on the shelf had given them some substance they hadn’t had before. She ran her finger along them, then put it in her mouth, and then touched the books again and tasted her finger, as though the taste of knowledge was exciting.

It took about five minutes, but Sara went downstairs, got buzzed out by Mrs. Kilmer, who probably gave her a look of hatred perfectly mixed with envy, and I am sure Sara swayed her hips for Mrs. Kilmer just the way she did when she appeared on the street, on the sidewalk, between the library and the prison. She had that sultry walk, her posture perfect, as though she had been a model. The traffic had a dreary, daily business cadence, delivery trucks and taxicabs and people on the way to buy new tires, new coffee makers, and the like. It made Sara stand out even more: I want to say she had something of the goddess about her, but maybe that was just youth. Or the power that an attractive young woman possesses: too big to be summed up, like those pictures from the Hubble. At the end of the block, by the wall of the prison, where the distance between the fence and the yellow bricks of the place was most narrow, Sara stopped and put her hands on her hips: She was impatient, she seemed to say, and she didn’t have all the time in the world. What were prisons to her? The woman with the blond hair waved. Sara waved back. Then Sara flicked the joint, like the butt of a cigarette, up to the window where the woman stood. This was the one place where the wire-filled glass could be opened, like a normal window.

The twig-shaped joint hit the bars, fell to the sill, rolled to the edge, and stopped. The woman inside moved her head one way and then the other, her mass of hair swinging like  a flag of desire, and then she reached out, between the bars with just two fingers. They trembled and she pushed them against the concrete of the sill. Slowly and with great patience, as though she were playing chess, her fingers came out like something that usually is hidden in a burrow. But she couldn’t reach the joint. So she disappeared and then came back with a little clip that women used to use in their hair, and with that she reached out and took the joint like a small tube with a pair of pliers. Sara waved.

Sara’s voice was lost in the traffic but the woman’s lips moved a little, and then Sara made a motion with her hand, a sort of “I’ll see you tomorrow” movement, and went down the street, her hips swaying in those dark jeans of hers. Her movement had a kind of certainty to it, like someone jumping out of an airplane, and right then I knew she wasn’t kidding. She meant to get me in there.

 

 

I FOUND THE book about Einstein’s Constant in the comforting odor of a library shelf. How could it be that Einstein had a moment’s doubt? What was he worried about? The universe suddenly changing? Not remaining static anymore, but flying apart? I turned to the shelf, reaching upward, and felt the weight of the book, the tug of gravity in the muscles along my side. But no matter what, scared or not, he had taken action. Wasn’t that the critical thing? Of course, it took a while, after I became an astronomer, but, maybe because of what happened with Sara, I began to understand what Einstein was doing when he made what he called his biggest mistake by adding the Constant. I have often wondered if Einstein knew  or suspected that if the universe was expanding, and now, as we know, accelerating, that large parts of the universe would seem to disappear, that they would move beyond the horizon of observation. The disappearance of galaxies, and everything in them, too. This disappearance and the struggle against it, the fear of loss, particularly of love, are how the Constant and Sara are bound together. And maybe the trouble in all this, that dark well, the knife, Sara at the side of that river . . . Well, I was only more afraid than ever of something I cared about simply vanishing. Einstein, of course, was only concerned with math, with physics, with cosmology, but sometimes I wonder if something else wasn’t at work, some darkness he felt when he woke at three in the morning and was unable to sleep.

Mrs. Kilmer didn’t move as I left, although she said, “See you soon.” It wasn’t cheerful, so much as a challenge: I could bring my stupidity here and try to break it against the igneous stones of physics. That, she seemed to say, would be my punishment. I could try. We would see where it left me. She glanced over at me. Wouldn’t we see how much disappointment I could take, and only she, she seemed to suggest, would know how much I had been hurt? She dropped her head, the movement seeming feral. Her hand went to the first figure in the column of library fines, and on to the next. Her pen, which was the kind with a sharp nib she dipped into ink, cut into her ledger with a scratch, and when she wrote, it was more as though she were giving the paper a tattoo, a mark of an indelible crime. She did this next to the Dell computer with the library software that sat right on the desk, next to that little door like you see in the movies when they show someone going up to the front of a courtroom. Then, after she had cut  into the paper, she’d enter the fines and print out the notices and put them in the mail. She was just waiting to send one to my house, but I brought every book back, on time, and put it right next to her. It was like putting a rock in her shoe. Sara, on the other hand, probably owed a couple of thousand dollars, and I am sure that a limit had been established and when that limit was crossed Mrs. Kilmer could turn the “account” over to the DA for prosecution. I am sure that Sara knew, down to the dime, what that limit was.

I thought of the women in the prison across the street: That scratch, scratch, scratch was probably something they heard in their worst dreams of the inevitable.

“Yep,” I said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“It’s up to you,” said Mrs. Kilmer. “That slutty girl hangs around all the time. Already walking up and down in front of the prison. Why, I bet she’s already talking to the prisoners, hookers and addicts and the like. Shoplifters, I bet. What do you think she’s doing over there?”

“Good works?” I said.

“Don’t make me laugh,” she said. “Good works. That’s rich. She’s probably selling them dope.”

 

 

THE CORNER STORE was down the street from the library. The Russian owner was a fat man with blue eyes, a bald head, and his expression had something of the Tartar, but he suggested by his silence, his brooding, that he had gotten away with a lot, although he wasn’t happy that after his years in, say, the KGB he ended up in a dump like this filled with Mountain Bars, Three Musketeers, Kisses (in their silver foil),  Jujubes, and Sock-Os. All I could afford was a box of Junior Mints. The Russian counted the coins as though they were radioactive. Or covered with smallpox germs. Maybe he had worked in the Soviet biological warfare plants rather than for the KGB?

On the bus, the mints made a small rattle in their box, and I wasn’t sure my father even liked them. Would he eat one after the other night when my mother had told him about the Singapore Sling? Had I ever seen my father eat a Junior Mint? He liked Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, the kind that come in little wrappers like cupcakes, but they had cost a quarter more than I had. As I sat there with the small rattle I was pretty sure Mrs. Kilmer liked Junior Mints. She had probably eaten them when she took LSD, before she turned into a woman with her gray hair in a bun who hated the possibilities of youth.

Opposite the empty field, my father sat on a broken lawn chair. Some of the webbing had worn out. I pulled up a small bench and sat down. The mints rattled in that sea of a barely noticeable buzz.

“What have you got there?” he said.

“Junior Mints,” I said.

The grass had given way to small trees, which had started to grow after the sheep were no longer there.

“Here,” I said. I opened the end of the box and shook it a little so a couple of mints came out on the little shelf that the end of the box made. “Here.”

He looked out at the field.

“I should have got Reese’s,” I said. “But I didn’t have another quarter. Don’t you want one? They’re not as good as a  chocolate soufflé. Maybe you’ll teach me how to do that, to make a chocolate soufflé.”

“They’re nice for special occasions,” he said.

“Like when a lonely girl shows up?” I said.

“Yes,” he said.

His hands trembled, but he reached over and took a mint and put it in his mouth.

“They’re not so bad,” he said. He ate it slowly so he could taste the chocolate, as though I had made him a soufflé. “You get over things.”

I took one, too.

“You want another?”

“Sure,” he said. “I’ll have another. But maybe I’ll have to wait for a minute, OK?”

My father slept on the sofa now with a glass of water and a box of Kleenex on the table next to him, and he silently turned the pages of the studies that he brought home from his work as a wildlife biologist for the state of New York. The yellow cone from the floor lamp fell on him in a golden pool. When I got up to get a glass of milk, he glanced up at me and smiled, or at least tried to smile, and went back to turning those pages.

“It’s best right now, Jake,” he said. “Your mother’s upset. I’m betting it will be all right.”

“So, it’s a kind of bet,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said. “Sometimes you have to take a bet.”

“Even if it might turn out differently than you thought?”

“That’s the nature of a bet, Jake,” said my father. “Have you got the guts to stand up to it, or don’t you?”

 

 

MRS. KILMER SCRATCHED in her book, her pen cutting into the paper when I came in the door.

“She’s up there already.”

“Who?” I said.

“That little pot smoker. How much do you want to bet she gets into trouble? Huh?”

Sara sat with a book of photographs of distant galaxies and nebulae, their colors like those of the northern lights. Sara ran her finger over them, as though she could get something more from touching the slick pages. Glowing mantles of gas that rose in powerful clouds, or spumes, and behind them the stars made silver crosses, like an illustration of a mathematical principle. Then, beyond it all, was the darkness of the universe, although you could see more clouds, more glowing gas if you were careful. More than ever like her skin beneath that pink underwear she wore and which she almost got out of with me. Sometimes this distant light looked like the whorl of a fingerprint.

“Pretty nice atoms in a void,” I said.

“I think the back way in is going to be it,” she said. “I’ll throw another joint up there and a note. Won’t be long.”

“Look,” I said.

“Tell me you don’t want to do it,” she said. “I dare you to . . . ”

“But why don’t you just admit you care?” I said.

“It’s all bullshit. Don’t you see? We’re going to prove it. You want to be Mr. Junior Astronomer, don’t you? Don’t you believe in science? And aren’t you honorable?”

“What’s honorable about taking advantage of a bunch of locked-up women?”

“Oh, with ideas like that, you don’t need to be awkward and dumb. You’ll never get laid all by yourself.”

So she went at it. I read books on Einstein, then started the calculus series (and saw what a lousy job they had done with this at the school I went to), and once, when I was having trouble with it, Sara said, “The exponent becomes the thing that multiples. See?” Then she went back to looking out the window and going into the street, throwing up a joint, and now a note, and then another. And now, too, other women stood in the small place at the end of the cell block, each one with that same distinct longing. One of them pointed to the back of the prison. Was it the laundry chute back there or the garbage?

“I’m making progress,” said Sara. “They really want it.”

“How do you know?” I said.

“Oh, I know,” she said. “And I asked them. I described you.” She turned her head toward me. “Why, you’re blushing. Wait until I tell them about that.”

“What did you say?”

“About you?” she said.

She put her fingers on my arm.

“I told them you had freckles, were blond, and had great arms. How about that? I won’t tell you what they said about what they were going to do to you.”

So we sat side by side. Every now and then Sara put her hands on mine when I came to a picture of a nebula, those clouds of glowing gas that seemed as though the godhead was somehow appearing from the cracks out there. Her fingers trembled when she touched me. Even then, I knew that this business with the prison, with getting me in there, was a substitute for us, for the fact that we couldn’t or didn’t seem to be able to just go to the movies or for me to put my nose into her  hair, my lips against her neck. Somehow all that had become too embarrassing.

Romance, she said, was dead, and when I said, “No, no, that’s all we’ve got,” she looked at me with an air of disdain, perfectly imbued with hostility. “Romance is for saps. It’s all a trap. It’s a way of making you feel something that isn’t there, or that doesn’t last, like perfume. The next thing you know you wake up next to some guy you hate and you start looking in the yellow pages for a divorce lawyer. See? It’s all prenups, community property, lawyers, or guns. It’s reality. See? Hard-edge, hard-hitting. I don’t want anything getting in my way. No letters from my mother. She can’t even write to me. That’s what romance did for her.”

“Maybe I could help you,” I said. “Maybe we could be a team.”

“Atoms in a void, Jake,” she said. “You got to face facts.”

Then why, I thought, did I get sort of light-headed when I was near her, and when she let me put my arm against hers I thought I was running into her, simply dissolving, and not only that, this dissolving felt wonderful, as though I were somehow escaping from the worst of what I thought I was? I knew better than to say a word. This is what men are up against. But I still felt it, and she knew it. And, I think, she felt it, too, but she had read too much and had heard too much to let herself go. Sex was fine. After all, atoms in the void could be desire, and that was OK, but she couldn’t just take me behind the stacks and give me a blow job. Too tawdry for what she really felt. Why? Because, of course, she was kidding herself. She felt something, too, and while it might have been desire, it was something else, too. The prison was a sort of substitute. Let the women there do it, let them convince me, by sheer variety, by  intensity of having been denied something basic, like the need to eat or to touch, that I was just another sap. Then I’d know what was what. I’d be as cynical as Sara wanted to be. And how did cynicism ever manage to masquerade as wisdom? And wouldn’t that make everything as easy as pie? Maybe she could use it to accuse me or to find a way to stop caring? I wonder what she thought it would be like to meet me in the morning after I had spent the night in the women’s jail.

Sara said, “I’ll throw them a note. We’ve got to get the schedules for garbage, for laundry, for the times when those gates at the back are open.”

She wrote a note to Dori, the woman with the blond hair at the end of the hall of the cell block, and then she folded it into a shape she found in a book of origami: She folded the paper into a little triangle that, while small, was still heavy. I stood at the window when Sara was in the street, her head back as she whistled, as she flicked a joint up to that sill in front of the bars and then the small note, too. It was something for all of them to do. Dori’s fingers reached from between the bars with that little clip, like hope emerging from the fence of a graveyard.

I had one of those goofy haircuts when I was in my teens—you know, one that looked like a mistake or that the barber had been taking DMT or some mushrooms or something. I left magazines around that were filled with designs for tattoos and that had advertisements for piercings. But that was just to fake my mother out. She still slept alone, although at night she got up and stood in the hall by the living room, where my father slept with the light on.

At the library it became more obvious that sometimes Sara just reached out for my hand without even thinking about  it, and this only made her more insistent about the bet, and maybe that’s why it went wrong. She was pushing too hard, and, of course, that caused other problems, too.

“Haven’t you been listening in Modern Relationships at school?” she said to me when we sat on a pile of books in the library.

“You mean where they put a condom on a banana?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“I haven’t got a banana,” I said.

“Well, Jake, you must have got in the wrong line or something because my friend Marie Clariton slept with that football player, Sam Harding, and she said he had one and that it had brown spots on it, just like before the supermarket throws them in the Dumpster.”

“Very funny,” I said.

“Then how come you aren’t laughing?” she said. “It’s because you don’t listen. It’s all testosterone and estrogen and stuff like that, and so how can we give a shit about each other? All atoms in a void, Jake. It’s a trap. That’s what we know.”

“I like to hold your hand,” I said.

“Well, listen,” she said. “You wouldn’t be the same anymore when I’m done with you. And you can take that to the bank.”

“Don’t you feel it?” I said.

“That’s got nothing to do with it. We’ll talk after you’ve spent a night in the prison, being passed from cell to cell. What do you think those women are going to do to you?”

 

 

MY FATHER STILL slept on the sofa, but sometimes in the morning, my mother read to him about automobile accidents,  in which she gave the make, model, injuries, and estimated damage. My father said, “Too bad. But I guess the insurance will cover it.” And my mother said, “Yes, honey, I guess that’s right,” but my father didn’t respond to that. He kept his mouth shut, which he often said was the best thing to do sometimes. He just put sugar on his oatmeal or drank his orange juice and looked at the papers, the studies of the pH of the water he looked after, and then got up and went out the door. Soon, though, on one occasion, he thanked my mother for breakfast. Still, they were trying to live with something, and I knew it was related to that prison, to what I felt for Sara, and how, I was afraid, she could be right. Just think of the things that had been done in the name of love. Almost as bad as religion.

I found some new books of photographs and Sara sat with me, as though she could feel what tugged on us more safely if we just touched while we looked at those glowing clouds, the stars piercing them so keenly as to feel it in your heart, but at the same time, as though to compensate, Sara whispered about what those women would do to me, her hair just touching my face, her hip against me, the vulgarity of what she said (“going to rub your thing raw, Jake, going to suck you dry”) serving as a kind of license, I guess, to feel, at least secretly (since she was advocating against it so fiercely), something tender and sweet and innocent, all of which things had been banished from the age and which she must have felt ashamed for having. I had these sweet desires for her, too, but now I just kept my mouth shut and watched her go to work on that inverse prison break.

“It’s all set,” she said. “They are going to have the gate open at the back of the prison when the laundry goes out on  Saturday evening. But I told them I’d let them see you first. So come on.”

The traffic in the street had that sad commercial quality, vans and trucks that were driven by bored men and women, and then the odd car here or there that left a trail of smoke like a flag of desperation. Sara and I stood on the sidewalk, at the end of the prison, and behind the bars, one story up, women moved in the shadows, the weak light showing only the highlights in their hair, or what I thought were highlights, and the whites of their eyes.

This, of course, is where I failed, and I spent a lot time trying to make up for it. Or, at least, I spent a lot of time thinking about it. I should have put my lips against her ear and said, “I love you.” But she would have gone nuclear, just turned her back on me altogether, as though I weren’t listening to her at all. She was already making this bet, but maybe she’d think it was better to clear out altogether. But that was a chance I should have taken. Or maybe she would have dismissed me by saying that I was just poisoned with testosterone. I may have felt desire, but it was never because of a poison. How could I have stopped her?

“They’re going to confirm the time,” she said. “Tomorrow afternoon. They’re going to throw me a note and I’m going to throw them a joint. Jake, you’re never going to forget it.”

I held a heavy book in my hands, photos, of course, but I wasn’t looking at it. The pile of books I had made to get a good view swayed a little as I leaned forward. Sara stood in the street, on the other side of the traffic, and she flicked a joint up to the window. At the end of the block, a generic four-door car pulled into the drive at the front of the prison,  and two men got out, one with short hair and one with a shaved head and a gold ring in his ear, as though that was going to fool anyone.

The books on the shelves seemed to pass in a blur, in a sort of streak of faded gilt and old cloth as I ran past them, by the table that looked so much like something from a jury room. On the stairs I took the steps three at a time, appearing, I’m sure, as if I were on an invisible skateboard. Then Mrs. Kilmer looked up, oozing a sort of black sourness at the noise and the speed, and as I said “Buzz me out, buzz me out,” she slowly put down her pen, just touched the button, and said, “Now, you know the rules . . . ,” but I had already vaulted the little fence with one hand, a move I had learned in gymnastics on the side horse. The glass door of the library seemed oddly green, like tinted glass, and when I reached the street, the two men, one with that gold earring, were already closing in on her like the cops they were. I said, “Sara, Sara, Sara, look out . . . ” She turned first to me, as though I had some special request to make to those women in the brick building, but by that time one of the cops had his badge out and the other had her by one arm. Then the one with the badge put it away and took out his handcuffs from the back of his pants, from under his jacket, and when he did that his gun was there, too, on his belt in a black holster. Sara kept her eyes on me, and in that moment when the cuffs clicked over one wrist, she went right on staring at me, and when they twisted her arm behind her she said, “Jake, Jake, for god’s sake help me. Can’t you help me?” And, at the same time, the women in the building howled and called names I had never heard before, when I thought I had heard all the swearing there was, the sound  from the building so loud as to make the bricks vibrate. The cops tightened the cuffs. The cop with the gold ring and the shaved head gave the finger to the women in the building, his beard so heavy that, although he had shaved just a few hours before, he looked like he was turning blue. “Jake,” said Sara. “For god’s sake. Please.” Then they put her in a car, just like on TV, one of them with a hand on her head to guide her into the backseat. I didn’t think they really did that, but they do. And as they guided her into the backseat, she turned her face to me, her eyes steady, everything about her suggesting that there was one person in the world she could depend on, only one, and we knew who that was. Then, when the car went by, she said, “Jake, Jake, Jake . . . ,” the words trailing away, like something I learned about later, a kind of Doppler effect. Then I leaned against the wall of the library. But just for a minute. Then I got on the bus with its plume of black exhaust, paid my fare, already hearing that buzz from those high-tension lines that came into the kitchen.

 

 

MY FATHER ANSWERED the phone at work, which was in a building that had been an asylum for the criminally insane years ago, but the state built a new place and turned the asylum into the headquarters of the Department of Fish and Game, and then into the headquarters of the Department of Environmental Protection. My father answered the phone from his office, which had once been a place where they had done electroshock therapy.

“How come you’re home so early?”

“How do you know I’m home?” I said.

“The buzzing. What’s going on?”

“Please, please,” I said. “Come home.”

He waited as someone said, “Here’s the result of the fish population study, done by electroshock, on the lower part of Furnace Creek . . . Looks good, don’t you think . . . ”

“Yes,” my father said. “I’ll look at them when I get home.”

I sat in the kitchen and imagined him getting into the car and starting it, the engine coming alive, and then how he would go up to the main drive and turn, leaving that black building, which still looked like a place where they locked people up for axe murder or aggravated rape, and turn toward home. Maybe he listened to the news. That would be typical of him, I guess, to see if what I was worried about was bigger than just a problem of my own.

My mother came in, too, with some bags from the supermarket, bright celery, like a pet, sticking out of the top. She had the mail, too, and one of those brochures from the ashram. The same long-bearded guru on the front and the same odor on the paper, like incense and dope.

My father sat opposite me now. My mother stood behind him.

“So,” my father said. “She’s been arrested? Is that what you are telling me?”

“Yes,” I said.

My father opened the drawer of the kitchen table where we kept the phone book and ran his finger down to the C tab and flipped it open. Crandall was the name of his lawyer.

“Oh, no,” said my mother. “We don’t have to get involved.”

“I think we are involved,” said my father.

“Who’s going to pay for the lawyer?”

“Us,” said my father.

“But I had planned to make a contribution to the ashram this month,” said my mother.

“It’ll have to wait,” said my father.

“I’m not in the mood to wait,” said my mother. Then she turned to me and said, “Why don’t you get a haircut and stop hanging around with these cheap sluts?”

My father took the phone from its hook by the icebox and began to dial, and while he did, he gave me the look, which said, just as loud as though he were speaking, “This is a time to be quiet, Jake. I’m telling you.”

“If you feel that way,” I said to my mother. “Why don’t you go down to the bowling alley for a few games.”

“Oh,” said my mother. “Oh. And that’s just the kind of thing that little bitch was always hanging around to hear about.”

My father put the phone down.

“Jake,” he said. “Two things are going to happen. And they are going to happen right now. First, I’m going to call Crandall. The second is that you are going to apologize to your mother. And you are going to do it as though you mean it. You better mean it.”

That buzzing came into the kitchen. I tried to imagine what the field had been like when it didn’t have any houses and the sheep on it looked like small clouds on a green sky.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I really am.”

My mother sat down in the living room with her brochure and looked at the quote of the month, a line that was always included with each month’s promotion. “The infinite mystery is consciousness . . . ”

 

 

SARA WASN’T EIGHTEEN yet, and Crandall represented her in juvenile court. That meant my father and I could only look in the little square windows of the door to the courtroom, since the juvenile court proceedings were confidential. So we looked in those little windows, although Sara turned around once and looked at my father and then me and then bit her lip. Crandall spoke, and through the buzz-mumble made by the door I could make out all of it. According to Crandall, it was just a schoolgirl prank. The other lawyer, a man who looked like he had body odor, read Sara’s record, and then Crandall came back with more buzz-mumble.

“What can they do to her?” I said.

“A lot of things,” said my father. “They could try her as an adult.”

“Oh, no,” I said.

“We’ll have to wait,” my father said. “Too bad we can’t go in.” The hall had the same scent as the polish they used in the library. “But, Jake, I want to ask you something.”

“What’s that?”

“If Sara had been able to get you in there, into that prison, would you have gone?”

More buzz-mumble through the door. It was the other lawyer’s turn.

“Jake?” my father said.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Probably.”

“To take advantage of those women?”

“No,” I said. “No.”

“Why then?” he said.

“You know,” I said.

“To prove something?”

“Yes,” I said. Sara’s hair had grown out now and it was half red and half black.

“Well, Jake,” he said. “Let’s face it. Sometimes you have to make hard decisions. No one is going to escape that.”

“No,” I said. “I’m beginning to see that.”

“Well, all of this is a secret between us,” said my father. “OK? I mean about what you would have done or not done. It’s our business. So we’ll just keep our mouths shut.”

“No lectures?” I said.

“Not from me,” said my father.

The judge didn’t try Sara as an adult, but sent her to a home, a sort of mild prison for young offenders, until she’d turn eighteen. Then, depending on her behavior, they’d decide what to do from there.

“Well,” said my father. “The first thing is for you to go visit her. I’ll find out what we can give her. I guess Tampax and maybe some pajamas and slippers and a bathrobe. Or maybe just some money. For the dispensary.”

So she was arrested and then put in a detention center for troubled girls.

Mrs. Kilmer was ready to buzz me right up the next day. It wasn’t so much that she was cheerful but more like someone who had had a mathematic proof accepted by the Journal of Theoretical Mathematics.

“You see,” she said to me. “What did I say? That little slut got what she had coming to her. They say she was trying to get into the prison or something like that. What the hell was she doing?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Why, I bet she was trying to sell them dope. The little slut.”

“Don’t call her that,” I said.

“Un-huh,” she said. “She had you wrapped around her finger, didn’t she? Why, what was she doing with you up there in the stacks?”

“Nothing,” I said.

“A gentleman,” she said. “My god, we have a gentleman here. Why, you have some standard? Is that it?”

She said this as though another person, a sort of ghost of the library, stood next to her.

“He’s sticking up for the little slut,” she said.

It wasn’t only that Mrs. Kilmer hated Sara, although she did that for sure. She was one of a number of women who don’t hate men so much as they hate life. And what were Sara and I, at that age, seventeen, but life and promise personified? Mrs. Kilmer buzzed me through and I sat with the picture of the Horsehead Nebula that Sara had always liked.

I bought some Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups at the Russian’s, a six-pack that he probably got at Costco, and for some reason he gave me a break on the price. At the supermarket I got some medium-absorbent Tampax, some toothpaste, mouthwash, and a toothbrush. My father had given me fifty dollars in cash, which I put in the bag with the other stuff and hoped no one would steal it. Then I went to the Staples down the street and got a notebook, a pen, and some glue. I don’t know why I got the glue. It sat in the bag with the other stuff, its little bottle with the flat nipple-like thing at the end, and I took the bus out to the Dukakis Center for Troubled Girls. No barbed wire or anything like that, but a fence around it that looked like one around a new tennis court. Some trees had just been planted and were held up by guy-wires that had little pieces  of hose around the places where the wire touched the trees, so as not to hurt them. The bus stopped and I got off its steps, which were black and worn. The bus pulled away, leaving a cloud of exhaust, which had a smell of the future about it: something burning and ominous in a way I couldn’t sum up but which left me uneasy.

It was a new building, made of cinder blocks and with doors painted cheerful colors, which made you feel like you had ants or grit in your sandwich. The walk to the front door didn’t go in a straight line, but in a long, lazy S, as though to show that the path of life wasn’t always straight, as though any young woman who came to this place didn’t know that. The grass was thick and beautifully mowed, and the surprising thing was that to the touch it seemed real. No AstroTurf. But grass.

A woman who could easily have been Mrs. Kilmer’s cousin sat at the reception desk. The room itself was painted a pastel green, sort of like the best possible version of money, and as I came in the door, the voices of young women, from the gym behind the reception desk, came into the room. I guessed they were playing volleyball.

“I’d like to see someone,” I said to the woman at the reception desk, who went right on typing at her computer, a new one with a flat screen, when she said, “Are you a family member or immediate relative or has your visit been approved by the court or a probation officer?”

“I’d like to see Sara McGill,” I said. The paper of my bag made a sad wrinkling.

“Are you a family member or immediate relative . . . ”

“No,” I said.

Her eyes, dark as ink in a bottle, turned in my direction.

“Then what are you?”

“Just a boy. A friend.”

“Hmpf,” she said. “Forget it. You don’t get to see her unless you are an immediate family member or your visit is approved by a probation . . . ”

The bag made a crinkling noise as I put it on the counter in front of the computer. Then I took out the notebook and wrote in it, “I love you,” and pushed it back in the bag.

“Can you give this to her?” I said.

“Does it contain contraband, metal, knives, weapons, inflammable material, controlled substances, or other items on this list . . . ?”

She gave me a clean, crisp list.

“No,” I said.

“OK,” she said. “I’ll give it to her. No personal messages though.”

She reached into the bag, took out the notebook, ripped out the page, and gave it back to me.

The bus didn’t come for an hour, and as I sat on the bench I put the paper on the seat next to me. The idea, when you made one of those origami things that Sara made, was to start with a fold that made a sort of triangle, although you had to fold the bottom of it to get it even. I creased the edge with my thumbnail and folded it again, each step coming without even thinking about it until I was left with a heavy, small triangle, just like the ones she had thrown up to the window of the women’s prison. Then the bus came and I climbed the steps through the cloud of exhaust that swept up from the rattling exhaust pipe.
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