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Praise for Flying in Place

A Selection of the Literary Guild
 Winner of the Crawford Award

“Packs a huge emotional wallop…Flying in Place is a brave and honest work, an impressive and important debut.”

—San Francisco Examiner

“A powerful and harrowing story about child abuse, denial, and the withering of the soul…Dramatizes its horrific theme with unflinching clarity and great dramatic power; it is a book compact enough to be read in one long sitting and compels the reader to do just that. Susan Palwick, a young writer who has hitherto attracted some notice for her stories, poems, and essays, is with Flying in Place a novelist of moment.”

—Newsday

“Rewarding…Palwick’s characterization of Emma is superb, as truthful as that of Scout in To Kill a Mockingbird. Emma’s compelling voice carries this book, lifting it far above the standard child-in-peril fare, into the world of first-class storytelling.”

—The Seattle Times

“Simple, strong, and very powerful…A true page-turner…A book so achingly true you want to thank the author. A book like this, a story that can captivate us and raise our awareness, tells truths that need to be told.”

—The Raleigh News & Observer

“Beyond its advantages as story and as storytelling, Flying in Place offers a very real portrayal of a very real vulnerability: not only the acute vulnerability of the betrayed, but also the residual fear that our society forces upon all girls and women. The portrayal is a subtle one, and all the more effective for that.”

—Voice of Youth Advocates

“The trauma of sexual abuse is described with beautiful, almost lyrical writing…. The moving and compelling writing is sustained as the revelations unfold.”

—Library Journal

“Chilling and finely tuned…Palwick avoids pat solutions, offering instead a deeply felt, deeply moving tale.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A strong narrative voice that pulls the reader in…builds to a convincing climax.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Stories about child abuse often rely on shocking language, lurid descriptions, pitiable characters. Susan Palwick’s novel uses none of those. Told through the eyes of young Emma, it is an utterly convincing account of how she gradually acknowledges what is happening to her and what she can do about it, of unlocking the doors to the unconscious and locking doors against danger, of sad triumph rather than sadder tragedy. It succeeds on many levels: as literature, as polemic, and as a heart-pounding mystery.”

—Princeton Alumni Weekly

“Poignant and representative of the trauma and anguish of many victims.”

—Rix Rogers, director, Canadian Institute for the
 Prevention of Child Abuse

“Strongly recommended to anybody, particularly women, interested in recovery…In addition to a compelling plot and admirable main character, the book contains useful and factual information. Palwick shoots for the moon in her first novel—and reaches it.”

—Recovery Today

“It is Emma’s struggle to understand, accept, and make sense of the world below her bedroom ceiling that tells the real story. And we are extremely fortunate to have Susan Palwick to tell that story to us—and to society for us…. Really great fiction brings an immediacy and understanding that comes from feeling you have ‘lived’ the story. Flying in Place is fiction like that: sure to stay in the reader’s heart.”

—The Healing Woman

“By far the best novel I’ve read about abuse and childhood.”

—Feminist Bookstore News

“Palwick invests each scene and prop with such plain and appropriate feeling that the whole shines with the elegance and inevitability of pure function. It reminded me of a beautiful old cabinet, undecorated, made of native wood, each drawer full of carefully folded secrets. It is impossible not to admire the craftsmanship, even though what we most want to do is, with trepidation, open each drawer in turn, to be either delighted or appalled at the contents Palwick has so thoughtfully arranged…. A terribly beautiful book.”

—Tony Daniel, The New York Review of Science Fiction
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Bret found the letters today. I’d forgotten to lock the door to my study, and Nancy got in. I hadn’t locked the desk because I’m usually so careful about locking the door, so Nancy—large for her age, and with the determined energy of all toddlers—scaled my writing chair and dug a group of letters out of one of the cubbyholes. She was eating pieces of correspondence by the time Bret found her. “Thank God you use blue felt-tip and not red,” he told me later, “or I’d have thought she was dying.”

I’d gotten home to find a freshly scrubbed Nancy nursing a bottle of apple juice, and Bret on the floor of the study, gingerly sorting pieces of blue-smeared paper. “Hi,” he said when he saw me. “She was eating these. I haven’t been reading them, really I haven’t, I’m just trying to put them back together—”

“It’s okay,” I said. My drive home through autumn foliage had soothed me, and thirty feet from my study window shone the Delaware River, bright waterfalls chattering on rocks. We’re too high here for the river to be tranquil, but it’s usually merry. It reminds me of Nancy. “I trust you.”

Bret scratched his nose, getting ink on it, and said, “I know you don’t want anybody in here.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I forgot to lock the door.” I’d remembered that I’d forgotten to lock the door as soon as I was irrevocably ensconced in the supermarket checkout line, and all the way home, as the car swept aside falling leaves, I’d been wondering what would happen. I’d never forgotten to lock the door before. “It’s probably because I trust you.”

Bret looked at the pieces of paper surrounding him. Nancy actually hadn’t eaten much, maybe a year’s worth out of fifteen. I picked up one of the torn sheets, which recorded a fragment of my first vacation with Bret. A good year: the kid couldn’t be faulted for her taste. “Do you trust me enough to tell me what they are?” Bret asked.

“Letters,” I said, and looked away from him, out at the river. Water has always calmed me.

“Unmailed?”

“They’re to my sister.”

“Really,” Bret said, not happily. In my peripheral vision, I saw him scratch his nose again. “What about?”

“Myself. You, Nancy. Like a journal, really.”

“Oh,” he said. “You write her letters even though you never knew her? Or because you never knew her? Emma?”

You didn’t lock the door, I told myself firmly, finally failing to be comforted by the river, and said, “I knew her. I did.”

“How? When?”

“She visited me,” I said carefully, looking back at Bret, “when I was twelve. When we were both twelve.”

Bret shook his head and said just as carefully, “How’d she get there? I mean, she couldn’t exactly have walked. Could she?”

If you told Myrna you can tell Bret, I told myself. He’s your husband. He knows you’re not crazy. You love him. You didn’t lock the door. “Actually,” I said, “the first time I saw her she was doing cartwheels.”


Bret started to smile, and evidently thought better of it. Nancy, finished with her juice, discarded the bottle and let out a joyous shriek; Bret reached out and retrieved the bottle, beating it against his thigh in a tattoo that told me how tense he was, despite his seeming calm. “Cartwheels. Okay. Where?”

I closed my eyes, remembering the predawn grayness of that April Wisconsin morning, the ranks of shadows cast on the walls by the venetian blinds, row upon row of thin horizontal bars, and how I’d risen out of my body to try to get away from them, away from the bars and the grayness and the noise. My mother said that dawn was the noisiest time of day because of the birds, but birdsong wasn’t the sound I dreaded. Breathing was.

“Emma?” Bret asked gently. “Where was she doing cartwheels?”

I swallowed. Talking hadn’t been this difficult for years. “On my bedroom ceiling.”
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I recognized her right away. I probably would have recognized her even if her picture hadn’t been hanging all over the house, because she’d inherited our parents’ best features, the ones I’d always wanted: Mom’s blue eyes and flowing auburn hair, my father’s roman nose and firm chin. I’d gotten the leftovers: Mom’s gap teeth and propensity to freckle at the slightest hint of sunlight, my father’s frizzy brown curls and big ears. My tendency to fat must have been a recessive trait from several generations back, because neither of my parents was about to claim it.


“Ginny was light as a bird,” my mother often said with a sigh. She kept Ginny’s favorite nightgown—a frilly affair with lots of lace and ribbons—carefully preserved in a cedar chest, and often told me that Ginny was prettier in that nightgown than most little girls were in party dresses. I always wore pajamas. My mother hated pajamas.

To my surprise, Ginny was wearing a pair of yellow cotton pajamas with Snoopy on them, which must have made doing cartwheels a lot easier. I’d been hovering next to the ceiling, counting the lilac blossoms on the tree outside my window, when she came tumbling through the wall my bedroom shared with hers. Her red-gold curls were mussed from her calisthenics, but the cartwheels were perfect. She didn’t seem to know I was there, but she looked solid enough; to my satisfaction, she didn’t even have a halo.

I’d only learned how to leave my body a few weeks before, after years of feigned sleep, and I was still surprised at how easy it was: one of those skills that seems impossible at first but quickly becomes second nature, like tying your shoes. Because I wasn’t in my body, I could define directions any way I wanted to. I rotated so that my feet were on the ceiling and the breathing was coming from over my head. As always, I tried not to pay attention to it, but today it was louder than usual and counting flowers hadn’t been helping, so Ginny was a welcome distraction. She reached the opposite wall and I wondered if she’d go through it, into my parents’ room—Mom would really love that—but instead she turned and started doing cartwheels in the other direction, coming back towards me.

“Hi,” I said. “What are you doing here?”


She stopped and stood up—which meant that her feet were planted on the ceiling like mine—and squinted at me, frowning, her head cocked to one side. “Cartwheels,” she said. The breathing sounded like a hurricane now, but if Ginny heard it she didn’t let on. Mom never heard anything either; that must have been another congenital tendency. I may have been fat, but at least I wasn’t deaf.

“You can’t do cartwheels,” I told her. I’d never been able to do cartwheels, no matter what I was wearing. “You aren’t even supposed to be here. You’re dead. Go back to your own room, where you belong.”

“But I am supposed to be here,” she said. “I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t supposed to be here.”

“That’s called circular logic,” I told her, “but I grade easier than Mom does so I’ll let you pass this time, if you tell me why you’re here.”

She was there to distract me from the breathing; it was easy enough to figure that out. Maybe she’d be able to teach me how to go through walls too, and then I’d finally be able to get into her room. The door had been locked for as long as I could remember. Mom didn’t want anybody in there and my father acted like the room didn’t exist at all, and if the key was still around somewhere I sure hadn’t been able to find it. I’d have bet all my Nancy Drew books that Ginny’s room was nicer than mine.

“I don’t know why I’m here,” Ginny said. She took a piece of her hair and put it in her mouth, biting at the ends the way Mom always told me not to do. Her hands were even smaller than I’d expected, the fingers like little sticks with knobs on them, something out of Hansel and Gretel. You could break those fingers without even trying. “I can’t remember. I can’t even remember who I am.”

“You’re nobody,” I said, disgusted. She wasn’t distracting me very well; I could still hear the breathing, heavy as waves crashing on a beach. What good was being out of my body, if I couldn’t get away from the breathing? “You’re a ghost.”

“I am? But ghosts used to be people. Didn’t I used to be somebody? I can’t—”

“Remember,” I said. “For somebody who made high honor roll every marking period of her life your brain’s really gone soft, you know that? Does being dead do that to everybody?”

Her face brightened. “Ha! See? You do know who I was!”

“Are you kidding? How could I not know who you are? It’s not like Mom would ever let me forget it! Most kids get Seuss stories at bedtime: I’ve gotten Ginny stories, as long as I can remember—”

“Ginny,” she said, and hugged herself. “That’s right! I remember! I had one of those bracelets with the little beads that said Ginny. And birthday cakes that said Ginny. And books—a lot of books with brown paper covers, and I wrote Ginny on them. Thank you!”

She unclasped herself and took a few dancing steps towards me like she was going to hug me, but I backed off and she stopped short, frowning. I hoped she was hurt. I wanted her to be hurt.

“That’s right: Ginny, my perfect sister, the one who was skinnier than I am and smarter than I am and had better manners than I do. The one who had pretty thick curls instead of mouse-brown frizz. The one nobody ever laughed at in gym, because on top of getting straight A plusses she was a champion gymnast. So why did you come back, anyway? Heaven wasn’t good enough for you? Didn’t they worship you up there the way Mom does?”

“I already told you, I don’t know!” There was the edge of a whine in her voice. Good. I was getting to her, then. She scowled at me and said, “Are you dead, too? Why are you here, if you aren’t dead?”

“Stupid ghost! You can’t even hear it, can you?” I waved a hand over my head, in the direction of the floor, and Ginny looked where I was pointing and then back at me, so quickly I wasn’t even sure she’d seen it. “It’s your fault,” I told her. “Because you went and died, and parts of Mom died when you did. Isn’t that nice? Doesn’t that make you feel good?”

She didn’t say anything; just stared at me, both hands over her mouth. “Maybe that’s why you had to come back,” I said. “So you’d have to look at it. Maybe they think they made a mistake, letting you into heaven. Maybe they think you’ve got it too easy, sitting up there singing hymns all day.”

She took her hands away from her mouth. “You’re mean,” she said, her voice breaking. She was crying, shining droplets rolling down her Ivory-Snow cheeks.

“That’s right. I’ve got to be mean to somebody, and it might as well be you. You aren’t even real.”

Ginny put her arms around herself and hugged, rocking. “I am so! I’m as real as you are! I am, even if I can’t remember anything!”

“No, you aren’t, because you’re dead. Anyway, I like being mean. I’m going to be mean some more, because I’m still alive and you aren’t. Did you know that Mom wouldn’t hold me for two weeks after I was born, because I wasn’t you? She told me that once. It’s not like I would have remembered it or anything, but she had to let me know. She puts flowers on your grave every month, every fourth Saturday no matter what the weather’s like, even if it’s twenty below zero—especially then, since you died in January. She won’t go into your room, but she goes to the cemetery every month. Figure that one out. And she drags me with her so she can tell me more stories about you, so I’ll be more like you—”

“But if you were like me you’d be dead,” said Ginny, wiping her face with the back of one hand. Her tiny fingers were shaking like twigs in a winter wind. “She doesn’t want that. I know she doesn’t want that.”

“I don’t. If I died she could pretend I was beautiful. You’re not as beautiful as she thinks you are, you know. You’re too skinny.”

“I know,” she said simply, and even though I hated her I was ashamed. She really was as pretty as her picture; she was so thin only because she’d been so sick before she died, battling pneumonia for weeks while Mom wept by her hospital bedside and my father, the omnipotent physician, railed at his inability to save her. I knew that story by heart. Once, before it had become so many words, it had even made me sad.

But it didn’t matter what I told this apparition, because she wasn’t real. I’d thought her up to distract me from the breathing, and if she made me feel bad I could send her away again. “Go away,” I said. “Go back to wherever you came from. You’re just a ghost. You’re a ghost with no memory, and that’s worse than nothing. What good are you, if you can’t tell me anything I don’t know?”

She shivered all over now. “I know lots you don’t know.”


I know something you don’t know. Perfect Ginny, reduced to that game. “Prove it,” I told her. “Tell me something important, something I couldn’t know any other way. Tell me how to get into your room.”

She put a lock of hair in her mouth, chewed on it thoughtfully, blinked, and shivered again. “Aunt Donna and I have the same pajamas.”

“Huh? That’s not what I asked you! Anyway, you can’t even remember names, stupid. You mean Aunt Diane, Dad’s sister in Ohio—”

“Aunt Donna,” she repeated.

“I don’t have an Aunt Donna!”

“We bought them at Macy’s,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand again. She looked relieved. “So I’d have something from the store even though I couldn’t go to the parade. I think that’s why I’m here. To tell you that.” And then she turned and walked through the wall again, back into the place I’d never been allowed to go, and I was alone with the lilacs and the venetian blinds. The breathing had stopped, finally. When I craned my head up at the bed I could see my ugly fat body lying there like a rag doll someone had tossed aside. It was time for me to go back, so I could get up and eat breakfast and go to school.
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Getting back in was harder than it had been the other times, as if my body were a piece of clothing that had shrunk in the wash. When I finally made it I felt a searing pain between my legs and the warm stickiness of blood, and I knew why the breathing had been so loud.

He’d never done that before. He’d done plenty of other things, but never anything that would leave any kind of mark, and I’d never thought he’d treat me more carelessly than he’d treat one of his patients.

He was a meticulous surgeon. Everyone he worked with said so, and the most important people in town looked up to him. The local judge always sent us a crate of oranges for New Year’s, because my father had done his prostate surgery. The mayor had invited us over for dinner after my father removed his five-year-old grandson’s appendix.

Even people who disliked him respected him. My father loved to tell the story of how the chief pathologist at the hospital had postponed his gall bladder operation until my father could do it, although they’d hated each other for years. “You’ve earned your arrogance, Stewart. At least I won’t be conscious to listen to you bragging about how elegantly you’re cutting me open.”

My father had answered. “No, but when you come to you’ll have to listen to me bragging about how elegantly I sewed you back up.”

By now, the anecdote was a family joke. Whenever he sliced a ham or turkey, my mother said, “At least it isn’t conscious to listen to you bragging about how beautifully you’re carving it.” But here I was, bleeding. He never would have left a patient bleeding in bed.

“You mustn’t ever tell anyone,” he’d said the first few times he came into my bedroom at dawn, back when I was a very little girl, “because it would kill your mother if she found out that you do more for me than she does.” He’d said it in that sincere, kind voice of his, and then he’d reached under my pajamas and pinched my nipples, hard, one after another.

But even at their hardest, the pinches only hurt for a moment, and doctors always did that, didn’t they? The careful, compassionate hands saying, “This won’t hurt a bit,” and then the sudden pain of the shot, until finally you learn that “This won’t hurt a bit” really means, “This will only hurt a little bit, for a moment, so that you won’t hurt more later on.”

I’d always thought of those pinches as inoculations, guarding against worse pain; and whatever pain he caused me, I certainly didn’t want to find out what would happen if I told Mom or anyone else, any more than I wanted to find out what it felt like to have measles or polio or the pneumonia that had killed Ginny. If my mother knew, it would kill her; he’d said so clearly enough. Ginny’s death had already killed the parts of Mom that would have kept him out of my room at dawn. If she found out and died completely—

No, I wasn’t going to think about that. I had to think about good things instead, so I wouldn’t get scared. I thought about all the people he’d saved, how he’d taught me to swim, how he always managed to carve out the faces I drew on Halloween pumpkins, no matter how complicated I made them.

It had become a ritual; each October 30 I drew the fanciest face I could, and each October 31 my father came home from the hospital wearing scrubs, gloves, and mask, and carrying a case of scalpels. For an hour or so, the kitchen would become an operating room. He wouldn’t let me handle the scalpels because they were too sharp, but I helped him with everything else. “Light!” he’d tell me, and I’d shine the flashlight where he wanted it; “Swab!” and I’d wipe his forehead. The final two commands were always “Candle!” and “Matches!” and the operations were always successful. We won the town Jack O’Lantern contest every year.

Thinking about the pumpkins usually cheered me up, but today the scalpels only reminded me of the blood, so I thought about the balloons instead. When I was seven I’d been stuck in bed with the mumps, and my father had blown up rubber gloves and drawn faces on them with magic marker, so that they looked like grinning animals with stubby legs and tails. One of them broke when I touched it, and I started crying, but my father laughed and said, “Don’t be upset, Emma. I can make another one, see?”

And he did. Because I’d been so little and sick, watching a rubber glove become a happy animal had seemed magical. But today, thinking about my father blowing up balloons only reminded me of the breathing.

Eyes closed, I drank in lilac blossom and clutched handfuls of the pink and yellow woolen afghan Mom had started crocheting when she first found out she was pregnant with me. She’d stopped work on it three months later, when Ginny died, and hadn’t finished it until the brutally cold winter when I was nine. I was careful only to touch the top third of it, which was softer and neater than the rest.

When I opened my eyes the clock said 6:02, almost time for breakfast; but when I sat up the pain nearly made me whimper, despite all the practice I’d had at silence. It was hard to walk without wincing, and the soft cotton of my bathrobe hurt my skin. I limped across the hall to the bathroom and ran a good hot shower. The pain would fade and the blood would wash off, but I was terrified that I might be going crazy. Only crazy people or people in books saw ghosts, and if I’d just dreamed up Ginny to keep me company, why had she said all those things that didn’t make any sense?

I didn’t have an Aunt Donna, and the Macy’s parade was in New York and Mom wasn’t about to let any child of hers set foot in that cesspoool. The only time I’d ever been out of Wisconsin was at Christmas, when we always went to Ohio to see Aunt Diane, who owned a bunch of horses. I liked the horses a lot better than I liked Diane, who looked like a horse and seemed to believe that this put her on a par with British royalty. I had no idea what Diane wore in bed, but I was certain it wasn’t Snoopy pajamas.

Thinking about all this in the shower reassured me, because it meant that maybe I wasn’t crazy, even if I’d started seeing ghosts who said crazy things. By the time I got out of the shower I was ready to pretend that everything was fine. I’d just go to school, the way I always did.

But when I went back into my room the bloodstained sheets were in a heap on the floor, and my mother was putting clean ones on the bed. My father kept telling her she should hire a cleaning lady so she wouldn’t have so much to do, but she said housework relaxed her. My private suspicion was that no one else’s cleaning efforts could have met her standards. Certainly mine didn’t.

I stood and watched her, admiring her grace and efficiency, wishing I could run out of the house before she turned around and saw me. What was I going to say when she asked me where the blood had come from? I’d taken his medicine like a good girl, and I’d never told anyone. I hadn’t told even now, had I? He’d told. The blood he’d left had told; but I was frightened anyway.

If I could think of a way to make it sound poetic, maybe it wouldn’t kill her. She’d told me that poetry had kept her alive after Ginny died, and at school she was infamous for alternating her grammar drills and vocabulary quizzes with lessons about Shakespeare and Tennyson. But she’d never yet given me an A in one of the poetry units. I was too good at grammar and vocabulary, and if I got anything higher than a B in English people would think she was playing favorites. She wouldn’t let me switch teachers because she didn’t think any of the others knew as much as she did, so she just marked me down as far as she could on anything that was open to interpretation.

No, poetry wouldn’t have worked even if I’d had the time to come up with something clever. Maybe I could pretend I’d cut myself. I’d sneak back into the bathroom, where there were razors—

But I didn’t have time for that either, because Mom finished folding the clean sheet over the blanket and tucked both of them under the mattress, and then she turned and saw me standing there. To my bewilderment, she smiled: one of those shy smiles people in movies give their first true love. She was really looking at me, for once, and she didn’t even look disgusted.

“Well,” she said, and took a step towards me, beaming. “Well, you’ve gotten your period. Congratulations.”

I opened my mouth and closed it. “It’s wonderful,” she said, and she looked genuinely happy, and it made her as beautiful as any of the pictures I’d seen of Ginny. “It’s a good thing, Emma, really it is. It means you’re a woman, that you can have children when you want to and add to the sum of the world, your life bound up in tender lives; it means your body is strong and healthy and doing what it was designed to do. Don’t ever be ashamed of that.”

I swallowed. I didn’t have to invent a poetic lie. She’d done it for me. What had I expected from someone who couldn’t even hear the breathing? No wonder I’d started seeing ghosts, in a house where nothing was real anyway, “Oh,” I said, “Well, I’m sorry about the sheets,”

She shook her head. “Don’t be. It’s even a fitting season for it. All the secrets of the spring moved in the chambers of the blood….” She laughed and said, “I guess it’s too early in the morning to be quoting old Alfred, but don’t worry about the sheets. It’s happened to all of us.”

I shuddered. Most of the time she yelled if I got butter on the tablecloth. “Yeah, I guess,”

Normally she would have corrected me: “Yes, Emma, I suppose so.” But this time she went on as if I hadn’t said anything sloppy at all. “And you’re younger than I was. I was thirteen when I got mine. You’re only twelve. I’ve heard that girls—women—” she laughed again “—are getting it earlier now, because they’re healthier. It’s because of better nutrition.”

Mom had always prided herself on feeding me well, even though it meant I was fatter than my blessed sister. “Ginny was such a picky eater,” Mom would say with a sigh as I polished off a heaping plate. “Light as a bird.” It was some kind of test, as if even though she gave me gobs of food I was supposed to prove my purity and innocence by not eating it all. But I always did, like greedy Laura devouring the faerie fruit in “Goblin Market,” that charming tale Mom had read me at bedtime when I was a little girl and demanded story books instead of anecdotes about Ginny, “Goblin Market” and Peter Pan, forbidden fruit and forbidden flight, evil little men and crocodiles lurking to claim the unwary—delightful stuff to dream of until dawn, when the breathing started.

“My mother didn’t get it until she was fifteen,” Mom said, still with that bashful smile, “so there must be something to the nutrition theory. Do you have cramps? How do you feel?”

“I feel fine,” I said. My hands were shaking now, despite my efforts to control them. “How old was Ginny when she got her period, Mom?”

The smile disappeared in an instant, replaced by the familiar look of anguish and hatred. Ginny had died before she’d gotten her period, and I knew it, and Mom knew I knew it. If I’d stayed quiet maybe she would have kept smiling; maybe, since I’d finally done something Ginny hadn’t, she would have started noticing me for myself. Maybe she would have said she loved me.

“I’m sorry,” I said, even though it didn’t matter because the entire mess was one big lie. I hadn’t gotten my period at all. “Mom, that was mean. I’m sorry.”

“Never mind,” she said, and bent to pick up the bloody sheets. She shuddered as she touched them, and for a moment I saw the room as she did, filled with garbage: heaps of wrinkled clothing, my motley collection of comics and Nancy Drew books, a stained, lumpy stuffed horse Aunt Diane had given me years ago. There was nothing beautiful in this room, nothing tragic or aesthetic or remotely old-fashioned. I’d rebelled against Mom’s beloved William Morris wallpaper by painting the walls shocking pink, and the only significant decorations were Superwoman posters.


I did have one pretty thing, a Sierra Club calendar my friend Jane had given me, but I kept it on the inside of the closet door so Mom wouldn’t know how much I liked it. It struck me that of all the rooms in the house, this was the one least suited to ghosts. Why wouldn’t Mom let anyone into Ginny’s room? Because it was haunted? But surely she’d have welcomed Ginny’s ghost.

“Come on,” Mom said, grasping the sheets as if they were alive and dangerous. “I’ll show you how to clean these. You have to rinse them out in cold water before you put them in the wash, because hot water will bake in the blood and then the stains will never come out. I’ll give you some pads; they’re easier to use than tampons at first.”

I followed her back into the bathroom and watched the pink water run down the drain as she rinsed out the sheets. “It’s important to bathe carefully while you’re menstruating,” Mom said over the running water, “so you won’t smell.” She said it like she was explaining the difference between a verb and a noun, but on the word smell her nose wrinkled, and I knew she thought I already did. “And make sure you eat a good breakfast, because you may be more tired than usual. You’ll need more iron.”

“I know,” I said. I’d learned all this in health class, along with the obligatory odds and ends about birth control and VD. Having Babies. Not Having Babies. Fifteen Fun Things To Do With A Transparent Plastic Pelvis. Nobody told you what to do about breathing at dawn, or what it meant if you started imagining ghosts.

“You’d better mark it on your calendar,” my mother said, wringing out the wet sheets. “It’s good to get in the habit, even though you probably won’t get it every month at first.”


I had a vivid vision of writing “Blood from the breathing and Ginny on the ceiling” in the little square for April 5 on the inside of my closet door, right under the picture of some flowered meadow in the Rockies. Yeah, sure. How would Mom react if she saw that when she was hanging up the clothing I left all over my room? Would she die? Would she think I was writing poetry on my calendar? Or would she just think I’d gone crazy?

It didn’t matter. I couldn’t write anything, because he might find it. Downstairs, the front door slammed. Good. He’d left for the hospital, then, and I wouldn’t have to face him over breakfast. “Twenty-eight days,” I said wearily, quoting my health teacher, “But every woman’s different.” I wondered just how different women were, because I had the feeling this was going to be happening more often than once a month.
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For the time being, it was a convenient deception. The pad would soak up blood, like it was supposed to, and I could say I had cramps to explain why I was walking funny, with the added advantage that I had an excuse to get out of gym class. No getting teased about my fat thighs today; no being told how clumsy I was.

The gym teacher was a decent sort, as they went. “Poor Emma,” she said with a laugh when I told her. “Welcome to the club. Here, I’ll write you a pass to the nurse, okay? You can get some Tylenol or something.”

The nurse, Myrna Halloran, was my friend Jane’s mother and our next-door neighbor, I liked her because she was fat too, and still commanded respect from her eight athletic children, but my mother despised the entire family. Myrna’s husband, the foreman of a road construction crew, had helped build the interstate that cut off one corner of the town. My mother hated Tom and the highway for the same reasons: both were large, dirty, and loud. Worse, Tom had earned enough money from building the road to build a rambling addition onto his house, which had been bigger than ours to begin with. The house now came perilously close to the borders of our property; the Hallorans’ many children and pets often strayed over.

As far as my mother was concerned, it was bad enough that Tom and Myrna had been able to buy into the neighborhood at all. Their expansion was nearly intolerable. Mom never quite descended to calling the Hallorans white trash, but she wasn’t above criticizing Myrna for having an ungroomed husband. “She’s supposed to know about antisepsis,” my mother said, “and you can smell that man coming a block away.”

It was true. Six feet four inches and thick everywhere, with greasy hair and a beer gut, Tom always reeked of sweat; whatever he touched grew grubby and crumpled, and he seemed unable to speak in anything softer than a bellow. His hair-trigger temper was legendary, and he’d done his best to pass it along to his children.

Once I’d asked Jane how she’d learned to fight so well. She was thin, but all of it was muscle, and she didn’t seem to be afraid of anything. “Ah, some kids tried to beat me up when I was little,” she said. “Bunch of boys. We were playing marbles, and they took my best one and I tried to get it back, and they started hitting on me. So I ran home to get help from my brothers, right, because they were all older and bigger than I was. But Daddy was there, and when I told him what had happened he gave me a baseball bat and said, ‘If you have this you’ll be big enough all by yourself.’ So I went back outside and chased ’em with the bat, screaming. They ran, oh my, did they run! They never bothered me again.”

She’d laughed when she told me that story, great belly laughs like the ones her father let out when he watched Roadrunner cartoons on Saturday mornings. “Cartoons,” my mother had said with a sniff once when I mentioned it. “A bunch of foolish noise. Do you suppose he knows how to read? Myrna seems well enough educated—literate, anyhow. How can she stand being married to that man? Can’t she get him to take showers?”

If Myrna nagged Tom about bathing, I’d never heard it. Instead she joked cheerfully about his dirty fingernails and wiped up the stains he left on whatever he touched. “It’s good you’re not a criminal,” she’d told him once when I was eating dinner there, “because you’d never get away with anything. You leave fingerprints the way a skunk leaves stink, Tom.”

However messy Myrna’s husband may have been, her office was pristine, white and soothing. The scent of honeysuckle, wafting in through an open window, mixed pleasantly with the faint smells of bandaids and antiseptic. Myrna gave me some Tylenol and a hot water bottle and let me lie down on a padded examining table. “You coming over for dinner tonight?” she asked as she covered me with a blanket. I liked being covered, even though it was such a warm day. “I know you girls have a math test tomorrow, so I figured you’d be over to study.”

“Okay,” I said. Studying with Jane was a good excuse not to eat at home, and one I used as often as possible. We’d lived next door to each other for years, and I’d never had the courage to talk to her much because she had so many other friends. But this year we were in the same English class, and for our first creative writing assignment Jane had written a poem about trying to wash her dog Snarky with tomato juice after he’d rolled in a dead skunk. I’d thought it was really funny, and one day after class I’d told her so.

She’d wrinkled her nose. “Your mom didn’t think so. She gave me a C! Said smelly animals weren’t the right things to write poetry about, and anyway I’d messed up the rhymes someplace. Huh! I worked really hard on those rhymes.”

“I know,” I said, feeling miserable. Nobody was ever going to like me, the way my mother acted. “I’ll bet she told you so in iambic pentameter, too, so you’d feel worse about it. You should hear her at home. She thinks nobody’s written good poetry since Tennyson died.”

Jane laughed. “Well, she could talk all she wanted in iam—whatever you said, and I’d never know it. Who’s Tennyson?”

“Some old poet,” I said, feeling more miserable. Now she’d think I was showing off. “He lived in England a long time ago and wrote a bunch of poems about King Arthur and people who died. My mother thinks he’s God. She doesn’t like my poetry, either.”

“Really?” Jane said. She sounded surprised. “She didn’t like that one about the Munsters dressing up as the Brady Bunch for Halloween?”

“She thought it was silly.”

“Who are you supposed to write like? A ninety-five-year-old nun?”


“I’m supposed to write like Tennyson. He never would have written a poem about the Munsters, even if they’d had TV back then.”

“He sounds boring,” said Jane. “I’ll bet he didn’t write about smelly dogs, either. Do you want to come to our house for dinner?”

I’d eaten with the Hallorans that night, and since then I’d gone to their house at least twice a week. I was always surprised at how warmly they welcomed me. Didn’t they know my mother hated them? When Jane gave me the Sierra Club calendar for Christmas, because she knew how much I liked the lake outside town, I was almost too embarrassed to thank her. I hadn’t bought her anything.

“Wait,” I said, “I’ll bring you something,” and I ran home and got a bunch of my old Nancy Drew books, the ones I had two of because Aunt Diane had sent me some for my birthday once. Ever since then, Jane had been talking about how we’d have to have an adventure and solve a mystery. But lately she’d started spending more time with other kids, especially boys, and I was afraid she thought I was boring. What would she have said if she’d known I’d seen a ghost?

But I hadn’t really seen a ghost, had I? Ghosts didn’t exist. Then again, you weren’t supposed to bleed until you got your period, either, and that was happening. So maybe Ginny was a real ghost, and I was having an adventure instead of going crazy. But how could I tell?

“We’re having apple pie for dessert tonight,” Myrna Halloran said, snapping me back into the world of hot water bottles and math tests. “And I’ve got some vanilla ice cream.”

“Great,” I said. “That will be nice.”


“Do your parents mind that you eat at our house so often?”

I tensed, even lying there with the hot water bottle which was supposed to relax me. What was she really asking? Did she actually want to know what my parents thought, or was she dropping a hint that it was high time I asked Jane to have dinner at our house? Nearly everybody thought I was a snob because my father was a hot-shot doctor and my mother used fancy words; did the Hallorans think so too?

I wanted to have Jane over for dinner, but I couldn’t. It was bad enough that I ate at the Hallorans’ so often. Jane, if neater than her father, still stood for everything that was unacceptable about her parents. If Jane came over and my father wasn’t at home, Mom would talk about poetry in a way calculated to make Jane feel stupid.

And if he was home it would be even worse, because Jane was prettier than I was. She had thick red hair and long legs, and even though she was skinny she already had bigger breasts than I did. I’d seen him watching her through the window once, and he’d smiled and said, “Your little friend’s going to be a heartbreaker in a few years. Why don’t you ever bring her over, Emma?”

I didn’t bring her over because she was my friend, and I couldn’t let her get stared at like that. And even if he didn’t stare at her, I couldn’t let her see him staring at me, much less let her hear the conversations they had about me: the famous doctor discussing surgical procedures for obesity, making amiable jokes about wiring my mouth shut or stapling my stomach, Mom taking my part and chiding him, only to turn around and tell me how I might look a little like lovely Jane Burden, William Morris’ wife, if only I’d slim down. “Ginny was light as a bird,” she’d say, and heap my plate with food.


“Emma?” said Myrna Halloran. “Are you all right?”

No. I’m not all right. “Yeah,” I said. “Just cramps.”

“Breathe,” Myrna said, frowning. “Breathe into the pain, hon. Your breathing’s shallow, and that’s not helping.”

She coached me on breathing for a few minutes, the way I’d heard women got coached when they had babies. “Better?” Myrna said, and I nodded, amazed. I’d always thought women breathed like that to remind themselves that there were scarier things than having kids. I hadn’t believed that there were ways to breathe that made things hurt less, instead of more.

“If it’s really bad your dad can prescribe something for you. It may get easier once your body’s used to what’s going on.”

“I don’t think so,” I said. When Myrna’s frown deepened, I realized that I should have kept my mouth shut.

“No? Why not, hon?”

I swallowed. “Don’t know. Just don’t think so.”

She was watching me very carefully now, too carefully, as carefully as he ever did over dinner. “Emma, you don’t look too good. You didn’t look good when you came in here. What happened?”

“Huh? Nothing. I got my period, is all.”

“You’ve got a bruise coming out,” Myrna said matter-of-factly. “On your arm. How’d you get that?”

Blood and bruises. He hadn’t been elegant at all, had he? I moved my arm under the blanket, trying to make it look casual, and said, “I don’t know. Something in gym, I guess. Maybe I got hit by a softball.”

“Softball was last week,” Myrna said gently. “You’ve been doing calisthenics since Monday, and it’s a new bruise.”

“Look,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady, “I probably just walked into furniture or something. I don’t remember.” I shivered then, realizing that I sounded like Ginny. “It doesn’t matter. It’s only a bruise.”

“All right,” Myrna said, but she didn’t sound as if she believed me, and I hated lying to someone I liked. “Do you feel well enough to stay in school today? You can go home if you want to.”

“No.” He probably wouldn’t be home anytime during the day, but you could never tell. “I don’t want to go home, I can’t miss the review sessions for that math test tomorrow.”

“All right, Emma. But come back if you change your mind. Do you think you’ll still be at our house for dinner tonight?”

“Yes,” I said. I’d suddenly realized how I could offer Jane an adventure and find out whether Ginny had been real, all at the same time.

The rest of the day passed in a blur. At one point I saw Myrna talking to my mother in the hall, and my stomach clenched; but when I stopped by Mom’s classroom after lunch she gave me one of her sweet public smiles, a little more guarded than usual, and said only, “Myrna Halloran told me you got cramps after all. Are you all right now?”

“Yes,” I told her. “I’m going to Jane’s house after school so we can study for the math test.”

The smile vanished at once. “Emma, how in heaven’s name can you study anything there? The place is always full of screaming children, and they must keep the television on twenty-four hours a day. Soap operas and game shows, stupid celebrities chattering trifles: just what you need to prepare for an exam.”

The Hallorans’ TV alternated between sports and PBS, and the loudest person in the house was Tom, but there was no point in saying so. Mom must have had cramps herself, because she’d never been this bitchy about the Hallorans where someone from the outside world might hear her. They were much more popular at school than she was.

She tugged at a stray wisp of hair, and for a moment she looked so much like Ginny that it gave me goosebumps. “I don’t see why you won’t let your father help you with homework. Your grades would probably be better.”

I’d made honor roll four marking periods in a row. No sense saying that, either; Mom would just remind me that it hadn’t been high honor roll. “When, Mom? He’s always at the hospital.” Except at dawn. “Jane’s good at math.”

“Well, bring her over to our house where it’s quiet, then. Do you really have to go over there all the time?”

This time I will be bringing her over, I thought, but you’re so deaf you’ll never know about it. “I already told her mother I’d be eating with them,” I said. “I might as well go straight there.”

She turned her head away from me, and I saw her throat quivering. “Pizza,” she said. “Pizza and potato chips. That’s what they live on, isn’t it? On that diet you’ll get as big as their house.”

“Oh, come on, Mom. Give them a break. They grow their own salad, you know. I can’t eat your flowers, can I?”

“If the state of my rose bushes is any indication, their dogs are doing vile things to the lettuce. I wouldn’t eat their salad.”

“They haven’t asked you to,” I said, and watched her face turn white. I was really asking for it: she might say I couldn’t go there at all. I swallowed and said, “Mom, they wash everything before they eat it. Mrs. Halloran’s a nurse; she’s not going to give her kids the plague. She cares about nutrition as much as you do, really she does. Don’t worry.”

“I won’t,” she said coldly, and went back to grading vocabulary quizzes.
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As I’d expected, I didn’t have much trouble convincing Jane to go to the lake instead of home. “It’s too nice a day to stay inside,” I told her. “We can study after dinner.”

“Sure,” she said. “You’re the one who’s always so hyped on studying. We can go to the beach and get some sun—”

“Not the beach,” I said. “Another place.”

“Huh? Where?”

“A place I know,” I said. “Where we can talk without anybody hearing us. I have to tell you a secret. It’s about an adventure.”

Jane shook her head. “You’re talking like a book.”

My eyes stung. “Aw. Come on, Jane. I thought you liked adventures.”

“Well, sure, if it’s fun. Will it be fun?”

“Sure,” I said.

“This had better be good, Emma.”

“It will. I promise.”

So I took her to my favorite spot at the lake. A mile north of town, and accessible only by dirt roads, the lake was the only place where I was always happy. I loved it even in the summer, when everybody went swimming. I hated wearing a bathing suit, because it showed too much of my body, but once I was in the water people couldn’t see me. I was safe in the water; I could stay there for hours.

Sometimes I thought I should have been born as a whale or a walrus, some big animal that was graceful underwater, even though it had a lot of fat. It was good to be fat in the water. Fat helped you float, and it kept you warm. “You have your very own wetsuit,” my father had told me when he was teaching me to swim. He’d smiled when he said it, and he’d even complimented me on my endurance. I knew he wanted me to swim a lot so I’d lose weight, but I liked the compliment anyway. Today I clung to that memory, because so many others were spoiled.

It wasn’t warm enough to go in the water yet, even if I did have my own wetsuit, but that meant I could wear jeans and a sweatshirt and not have to worry about anybody seeing too much of me. And the lake was beautiful: silver water surrounded by tall green trees. You saw deer come out of the woods to drink sometimes, when there weren’t too many people around, and there were always birds and frogs and waterbugs. Schools of minnows swam in the shallows, casting intricate shadows on the bottom; the water reflected shifting patterns of leaves and clouds. There was always something to watch.

Jane usually went to the eastern beach, where the other kids hung out and blasted their radios, but today I took her to a small abandoned dock on the western shore, where you could almost forget that anybody else was around. I spent hours there, safe in the knowledge that no one could find me. I’d never told anyone about the dock before.

“Aren’t you hot in that shirt?” she said as we walked there. We were both sweating. “I should think you’d at least roll up the sleeves.”

“I’m okay.” Jane’s skimpy shorts and tank top embarrassed me; I was uncomfortable even looking at her. “I don’t want to get bug bites.”

“So use bug spray. Shoot, Emma. You wear too much clothing. Me, I’d be dying in all that stuff. Where is this place?”

“We’re almost there,” I said. I hoped she’d like it.

She didn’t. “This is your secret place?” she said when we got there. “This old dock? Everybody knows about this place. They don’t come here ’cause the beach is more fun, that’s all.”

I felt myself turning red. Now Jane thought I was a fool. Did people know I’d been coming here? Had they been watching me? “It’s just a place to talk,” I said. “It’s not the secret.”

“Okay, so quit being so weird and tell me the secret.”

“You have to promise not to tell anybody.”

“I can’t do that until I know what it is.”

“Jane!”

“I’ll promise if it’s something that won’t hurt anybody.”

“Of course it won’t hurt anybody! I wouldn’t do that.”

“Okay. So tell.”

“All right.” This wasn’t going very well, and I was getting nervous. I drummed my hand on the wooden dock and got a splinter. Great. “Okay. There’s this locked room in my house, see—”

“What’s in it?”

“I don’t know what’s in it. It’s locked.”

“Why’s it locked?”

“My mom doesn’t want anybody in there.”


“Oh. Like my mom and her study. You can’t go in there when your mom’s in there? It’s her quiet place? Is that it?”

Every room was my mother’s quiet place. “No, she doesn’t go in there. Nobody goes in there. That’s why I need your help, because I want to find out what’s in the room.” If I could get into Ginny’s room, maybe I could find proof that she was real. The bracelet she’d talked about, or those yellow pajamas. Then I’d know I wasn’t going crazy. But I couldn’t tell Jane about Ginny, because then she’d really think I was weird.

“If your mom doesn’t want you in there she must have a reason,” Jane said. “Anyway, what am I supposed to do about it?”

“Well, see, I can’t find the key—”

“Try the key to another room, maybe. I can’t pick locks, Emma.”

“The other rooms don’t have locks. Not working ones, anyway. My mother had this one put on before I was born.”

“Wow,” Jane said, and laughed. “She really doesn’t want you in there.” But at least she sounded interested now. “What do you think you’re going to find, anyhow? A dead body or something?”

My mouth got dry. “I don’t know. But it must be something pretty interesting. So anyhow, you know that big ladder your dad used when he was painting your house? Do you still have it?”

Jane started giggling. “Shoot, Emma! What, we’re going to drag that ladder out of the garage and climb into this room and nobody will see us? Are you crazy? That ladder must weigh about thirty thousand pounds, anyhow. We couldn’t even carry it. Use your own ladder.”


“We don’t have one,” I said. “My father hires people with equipment for stuff like that—”

“Oh, people like us, right? Because he’s too busy being a rich doctor and having dinner with the mayor? Huh! Can’t even get his hands dirty with paint.”

“He gets his hands dirty all the time,” I said, my throat constricting. “He cuts people open.”

Jane glared at me. “He hardly even says hello to any of us.”

“Well, I do, don’t I? Come on, Jane, you have to help me—”

“No, I don’t,” she said. “The whole thing’s nuts. If your mom doesn’t want you in there you shouldn’t go in there. You’re asking me to steal my dad’s ladder—”

“Not steal! Just borrow!”

“It’s wrong,” Jane said. “If Daddy caught us he’d be mad. It’s dangerous; we might fall. Anyhow, we wouldn’t get away with it, even if we did it at night. Even if we got the ladder out of the garage without my folks knowing about it, you think we’re going to climb into that room without anybody noticing?”

“We could do it when my dad was at the hospital,” I said. “My mother never hears a thing.”

“Your mother? Are you kidding? Emma, you even think about whispering to somebody in that class and she’s on you like fur on a gorilla. Forget it. This whole thing’s stupid.”

“But—”

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Hey, look. Here come Tad and Billy. I wonder what they’re doing all the way over here?”

She finally sounded happy, but my stomach clenched. We were out here alone, miles from the beach, and boys were coming. Big boys, bigger than we were. They were both wrestlers; they won prizes for keeping people pinned on mats. “We’d better leave,” I said. “Do they see us?”

“What? Of course they see us, dodo! They’re coming to say hello. What’s your problem?”

“Nothing,” I said, although I felt as if I were about to be sick. I didn’t see how Jane could be so comfortable around boys. It must have been because she had all those brothers. “I don’t like them, that’s all.”

“Huh. Well, I think Billy’s cute, personally. Hey, Billy!”

Billy sat behind me in social studies, and I thought he was a dumb hulk. But she was calling him and waving, and we were on the dock, on a thin piece of wood sticking out into the water. They could stand at the end of it and keep us from getting back onto shore; they could throw us down and pin us and no one would know because we were so far from the beach.

I never should have brought Jane here. I was safe here by myself, but she attracted too much attention, and now everyone would know where I went when I wanted to be alone, I needed a place to be safe, and she’d ruined it. But I’d never been safe, had I? Everyone had known about the dock all along, I hadn’t been safe at all.

“How you doing?” Billy asked, slouching towards us. His fingers were as big around as sausages.

Tad trailed behind him, looking hot and bored and stupid. “Hey, Jane. Emma. Just hanging out? I thought you geniuses studied all the time.”

“Nah,” Jane said. “Too nice a day.” She started talking to Billy about the math test while Tad stared at her breasts beneath the thin cotton. Nobody was paying any attention to me.


They’d seen us here and knew we were alone, and Billy was distracting her while Tad stared at her, just stared, stared all he wanted and thought about what he wanted to do to her. I could see the gleam in his eyes, see him wiping his palms on his jeans.

How could she keep talking about math? Couldn’t she tell what was happening? She wasn’t even paying attention, just sitting there chattering at Billy. He started boasting about the latest wrestling meet, and Tad took a step closer to Jane.

“There’s an old rowboat around here someplace,” he said, interrupting Billy’s description of his winning hold. “Somebody just left it on shore. We were going to look for it and see if it would float and go out in it. Want to come?”

“Sure,” Jane said. She stood up, and her breasts jiggled, and Tad wiped his hands on his jeans again. “Does it have oars? You mean somebody just left it there?”

“It’ll be an adventure,” Billy said cheerfully, and I hated him because he was using my word. Had he and Tad heard me talking to Jane about Ginny’s room? Had they been spying on us? “If it sinks, we can all swim back to shore.”

The boat wasn’t hers any more than the ladder was. It didn’t even belong to her family. How could she do this? “It’s not yours,” I said, too loudly, thinking of how much more Jane’s tank top would show if it were wet. I knew I should warn her, but my throat wouldn’t form the words. You mustn’t ever tell anyone, he’d said, and I couldn’t. “You shouldn’t take it if it isn’t yours. Right, Jane?”

They all looked at me as if they’d forgotten I was there, and Billy laughed. “Oh, come on, Emma. Whoever had it, they don’t want it anymore, or they wouldn’t have left it there. They abandoned it.”


“It’s not safe,” I said, looking straight at Jane. There were two of them. She didn’t have her baseball bat with her, and I’d be no help at all. I’d never been any good at fighting. “The boat’s not ours and we have to go study. We shouldn’t have come here anyway.”

“It was your idea,” said Jane. She looked a lot like her mother when she frowned. “I think the boat sounds like fun. We can put it in the water, anyway, see what happens—”

“I want to study,” I said. “I’m not as good at math as you are, I’ll fail the test.”

Tad was scowling, but Billy just laughed. “What the fuck, Emma, you’d get straight A’s if you didn’t open a book all year. You didn’t come out here to do algebra, did you?”

“She’s just scared she’ll sink the boat,” said Tad. “She must weigh double what I do.”

I felt myself turning red. Jane made a face at Tad, and Billy said, “If she does, it’s ’cause she’s got twice as much brains and manners.”

Jane grinned. “Tad, you’re a jerk. Emma, don’t mind him. You go back home and study, and I’ll go with them. That’s easy, isn’t it?”

What was she saying? There were two of them. She’d be outnumbered. “You have to help me,” I said. I remembered the round balloons with their little stubby legs. That was what I looked like; even Jane probably laughed at me behind my back.

I couldn’t stand the idea of Jane making fun of me, so I thought about the swimming lessons. “Don’t let the racers intimidate you,” my father had said. “You’re not fast, but you’re steady.”

I had endurance, and I had to keep her from going out in the boat. I took a breath and said, “Please, Jane. You said you’d help me.”

“No, I didn’t,” she said, and I knew she was talking about the ladder. A breeze had sprung up and her nipples showed under the tank top, and Tad stared at her chest even harder than he had before.

“I don’t feel well,” I said. My own nipples hurt just watching him look at her. “I want to go back to your house and study now so I can go to bed early. The sun’s not even out anymore.”

“It went behind a cloud,” Billy said. “A little cloud, Emma, see? Here it comes again. Shazam!” He gestured dramatically at the sky just as the sun reappeared, and Jane giggled. “See, I’m a magician.”

Go back in, I prayed to the sun. Go back behind a cloud. Catch up to the sun, cloud, and cover it the way Jane should cover her breasts, the way we should all cover ourselves so no one stares at us.

The sky didn’t listen to me, any more than Jane was listening. “Just for an hour,” she told Billy and Tad, “and then I really have to go home and study. You don’t have to come if you don’t want to, Emma. I’ll help you with math after dinner. You’re still coming over for dinner, right?”

“Yes,” I said, defeated. But where was I going to go until then? The dock wasn’t safe anymore, and if I went home Mom would find some way to keep me from going to the Hallorans’ to eat. I could go to the library and study, but I knew it wouldn’t work. I hated math; I’d just sit there feeling miserable because I was fat. Or else I’d keep thinking about Ginny and worrying about whether I was crazy.


I had to find out. Mom wasn’t expecting me home; she wouldn’t hear me if I snuck into the house. I’d creep around and look for the key some more. I’d pretend I was Nancy Drew.

The plot didn’t make me happy, though, because I’d be doing it by myself and we lived in a big house. I knew I could search for years, dig up all the floorboards and sift through every bit of dust in the attic, and still never find the key. To give myself time to think of new places I took the long way home through the woods, or what was left of them after the ravages of the highway Tom Halloran had helped build, but that didn’t work either. I kept hearing highway noises through the trees and imagining truckers pulling over to the side of the road, crashing through the underbrush to find me; with each flicker of sunlight on leaves, I seemed to see Ginny flitting through the branches, mocking me with her beauty.

The route would have taken me to our back door, but before I reached my house I had to pass the Hallorans’, and there was Myrna in her tomato bed, pulling up weeds. Snarky, Snotty, Slimy, and Spot, tethered to chains from which they inevitably escaped, set up a four-part mongrel chorus when they saw me. No one else was in the backyard.

“Emma!” Myrna said, looking up from her tomatoes. “There you are. I thought you and Jane would be upstairs with your noses in the books. Where is she?”

“With Billy and Tad,” I said. “In a rowboat on the lake.”

“Sounds like fun. Why didn’t you go with them?”

“I didn’t feel like it. I have to study.”

“Those are good reasons,” Myrna said cheerfully. “How do you feel? You look a little better than you did this morning.”

I shrugged. “I’m okay.”


“Are you?” She stood up, dusting earth and bits of grass from her slacks. “Come inside and let me look at that bruise, and then I’ll give you some lemonade.”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m going home now. You don’t need to look at my arm.”

“No?” She raised one eyebrow. “Well, all right. Would you like the lemonade anyway?”

I reddened again. Myrna was being nice to me because she knew I didn’t feel well, and I was being rude back. I didn’t need Mom to tell me that Ginny never would have behaved so badly. “Yes, please.”

“Good,” she said, leading me inside. The house was unusually quiet now that the canine opera in the backyard had faded to whimpers. I couldn’t hear anyone talking; the TV wasn’t even on.

“Where is everybody?”

Myrna laughed. “Tom’s working and there are no kids here—can you believe it? Jane’s on the lake and Mike and Andrew are at track practice, and Rob’s over at the Smiths’, and Greg’s playing touch football with some of the Wilson boys and David’s at a play rehearsal. And John and Tom Jr. are busy with their own families and haven’t even spared me any grandchildren to spoil. You’ve never seen this place so empty, have you?”

“No,” I said. During the time she’d been talking, three of the Hallorans’ five cats had wound themselves around my ankles, and the four dogs had resumed their commotion. They clearly weren’t used to the quiet either, since there were usually at least two children of various ages—not to mention nieces, nephews and hangers-on—to lavish affection on them. My mother called the Halloran household a rabbit warren, but Myrna’s philosophy was simple. “There’s always room for one more,” she’d say, and set another place at the table.

As a result, the Hallorans’ kitchen always looked like a bomb had exploded somewhere: the dishwasher remained perpetually open and half full, and piles of dishes—both dirty and clean—dotted the counter. The refrigerator was papered with layers of cartoons, grocery lists, first-grade art, recipes, and newspaper articles about health tips, local elections, and gardening. The strata of clippings probably went back ten years; I often wondered how long it had been since the actual surface of the refrigerator had been visible. Next to the telephone hung a huge bulletin board similarly festooned; the only piece of paper not partially obscured by ten other pieces of paper was a large list, carefully lettered in bright red marker readable halfway across the room, of emergency numbers. With the Hallorans’ usual excess, the list extended beyond the standard trio of police, fire, and ambulance to include the Animal Hospital, the Poison Control Center, and the National Guard.

My mother hated the Hallorans’ kitchen. I found it comforting. Myrna plucked a glass from one of the clusters on the counter—I trusted her to know that it was clean—and poured a glass of lemonade from a huge Tupperware jug, “Here you go, hon. Any idea when Janie’ll be back?”

“She said an hour.”

Myrna laughed. “Maybe by dinner, then. Whose boat was it?”

I hesitated, unwilling to tell on Jane. Myrna’s undivided attention was making me claustrophobic. I bent down and patted one of the cats so I wouldn’t have to look at her. “I don’t know. I wasn’t listening.”


“Cramps again?”

“Yeah. But they’re better now.” Even if I’d been able to talk about Tad staring at Jane’s breasts, I wouldn’t have been able to tell Myrna I was worried because a boy was paying attention to her daughter. It would sound like I was accusing Jane of not noticing, of being stupid or foolish.

But Jane herself entered the kitchen at that moment, soaking wet, the thin cotton tank top plastered to her breasts just as I had feared it would be. They must have grabbed her in the boat; she must have had to dive overboard to get away from them. No one could swim as fast as Jane could. She was lucky she could swim so fast.

“What happened?” Myrna asked, both eyebrows raised.

“Tad tried to touch me,” Jane said cheerfully, grabbing a towel from the laundry hamper sitting in the middle of the kitchen table, “so I punched him and he fell into the water, and it turned out he couldn’t swim—can you believe that, I mean, he takes this old boat out when we aren’t even sure it will float and he can’t swim, is that dumb or what?—so I had to go in after him so the idiot wouldn’t drown. And him bigger than me and everything! Boy, was he ever embarrassed. Trying to feel me up and then I saved his life. Billy thought the whole thing was hilarious. He was laughing so hard he could hardly row the boat.”

My stomach was a lump of ice. Now we’d really get it, especially since there was no one else around to provide distractions. What were you doing in a leaky boat? Why were you wearing that clothing alone with two boys? What right did you have to punch him when you’d excited him by wearing that clothing? Emma, why didn’t you tell me Jane was going out in a leaky boat? Why didn’t you make Jane come home instead of going out on the lake? Why didn’t you give her your sweatshirt to wear over the tank top, if she was going to be alone in a leaky boat with two boys?

“Are you all right?” Myrna said.

“Huh? Are you kidding? Of course I’m all right!”

“Well, that’s good.” Myrna sounded like she was trying very hard not to laugh. “Is Tad all right?”

“Oh, he’s fine, thanks to me.” Jane shook her head, showering the kitchen with lake water. “He was more scared than anything else. And embarrassed because he’d tried to grab my boobs—”

“Jane!”

“Oh, breasts, all right, anatomically correct hoo-has, anyway, he did it once like it was a joke and I yelled at him and Billy said he’d better not do it again, but Tad said girls were supposed to like that and tried to do it again anyway, so I punched him. I think I may have knocked one of his teeth loose.”

“How did you feel when he did that?” Myrna said.

“Huh? Mad!”

“Good. Tell me what you would have done if you’d been alone on the beach, and a grown man had tried to do that to you.”

A grown man. What if it’s a grown man and he’s in your bedroom and he’s breathing on you? You don’t do anything. You lie there and wait for it to stop, because if you do anything else he’ll wire your mouth shut and put staples in your stomach. He can do anything he wants to, because if you try to tell anyone your mother will die.


But Jane just said, “Oh, Mom,” the way she complained about being told to eat her spinach, and recited, “I’d scream as loud as I could and go for the crotch and the eyes, and when I broke away from him I’d run like hell, and if I couldn’t break away or it was too dangerous to try, like he had a gun or something, I’d outthink him until I could.”

How could I outthink somebody who’d gone to medical school? Where would I even start? But Myrna just nodded and said, “Good. Emma, do you know all of this?”

“All of what?” I asked, my throat very dry.

“Self-defense techniques.”

Self-defense techniques. You’ve got to be kidding. “Yes,” I said. Sure, I know how to defend myself. You keep your mouth shut and pretend to be somewhere else, because if you say anything he’ll hurt you more than he’s going to already, and if Mom finds out—

I could no more knee him in the groin than I could fly to the moon. That would only make it worse. Myrna didn’t understand anything.

“Show me,” she said crisply.

“What?”

She reached into the forest of coats and sweaters growing on hooks from the back door and deftly extricated a thick down vest. “Show me,” she repeated, putting it on. “I’m going to try to grab you and I want you to fight me off. I know how to block blows, so don’t worry about hurting me, all right? I taught Janie this way. Hit as hard as you can.”

I couldn’t hit at all. “Can’t I just scream?” I asked.

“It’s good if you can scream,” Myrna said, nodding approvingly. She seemed to think it had been a serious question. “A lot of women can’t; they just freeze. But pretend you’ve screamed and it hasn’t worked. Show me what you’d do then.”

Jane was perched on a clear spot on the counter, eating an apple she’d found somewhere. “She’s ticklish,” she said, grinning. “That’s what the vest is supposed to protect her from. You have to go for the back of the knees—”

“Janie! Don’t tell her these things.” Myrna was coming towards me, laughing, bundled in the thick vest and raising one thick arm. “Now turn around, okay, pretend you’re just walking—”

“No!” I couldn’t breathe. “Don’t touch me! You’re making this into a game and it’s not funny—”

“No,” Myrna said, not smiling anymore. “No, it isn’t funny at all, and I wasn’t trying to make it a game. I’m sorry I upset you. Emma, what’s wrong?”

She knew too much. I was telling her too much; she was going to find out. I swallowed, fighting for air, and said, “Why don’t you ask her about the boat? They stole somebody’s boat and they didn’t even know what kind of shape it was in. And Tad—he was—he was looking! If she’d had her eyes open she’d have known! If she hadn’t been wearing that shirt—”

I stopped, appalled. What had I said? How could I have said that? Jane, white-faced, slid off the counter in one quick movement and darted towards me, her fists clenched, but Myrna put an arm around her shoulders and held her. “Janie, be still. Emma, I was going to ask about the boat later. I was. The boat’s important, but what Tad did is more important, and what Jane did to defend herself is even more important than that. Do you understand? Emma, please tell me what’s wrong.”

“I have to leave now,” I said. Jane hated me. I could tell from the way she looked at me, her face perfectly still and her jaw clenched; she’d beat me into a pulp if Myrna weren’t holding her, and she’d be right to do it. I’d made her promise not to tell about the ladder, and then I’d gone and told about the boat. I was slimier than Snarky’s dead skunk.

“Wait,” Myrna said. “Emma, it’s a great gift to realize when you’re in danger. It’s an even greater gift to be able to get yourself out of it. We all need to know how to do both of those things. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, and ran out of the kitchen. There was no way I could get myself out of it. He’d outthought me a long time ago.

On my way out I collided with Tom. He’d been coming in the front door and I hadn’t even seen him, because I was so desperate to get out of the house that I hadn’t been looking at what was in front of me. He was wearing smelly work clothing, and when I ran into his stomach he grabbed my shoulders and said in his characteristic near-bellow, “Whoa. Whoa there, little Emma! What’s the hurry?”

“I’m late for dinner,” I said, and wrenched myself away from him. I couldn’t stand anything about him: his hands or his stink or the way you could hear his heavy breathing under each syllable whenever he spoke. How could Jane and Myrna stand to listen to him breathing like that?

“Careful,” he told me, laughing, and moved aside to let me pass. I skittered across the porch and down the steps, and tripped and fell spectacularly onto the Hallorans’ front walk. My palms and one knee took all my weight, and I lay collapsed on all fours for a moment, stunned and helpless, Tom Halloran would see me lying here and come pick me up, and I wouldn’t be able to run away from him because I couldn’t even stand—


But he had evidently already gone into the kitchen, because I heard his voice from the back of the house. “Karate lessons again, Myrna? Jane, you’re wet. And why did Emma Gray just go streaking out of here like a bat out of hell?”

Myrna murmured something I couldn’t make out, and then Jane’s voice rose, wounded and angry. “If you’d heard what she said—”

“What?” Tom’s voice was sharper now. “She insulted you? What?”

Myrna was murmuring again and I was on my feet, somehow, my hands scraped raw and my knee oozing blood through torn denim. I half-ran, half-limped the few feet home, afraid I’d hear Jane in pursuit at any moment. My father’s car wasn’t in the driveway; he was still at the hospital, then, and I wouldn’t have to explain why I looked this way. Good.

But Mom was home, sitting at our huge polished wooden dining room table. In front of her were two lit candles, a bud vase with a single white rose in it, and a sheet of paper. She’d taken her hair down, and it shone reddish gold in the candlelight. She jumped when I came in, and stared as if I were the ghost, and swept the paper into her lap. Poetry, no doubt. The stuff she wrote to Ginny. I’d found some of it once when I’d been looking for the key, but for all the hours Mom spent on it, she wasn’t giving Tennyson much competition. Lots of angels and flowers, and Ginny a bland simpering presence amongst them. Even if I only wrote poetry about dumb TV shows, I knew that Mom’s stuff was fifth-rate Hallmark card.

“Sorry,” I said, breathless. “Did I interrupt your seance?” She was eating cottage cheese and honeydew melon from our best china, and her fork was part of the solid sterling set that had been her mother’s. She ate by candlelight whenever she could, but she must have been feeling really snooty about the Hallorans’ vegetables, if she couldn’t even use normal plates. “I didn’t mean to break the mood, Mom.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, standing up and snapping her napkin. She clutched the piece of paper in her other hand. “I wasn’t expecting you home, that’s all.” She took a step closer, peering at me in the flickering light, and said, “My god, Emma—what have you done to yourself?”

“I fell on the Hallorans’ steps.”

I was expecting a lecture about how Ginny never would have been clumsy enough to fall down a few steps, but instead she said, “Well, that’s hardly a surprise. Their property’s a gigantic obstacle course. Myrna Halloran didn’t even offer to clean you up? She’s a nurse, isn’t she?”

“She didn’t know I fell,” I said. “I was leaving their house. I came straight home.” Aren’t you going to offer to clean me up? You’re my mother, aren’t you?

She sighed. “You’re certainly a mess. Go into the bathroom and scrub those scrapes out with peroxide. You didn’t break anything, did you?”

If Jane had come home bleeding, Myrna would have cleaned the wound herself, as gently and quickly as possible because she knew it hurt. She cleaned everyone’s cuts that way. But I couldn’t go to Myrna, because I’d tattled on Jane.

“No,” I said, and limped into the bathroom. I was gingerly dabbing at the deepest scrape with a washcloth when I heard the front door slam. He was home. I started working faster, too fast, scrubbing even though it made me wince and cry, because the last thing in the world I wanted was for him to do it.


“What a nice surprise,” Mom said, her voice suddenly high and girlish. “Everyone’s back early tonight. I thought you had emergency surgery?”

“The appendix ruptured. The internal medicine people waited too long to make their diagnosis, as usual. We can’t operate until the patient stabilizes. Emma’s here too, I take it?”

I opened the bathroom door and walked out into the hallway. “Hi,” I said. “I fell, but I cleaned the cuts. I have a math test tomorrow and I have to study, so I’m going to the library—”

“You’re going to eat dinner first, young lady. Especially since your father’s home. You don’t get to see him very often.”

That’s because I don’t look. I wish I couldn’t hear him, either. “Don’t I get a hug?” he asked.

You get too many. But I gave him one of those quick, wooden embraces reserved for people you have to be nice to, and he laughed. “That’s a little better. How’d you hurt yourself?”

Don’t you remember? It was only this morning. “I told you: I fell.”

“She tripped down the Hallorans’ steps,” my mother called from the kitchen. “They probably had a loose board or a nail sticking up or something. Maybe you should give her a tetanus shot.”

He’d be delighted if I got tetanus. Then I’d have lockjaw and couldn’t tell anybody anything, and I’d lose weight the way he wanted me to. And I’d die, like Ginny. Maybe then Mom would love me.

He’d seated himself in one of the dining room chairs, where he sprawled, langorous and handsome in the candlelight, as sleek and long-boned as one of those men you see in ads for expensive cars. “Mmmmph,” he said, pretending to listen to Mom, but he was watching me, staring at me the way Tad had stared at Jane. Even if he stopped breathing in my bedroom, even if he never made me bleed again, I’d never be able to get away from his eyes.

“And she’s a nurse,” my mother complained, with a vigorous rattle of saucepans. “Living in that filth—”

I found my voice for a moment, hoping conversation would make him stop looking at me. “It’s not filth, Mom. It’s just mess.”

My mother snorted. “I’m sure you feel completely at home there, Emma, the way you keep your room.”

He still watched me with a faint smile, absentmindedly rubbing one thigh exactly the way Tad had. I started to shake, and the smile deepened, “Well,” he said, “Myrna can’t be very serious about nursing, or she’d be working at the hospital, instead of babysitting children with runny noses and scraped elbows.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” I said hoarsely. “That’s like saying that no one who knew anything about poetry would teach junior-high English instead of high school or college.”

Come on, Mom. Start talking about the importance of education. Help me distract him. Please…but I wasn’t even sure she’d heard me in the clatter of dishes, and my father only looked amused. “That’s not a bad point, Emma.”

Trapped. Trapped. I’d been disagreeing with him, but he was going to make it look like I’d been insulting Mom’s intelligence.

“Yes it is,” I said. “It’s wrong. You have to teach kids things when they’re young—”

He threw his head back and laughed soundlessly, shaking with mirth but doing it so discreetly that Mom would never hear it from the kitchen, any more than she heard the predawn gasping in my bedroom. “Literature,” I said, shaking in earnest now. “Nutrition and stuff. That’s what I was talking about—”

“Nutrition,” Mom said proudly, carrying a steaming platter into the dining room, and I remembered our conversation that morning, several lifetimes ago. She was congratulating herself on how well she fed me again. “A good hearty pot roast; I thought I’d have to save it for Sunday dinner, but since everyone’s home—”

She was cut short by a bellow from next door.

“No,” Tom Halloran said, projecting as clearly as if he were speaking through a bullhorn, “No, Janie’s not going to apologize and I’m bloody damn well not paying your dental bills! Now get the hell off my porch!”

“Heavens,” my father said, raising both eyebrows. “What’s all this about?”

“Whatever it is,” Mom said, “it sounds too good to miss.” She put down the roast and blew out the candles so that the room was completely dark, and then moved to the window and pulled aside the Morris-patterned drapes. I reluctantly moved to stand next to her, unwilling to be alone in any unlighted room with my father. Edward Ewmet, even less appetizing than his son—would Tad be that hunched and bald when he was older?—stood wringing his hands on the Hallorans’ front steps. His melodious voice, the pride of the local Lutheran church where he was a deacon, was too soft to understand, but the tone managed to be both obsequious and condescending.

“Ooh,” my mother said, “Oh, he’s just like Uriah Heep, isn’t he? Look at him!”

“And Tom Halloran’s like Falstaff,” my father answered. He’d come up behind us; his hand brushed the back of my neck, and I jerked away from him as if I’d been shot. “He’s going to have a real beaut of a coronary one of these days. I hope Myrna’s taken out a good life insurance policy on him.”

Another melodious murmur from Ewmet wafted across the lawn, interrupted by an even louder bellow from Tom. “Now look here, man: if you’d done that you’d be called a child molester and thrown in jail and butt-fucked by a bunch of jailbirds—and probably get your jewels sliced off and stuffed in your ears, “cause they don’t like child molesters either! If you can’t teach your kid not to do things that’ll get him thrown in jail when he grows up it’s your own damn problem. Don’t expect me to feel sorry for him,”

“Emma,” my mother said, “what’s been going on over there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Really? Jane doesn’t tell you about her little adventures? I thought you were with her after school?”

“I told you, I don’t know anything.”

My father had started his soundless laughter again. His hand, as persistent as the mosquito you never manage to kill, the one whose whine drones through all your summer nightmares, casually brushed my back. I leaned forward as if to hear better, trying to get away from him, wondering if he could smell my sweat and the stink of blood underneath it. Yes, of course he could. He’d described the smell of the operating room once, the sharp scent of disinfectant mixing with the metallic tang of blood, the reek of cauterized flesh.

“The same age?” roared Tom Halloran. “They’re the same age, and that’s supposed to excuse it? Oh, that’s a good one. So he’s only going to molest women his own age when he grows up: real model citizen you’re raising here, you know that?”

Ewmet’s words, raised from murmur to whine, became audible now. “But he’s only a child! He didn’t know any better!”

“So’s Janie only a child,” said Tom Halloran, “and she taught him better, didn’t she? For that matter, she bloody well saved his life, which is a good sight more than I’d have done in her position. While you’re teaching your boy not to molest the ladies, you’d better teach him to swim,”

Ewmet, as red-faced and spluttering as if he’d just been hauled out of the lake himself, said, “Well, sir, I didn’t want to say this, but if you send your girl out in this warm weather without a bra—”

“Oh?” answered Tom Halloran, rising on his toes. “Oh, excuse me, and if I do that—what does it mean, sir? That the neighborhood is thereby invited to grope her howsomuchever they desire?”

“One can’t blame the boys for presuming—”

“Yes,” Tom Halloran said, “one can. One can blame your boy for being a rude little shit. Billy Washoe didn’t try to grope Janie, and he’s the same age your Tad is! What you can’t do, sir, is blame my girl for defending herself. And you can’t blame her for not wearing some asinine piece of clothing she doesn’t need and doesn’t like. If Janie walked outside buck naked and somebody touched her without her permission, she could knock all his teeth down his throat and I’d tell her she was right to do it! And if you give me any more bullshit, I’m going to do the same thing to you she did to your asswipe son, you bastard! Get out of here!”


Ewmet got, muttering hostilities over his shoulder. Next to me, my mother shook her head; my father, chuckling, stood behind us, an arm around each of us. “Well,” he said. “That was quite a show, wasn’t it?”

“What horrible people,” Mom said. “That man must drink, the way he screams all the time. You were over there, Emma. Was he drunk?”

“No, Mom.” This was one of my mother’s pet theories about Tom Halloran, and she never listened when I told her she was wrong. “I keep telling you that. He gets drunk about as often as Dad does.”

I’d never seen my father drink at all. Sometimes I wished he would, even though I knew it made other fathers mean; maybe he might have slept more. But my mother took a step backwards, as spooked as one of Aunt Diane’s horses in a thunderstorm, and said, “What did you mean by that? Tell me why you said that! Who—”

“Pam! Take it easy. She didn’t mean anything. She wasn’t even born then, remember? She was just talking. Would you please relax?”

“What?” I said. “What are you talking about?”

“Nothing, Emma. She’s not talking about anything.” My father’s hand brushed my hip and I shoved it away, but it came back.

Mom, oblivious, glared at me. “Something must have been happening at the Hallorans’. Why did you come home so quickly?”

“Jane was upset and wanted to talk to her mother,” I said. “In private. So I left, all right?” Don’t admit you know anything: don’t, don’t. Tattling once was bad enough. You don’t even want to think about the questions he’ll ask you if you admit how much you know.

She clearly didn’t believe me. “Well, whatever happened, I’m sure we’ll hear about it at school tomorrow.”

My father snorted. “Surely you jest, dear one. It’s going to be all over town within an hour, the way those two were screaming at each other. It will probably make the front page of tomorrow’s paper.”

“At least Jane had the good grace to be upset privately,” Mom said. “Although the way her brute of a father talks, it’s no surprise that she’s never learned how to behave in public.”

My throat tightened. “It sounded to me like Tad behaved worse than Jane did.” My father’s fingers were caressing the inside of my elbow now, and I was getting tired of moving away from him. That was what he counted on, always: that I’d get tired and have to go to sleep, that I’d be as still and silent as Ginny’s grave when he came into my room at dawn, that I wouldn’t be conscious to listen to him breathing. Because otherwise there’d be blood and disinfectant and scorched skin, and my jaw wired together or my stomach stapled.

“What?” Mom turned to look at me, her face cold, and then let the drapes fall closed. In the moment before she relit the candles, my father’s finger traced the circle of one nipple in the old prompt for silence. My stomach tightened and heaved. I’d never be able to keep down Mom’s pot roast tonight, no matter how much she forced on me.

“It sounds to me as if nothing would have happened if Jane had behaved properly,” Mom said, once again lovely in the candlelight. She moved around the table, arranging gleaming silver at our three places. “She should know better than to go out half-dressed.”

That’s what I’d told Myrna, and Jane was going to kill me for it. I went to the sideboard and started collecting plates. Setting the table was a good excuse to get away from my father. “Yeah, well, it sounds like Tad should have known better, too. Jane doesn’t take anything from anybody, and everybody knows it.”

“You admire that girl entirely too much, Emma. This is the real world, remember? There’s no such thing as Superwoman. What’s Jane going to do—punch her way through life? This is a civilized society. You can’t live that way, and her parents are doing her a terrible disservice if they tell her that she can.”

“Are they?” My voice sounded strange to me, too high and far away, and I had to hold onto the plates very tightly so they wouldn’t slip out of my hands, “Mr. Halloran was defending her because she’s his daughter and he loves her. That’s what parents are supposed to do, isn’t it? Love their kids even if the kids do something wrong? Wouldn’t you two have done that much for Ginny?”

I’d known better than to suggest that they’d do anything similar for me, but Mom reached me around the table in five swift steps and drew her hand back as if she were going to slap me. I raised the plates as a shield, thinking, I can’t drop them. I can’t drop them. She’ll kill me if I drop them.

“Pamela!” My father was on his feet in an instant, catching hold of her wrist. “Stop it! Who’s acting like Jane now?”

Mom had never tried to hit me before. I couldn’t imagine her hitting anybody. I’d never seen her so mad; her face was a mask of white, condensed fury. “Ginny was not a slut!” she said, her voice shaking. “Ginny was a sweet little girl!”

“Jane’s not a slut either, Mom!” Her eyes narrowed, and I knew I’d said the wrong thing again. “Mom, look, that wasn’t what I meant anyway, really it wasn’t—”

“What did you mean, then?”

“I think what she meant,” my father said sharply, putting his free arm around her waist, “is that parents are blind when it comes to their children. This is certainly true of Tom Halloran, who can’t see little Jane’s healthy anatomy waving in the breeze for anyone to snatch at, and unfortunately it’s equally true of you where Ginny’s concerned—”

Mom’s face tightened. “Ginny wouldn’t have—”

“Hush, love.” He’d gone back to his soothing doctor voice. “No, of course she wouldn’t. She devoted her existence to being every bit as pure as you demanded of her, which is why she’s supping with the saints even as we speak—”

“What?” Mom had grown wild-eyed in the dancing candlelight. She tried to get away from my father, but he held her too tightly. “What are you saying? Are you blaming me that she died?”

“Oh, Pam! Of course not. I meant that she’s in heaven, that’s all. You’re the poetic one, aren’t you?”

“You think I killed her, don’t you? I know you do! You think it’s my fault, because I encouraged her when we went to the circus.”

The circus? I’d never been to a circus. Once when I was little I’d asked Mom about them and she’d told me they were stupid, grown people dressed in silly costumes pretending to be children. Even at the time, I’d wondered why silly costumes upset her so much.

“You think it’s your fault,” my father said calmly. “I’ve never blamed you, and neither has anyone else. Pam, it wasn’t anybody’s fault, unless you want to blame some bacteria. It just happened, and it was terrible, and we all wish we could undo it. But don’t take it out on the imperfect child, all right? She’s had a bad enough day, what with falling down the Hallorans’ front steps. Emma, are you all right?”

“Yes.”

“Did your mother hurt you?”

“No.” You did. But he didn’t care about that. I was a pumpkin or a balloon, something that wasn’t conscious, something that just endured.

“I’m sorry,” Mom said stiffly. “I shouldn’t have gotten angry at you. I know you must be upset about Jane.”

“Forget it.”

“Honey—”

“I said forget it!” The way she said honey curdled my stomach. She hadn’t even looked at me when she said it.

“I think,” said my father, letting go of Mom’s waist, “that we should eat that pot roast now.”

“I can’t eat,” I told them, “I’m not hungry. I’m going to go up to my room and study.”

“Emma! You have to eat—”

“Why? I’m fat, remember? Missing one meal won’t kill me.”

“Nutrition,” my mother said, trying to smile.

“I don’t want any dinner! I’m not hungry! I feel sick, all right? Would you leave me alone?”


“Let her go,” my father said, and I fled up the stairs, favoring my sore knee. Behind me, I heard him say, “Pam, for God’s sake get rid of that thing.”

What thing? I crouched at the top of the stairs arid listened with ears fine-tuned by the breathing. I heard paper ripping, and he said matter-of-factly, “You’ve been brooding about this since last night. That’s what has you so keyed up.”

The poem? That had been the only paper on the table. Did he get to read Mom’s poetry? Maybe he helped her with the awful rhymes. What a joke. What rhymes with life, Stewart? Knife. What rhymes with love? Shove. What rhymes with trust? Lust.

The phone rang. Maybe it would be the hospital summoning my father back to work. I crouched in the darkness of the stairwell as he said, “You’d better answer that.”

“It’s probably for you.” Mom sounded hoarse, defeated, subdued.

“Answer the telephone,” he said quietly.

Mom could assume her sweet schoolteacher voice without thinking about it, and those were the tones that came from the kitchen. “Oh, Myrna. How are you? No, Emma’s fine. Just fine. And is Jane all right? Well, I’m certainly glad to hear that. No, she just skinned her knee; it’s nothing serious. That’s kind of you, but she’s already gone upstairs to study, and I’d rather she not be interrupted. Thank you for calling.”

My heart sank. The Hallorans had chewed out Tad’s father and now they were looking for me. “That busybody,” Mom said, and then let out a wail. “You burned it! Stewart—”

“Now, Pamela. Come on. I’m sure you had it memorized by now anyway.”


“You had no right!”

“All the right in the world. It was upsetting you.”

“It was also my property.”

“Pamela, my love, consider it a medical procedure. A cauterized wound. The work of a few seconds that prevents possible months of pain and infection.”

“I see,” she said coldly. “I know but matters of the house, and you, you know a thousand things. Is that it?”

“No, that’s not it. Pam, I’m sorry I upset you. Truly I am. But it’s better for you to get your mind onto something else.”

“It wasn’t yours to burn,” Mom said. She sounded hopeless again.

“What’s yours is mine. Isn’t that what our wedding vows said? Now look: I’ve already apologized for upsetting you. I don’t want to discuss this any more. Do you want me to go up and look at Emma?”

No. I never should have said I wasn’t feeling well. But to my infinite relief, Mom answered, “Emma’s fine. She said she’s studying. Let’s eat our dinner. I’ll take a tray up to her later, if she wants one.”

There was no way in the world I’d be able to study now, and I’d cut off any chance of getting out of the house. Even if I managed to sneak out, where could I go? The lake wasn’t safe anymore and neither was the Hallorans’ house, and anywhere else I’d just keep picturing Ginny and wondering if I was crazy. Sleep: sleep was the only place left. Sleep would protect me at least until dawn, when nothing could.

Sleep now, then. I crawled between the clean sheets without even taking my filthy clothing off, but when I closed my eyes all I could see was the look on Jane’s face when I told her mother what she’d done. I thought I’d been telling the truth, but when Tom Halloran yelled at Mr. Ewmet, he might as well have been yelling at me. Maybe he had been. Maybe he’d known that I’d be able to hear him.

But I’d been right, hadn’t I? It wasn’t safe to dress like that. It wasn’t safe to go out in leaky boats with boys you hardly knew who were staring at you. It wasn’t. It wasn’t. She should have known better. She could have kept herself safe so easily: by wearing a sweatshirt and not going out in the boat, by keeping her eyes open, by using her common sense. It would have been so easy for her not to get into trouble and she’d ignored all the signals, and there was no easy way out for me at all. If wearing a sweatshirt would have stopped the breathing I’d have worn ten of them at once, but it didn’t matter. He’d just wait until I fell asleep and then he’d come into my bedroom and it would start all over again, no matter how many sweatshirts I had on.

I wanted to stop thinking about it, wanted to stop thinking about everything, but sleep was impossible, and there wasn’t anywhere else I could go. Or was there? Could I leave my body now, even though it wasn’t dawn?

I could, and I did. The sudden absence of pain was as welcome as the first cool dive into the lake on a hot summer’s day. Out of my body, I felt better than I ever had inside it.

I floated effortlessly to the ceiling and spun so it became the floor. Did I have to do that, though? Why? Why did I have to stand on anything, if I could fly? I did an experimental cartwheel—I couldn’t land wrong and get hurt, since all my nerve endings were down on the bed—and discovered that it was easy. So I did a back flip and a handstand. They probably wouldn’t have looked very graceful to anyone watching me, and even without a body I’d never do them as well as Ginny had, but they were a lot more fun than studying or being scared.

“Pretty good,” Ginny said behind me as I was in the middle of a somersault, and if I’d been in my body I’d have fallen on my head and split my skull open,

“No, really,” she said as I scrambled to turn around, “that’s not bad at all, for somebody who’s just starting out. You need more practice, that’s all.”

“What are you doing here?” She was still wearing her silly Snoopy pajamas, and when I yelled at her she picked up a piece of her hair and started chewing it. “I didn’t call you! I don’t want you here! You’re a hallucination!”

“You didn’t call me the first time, either.” She looked even more real than she had before; less fuzzy around the edges, somehow, as if whatever was showing this film of her—God? my imagination?—had adjusted the focus on the projector. “And I’m as real as you are. I told you that before.”

“You told me a lot of stuff. Not that any of it made any sense.”

She shrugged. “Well, maybe I have to come back until it makes sense. Anyhow, here I am.”

“Here you are. Why would anyone want to be here after being in heaven?”

She looked surprised. “I don’t know. This is where I lived. I was happy here, wasn’t I?”

“That’s what Mom says. You were happy here, but I’m not. Want to trade places?”

She shivered and shook her head, “Can’t do that. It’s not my body down there; it’s yours.”


“Yeah, it sure is. Would you want it if you had it? It’s ugly and clumsy, and right now it’s got blood all over it.”

Ginny looked at her feet. “You shouldn’t talk like that. You did that back flip pretty well, really you did. You’d get better if you practiced.”

“Sure,” I said, thinking of my conversation with Jane about Tennyson. I wondered if Ginny felt as embarrassed as I’d felt then.

What was I thinking? She couldn’t feel embarrassed; she couldn’t feel anything, any more than balloons or pumpkins could. She was dead, and I was imagining her. But I kept talking anyway, because she’d said something nice to me. “Not having to worry about gravity helps. So you remember gymnastics now, huh?”

“Gymnastics,” she said, and her face lit up the way it had when I’d said her name. “I remember a lot about gymnastics. I remember the uneven parallels: I used to get black and blue where I hit the bars, but the dismounts were like flying, and if you landed right it didn’t even hurt. And I remember the balance beam. I used to pretend that it was a high wire and I was performing at the circus.”

“The circus,” I said, disgusted again. Here she was talking about stuff I’d just heard; she must be my imagination. “You went there with Mom, didn’t you? She’s never taken me.”

“Yes,” Ginny said, but a shadow crossed her face. “She liked it. We both like the acrobats.” She shivered then, and chewed her hair again for a minute, and then said shyly, “Do you want me to show you how to do a triple somersault?”

“No. Why should you teach me how to do that? It won’t do me any good once I’m back in my fat ugly body. You might as well teach me how to fly.”

“But you are flying,” Ginny said. “Your mind is, anyway. And I didn’t have to teach you how to do it. You figured it out by yourself, just like you did with the cartwheel.”

“Great. So I’m the next incarnation of Wonder Girl, and the next time I go to the lake and somebody hassles me I can drag them up to cloud nine and dump them on top of a tree or something. You’re as bad as Myrna Halloran, you know that?”

“No, I don’t know her,” Ginny said seriously. Her face brightened again, “I remember the lake, though. It was pretty there. I used to go sit on that old dock on the western shore when no one else was around—”

“You did? You did? So do I!” Idiot, I told myself, of course she does. She’s you. She’s your imagination. What else would she do? More suspiciously, I said, “Mom never told me you did that.”

“She always thought I was at the library,” Ginny said, wrinkling her nose. “I studied at the lake sometimes, but mostly I just watched the fish.”

Just like me. What a surprise. “Minnows, right? The ones that make shadows on the bottom—”

“And the birds that peck in the sand looking for things to eat.” She grinned, and I realized that I hadn’t seen her smile before. One of her upper front teeth was chipped. Mom had never told me about that, either, and it didn’t show up in any of the family photographs. Well, so I didn’t want to think she was perfect. But how had I come up with the pajamas?

Ginny was still babbling about the lake. “And I used to see owls sometimes at dusk, and bats and raccoons, and once I saw a fox come to the water to drink. A big red one. It was beautiful. Have you ever seen a fox?”

“No.” Just boys. “There aren’t so many animals around now, I guess because there are more people or something. Just the birds and the fish, and sometimes deer. But not very often.”

Ginny chewed her lip for a minute and then said, “Do you want to go there, to the lake? We can go there, if you want to.”

Oh, sure we can. “Won’t people see us?”

“No, silly. There won’t be anybody else there. We won’t really be there, not in the world. Just in our heads, sort of. It’s hard to explain.”

“You’re kidding.” I knew all of this was completely crazy, but I felt the same surge of lightness as when I’d left my body, I wanted to believe in her. I did, I did. “We can go to the Sake, just like that? You mean I can go to the lake and there won’t be anybody there? I can go there whenever I want to, just by leaving my body?”

“It’s not that different from daydreaming, is it? But if you stay out of your body for too long, you may not be able to get back.” Ginny frowned and picked up a strand of her hair again, tugging at it with thin fingers. “I don’t think I should have told you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll be careful. But look, can you take me into your room, too? So I can see it? I really want to see your room.”

“No,” Ginny said. “It doesn’t work that way. I can’t take you anywhere you haven’t been. If we go somewhere together, it has to be to a place we both remember.”

Stupid ghost. I wasn’t going to get any proof one way or the other with that dumb rule. “Great. So if flying’s so easy, why doesn’t everybody do it? Just flit around all day like Peter Pan?”

“I don’t know. I guess they prefer being in their bodies.” She smiled, shyly. “I remember Peter Pan. Mom used to read it to me.”

“Read it? She doesn’t have to. She’s got it memorized. That and ‘Goblin Market.’ Did you get ‘Goblin Market’?”

She shook her head, frowning. “Which one is that? The one about the little boy and the monsters?”

“Huh? No, that’s Where the Wild Things Are.” I’d never liked that story, because all the wild things looked like they breathed too loudly. “No, it’s the one about Lizzie who saves her sister Laura from the poison fruit, you know, ‘For your sake I have braved the glen / And had to do with goblin merchant men—’ ”

“It sounds scary,” Ginny said. “I don’t remember that one. Mom didn’t read me scary stories.”

“You’re kidding! Peter Pan’s not scary, with Hook and the crocodile and nasty little Tinkerbell trying to get Wendy shot down like a bird?”

Ginny shook her head again. “No. I always knew it would come out all right in the end. Mom told me so the first time she read it to me.”

“She never told me that. Just let me be terrified through the whole thing.” Suddenly I didn’t want to talk about books anymore. “Let’s go to the lake. Right now. What do we do, fly out the window?”

“No,” Ginny said. “Not now. Mom’s here. You have to go back.”

“What?” I’d almost forgotten that my body was lying there on the bed, but when I looked at it I saw Mom bending over me, shaking my shoulder.

“Go back,” Ginny said. “Right now.”

“But—”

“Just go! She’s going to get really scared if she can’t wake you up.” She bit her lip and shivered all over, once, like a wet dog. “She’ll get hysterical. She’ll shake you and shake you and shake you, until you flop back and forth like a rag doll and all the IVs come out of your arms—”

“I don’t have IVs in my arms,” I said.

“I did.”

And then she turned and fled through the wall, and I was alone. Ginny was right; Mom was shaking me harder. As if through layers of cotton, I heard her saying, “Emma! Emma, wake up!” She looked almost as upset as she had when she’d tried to slap me.

I went back, wondering if she’d slap me for real this time because I hadn’t woken up more quickly. “Emma!” Her voice was so loud that it hurt my ears, and I jumped the way you do when the volume on a radio gets turned way up by accident. “Emma, wake up!”

“All right,” I said, opening my eyes. “I’m awake.” My voice came out funny; kind of slurred, like I’d forgotten how to use my throat. My body still hurt, but the pain was distant and muffled.

Mom was pale and sweaty, ugly wet splotches spreading from the armpits of her blouse. Just like Tom Halloran, I thought with satisfaction. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked sharply. “I must have been shaking you for five minutes—”


“I was tired, that’s all.”

“I thought you came up here to study for your math test. What happened?”

“I got sleepy, all right? I’m awake now.”

“Are you sick?” She felt my forehead and frowned. “You don’t have a fever. How can you be so tired at seven at night?”

Because I was flying around the ceiling with the ghost of your beloved dead daughter, “I don’t know, Mom. Maybe it’s because I have my period.”

She wrapped a tendril of reddish-gold hair around one finger. Her hands were shaking. “You’re not taking drugs, are you?”

“What?” I sat up; my body felt more real again, but so did the pain, and my voice was still weaker than it should have been. “No, I’m not taking drugs. Not unless you count the Tylenol Mrs. Halloran gave me. Look, Mom, I’m really okay. I’m sorry I upset you.”

“Will you be all right to go to school tomorrow?”

“Of course.”

“You still sound exhausted. Maybe you should stay home tomorrow and reschedule the test. I’ll arrange it with Mr. Miller—”

“It’s okay, Mom. I’d rather get it over with.”

She tugged at her hair again. “Are you sure you aren’t sick?”

“No, I’m not sick!” If I were sick the famous doctor would have to examine me, not that he wouldn’t do it anyway. But I had to get her off the topic of my health before she took him up on his previous offer. “I guess I’m a little hungry. Maybe I should have dinner after all.”

Mom’s face relaxed, and she let go of the strand of hair. “I’ll bring up a tray. The pot roast and potatoes, and string beans, and some milk. And ice cream for dessert? Does that sound good?”

“That’s great, Mom.”

She gave me another of those strange shy smiles from the morning. “Maybe you’d better take an iron pill, too.”

“Sure, Mom.”

She nodded and bustled out of the room, and bustled back a few minutes later carrying a tray loaded with enough food to feed three of the Halloran children. She sat next to my bed and watched me eat it, and when I’d finished she said, “Do you want to go back to sleep now?”

“Yes.” I really wanted to fly, but I couldn’t tell her that.

Another shy smile. “I’ll read you Peter Pan, if you want me to.”

Peter Pan, If she only knew. “It’s okay, Mom. You don’t have to. I think I’ll be able to fall asleep on my own.”

“All right,” she said, and got up and kissed me on the forehead and left the room. It was deep blue dusk outside, the loveliest time of evening, and I felt much better for having eaten. I got up and changed into light summer pajamas suitable for flying, and then I got back into bed and went to find Ginny.
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Over the next two weeks, we learned that there was no way for us to reach the lake in a straight line, because we didn’t know the same way to get there. New houses had been built on our block since Ginny died, and Tom Halloran’s highway now cut through one corner of town, carrying trucks and buses and vacationers headed for larger lakes to the north, I kept striking off in what I thought was the right direction, only to discover that Ginny was no longer next to me because I’d put myself somewhere she’d never seen and therefore couldn’t remember. The first time it happened—as I hovered over the Woolworth’s in town—I thought she’d abandoned me, but when I went back home I found her curled with her arms around her knees in one corner of my bedroom ceiling.

“I figured you’d have to come back here,” she said. “I was right over Palmer Street and then you weren’t there anymore—”

“I was over Palmer Street! Over the Woolworth’s!”

“There’s a Woolworth’s there now?” she asked, and then I realized what had happened. She looked at me and said sadly, “That’s how it works, Emma. We can only go to places I already know.”

“Can’t teach a dead dog new tricks,” I said, and regretted it the moment I’d spoken, but to my surprise Ginny answered with her sweet, infectious giggle. Mom had told me Ginny was kind to everyone, polite to everyone, honest, brave, moral, and coordinated, but she’d never described Ginny’s laugh. It reminded me of the triumphant chortles of the little birds who hunted for food at the edge of the water, and I wondered if Ginny had learned to imitate them from spending so much time at the lake. Did I laugh like that, too?

I’d stopped worrying about whether she was really real or not. Whatever she was, she was vibrant and interesting, and I wasn’t about to throw away any distractions. The bleeding had stopped, but the bruises continued, and the breathing had begun to follow me farther out of my body. I joined Ginny now at any time of day, whenever I could, but our dawn expeditions had a special urgency, because at dawn the breathing tracked us like a bloodhound. One morning I saw Ginny looking over her shoulder, frowning, as the noise whistled behind us, the moaning wind before a storm.

“You hear it too, don’t you?” I said, and she shivered.

“Come on,” she said, flying faster. “We have to find the lake.”

We gradually mapped out a route that led through backyards and bits of forest still untouched by the highway, past the elementary school we’d both attended, and along stretches of nearly forgotten back roads, rarely travelled except by children and animals, where the scenery changed only with the seasons. The backyards of the established families in town stayed fairly constant, and the ugly brick school would outlast my grandchildren, if I ever had any, but there were few other human landmarks I could share with Ginny. She had lived in a gentler, slower town than I did, a town untroubled by highways. I wondered if she’d recognize the lake when we finally found it, or if we would forever be unable to reach our destination because owls and foxes no longer glided through the twilight.

But at last we got there. Surrounded by trees, the lake we shared glimmered in an eerie silence, undisturbed by radios or powerboats. Nothing marred the water; there were no inner tubes or water-skiers or bobbing bits of trash. This was the lake of autumn sunsets when the chill kept everyone else away, the lake of summer dawns, the impossible lake of dreams. The first time we reached it, we spent what felt like hours flying loop-de-loops above the water, whirling in dizzying circles and alighting in the tops of trees to rest. When we swooped near the surface, thousands of minnows scattered at the shadows we made on the bottom, and the woods rang with birdsong, I’d never been so happy.

“This is great,” I called to Ginny. “This is so great. Is heaven always this much fun?”

“This isn’t heaven,” she told me, and flew off to sit on a tree branch. I followed her.

“Well, as far as I’m concerned it’s heaven. I’d sign on for this right now.”

“Not if it was all you could do,” she told me.

“Well, it’s not hell, is it? Where are we, then?”

“No place. Limbo.”

“Nuts,” I said, and pushed off the branch to do some more aerial cartwheels. But Ginny didn’t join me, and when I flew back to the branch she looked thinner somehow, hollower, with deeper shadows under her eyes. For a moment I almost fancied I could see through her.

“Ginny? What—”

It must just have been a cloud over the sun, because in a moment she was solid again. “Show me how to do a triple somersault,” I said.
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In real time, back in the world, reality went rapidly from bad to worse. I was always tired from lack of sleep, always sore from the breathing. School faded into a monotone blur, alleviated only by flashes of terror whenever I encountered one of the Halloran children, and my grades plunged disastrously. My teachers questioned me, yelled at me, asked me if I were ill. My mother simply blamed Jane.

“Of course you can’t concentrate,” Mom told me after I’d nearly failed a vocabulary quiz. I’d expected her to scream at me; her sympathy hurt more than her anger would have, because it meant she’d stopped expecting anything from me. “You’ve just learned that someone you care about can’t be trusted to act the way she should. Something like that happened to me once, too…it nearly broke my heart.”

She trailed off, biting her lip. “When?” I said, my hurt replaced by fascination. “Who?” Ginny had always acted perfectly. Did that mean there was another tragedy in my mother’s past? Some man she’d loved before she met my father, maybe?

She shook herself out of her reverie as briskly as she’d shaken out the clean sheets that morning. “It was a very long time ago, Emma, and it doesn’t matter now. I only mentioned it because I wanted you to know that I understand how upset you are. It’s a terrible shock, but it’s also taught you how carefully you have to choose your friends. You’ll be all right. I’m just glad this has made you stop spending time with her.”

Whatever else the fiasco had done, it provided controversy in a town far too hungry for gossip. As my father had predicted, the scene on the Hallorans’ front porch soon mutated into a dozen different versions. In some retellings, Jane lured Tad out in the rowboat and tried to seduce him. In others, he tackled her in the woods, dragged her bound and gagged into the boat, a la Perils of Pauline, and raped her. Sometimes he and Billy—present in only some of these tales—both raped her.


New rumors sprang up overnight, like mushrooms. There were dark hints of beer and pot; there were versions in which Jane tried to drown Tad, ones in which Tad tried to drown Jane, and still others in which Jane and Tad struggled in the water, trying to drown each other, while Billy, stoned and drunk, sat in the boat and watched. The town buzzed with dire whispers of pre-teen sex rings, speculations that Jane was pregnant, reports that Tad had been caught masturbating on the beach, and mutterings that of course Jane was loose, since her mother not only approved of sex education but had helped develop the curriculum. Myrna’s offer to hold self-defense classes for all the girls in school—and any of their mothers who cared to attend—did little to quiet the gossips.

“That woman’s got too many boys,” a matronly shopkeeper told one of the town mailmen while I was buying a candy bar. “By the time she had a girl, she forgot what they’re for. Teaching them to fight! She wants one of them Olympic boxers, not a daughter.”

“Maybe she wants a mud wrestler,” the mailman said, handing her a stack of letters and magazines.

“She’s already got a mud wrestler,” the shopkeeper said darkly, and I put down the Milky Way bar I’d wanted. I wasn’t going to give this woman any money. Oblivious to my boycott, she went on, “What else do you think Janie was doing, down by the lake with those boys? Not ballroom dancing, that’s for sure!”

In the middle of all this, Jane and Billy steadfastly stuck to their account of what had happened, and the saner adults believed them. The Ewmets sent Tad to stay with his grandparents in California until the ruckus died down, but Mr. Ewmet, finding himself and his family under attack, couldn’t remain entirely silent. In his capacity as deacon, he delivered a sermon on the evils of licentious youth. One of the saner adults who’d been there said dryly, “Jane may not have been wearing much in the boat, but that sermon was more thinly veiled than she was.”

In response, the road repair crew that had been scheduled to fix a large pothole in front of the church never showed up, and Tom Halloran made no effort to disguise the reason. “There are plenty of other potholes in this town that need fixing,” he told a local reporter, who dutifully reprinted the statement in the weekly paper. “If Ewmet repairs the hole in his head, maybe I’ll get around to fixing the hole in the road. As it is, I think that pothole’s an outward and visible sign of inner unbelievable idiocy, don’t you?”

The reporter kept his opinions to himself, but a number of other people who should have stayed out of the fray took sides. My mother, predictably, was one of them. She replaced her usual unit on Huck Finn with one on The Scarlet Letter, taught largely from filmstrips that watered the text down for seventh graders. After the first few days, none of us bothered trying to read the book.

At the end of the unit we had to give oral reports. My mother gave us the list of topics she’d prepared the last time she taught the book, four years earlier. I picked the safely dull subject of the role of religion in Puritan life. Jane, never one to back away from a fight, chose to talk about “Hester Prynne’s Relationship to her Community.”

“Hester Prynne must have been mad because the people where she lived didn’t have any guts,” Jane told us, standing at the front of the class to deliver her report. She’d embroidered a scarlet A+ on her baseball cap; everyone but my mother had laughed when she put it on. It was already a safe bet that she wouldn’t be getting an A+ on this report. “Her friends wouldn’t talk to her anymore. They were prudes and cowards.” She glared at me the whole time she was talking.

“Guts!” my mother said at dinner that night, as I sat drowning in shame. “That Halloran girl used the word ‘guts’ in a report about Nathaniel Hawthorne. Can you imagine?”

“Guts is a perfectly fine word,” my father said mildly. He was home for dinner after performing a particularly grueling colectomy; he’d walked into the house whistling and hadn’t taken his eyes off me all evening. “It’s Anglo-Saxon, love, that’s all. Like shit and fuck.”

“Stewart!”

My father laughed. “Now, Pam, those are eminently expressive words. The only thing wrong with them is that they’re not Latinate. Tennyson had guts as surely as you or I do. Coleridge may not have produced much shit, since opiate addiction causes notorious constipation, but all those fellows fucked whenever they could get it—”

“Stewart! Watch your language in front of your daughter!”

“Oh, my dear, I’m sure she’s heard worse from her darling little compatriots. And why should I watch my language, when you do it so vigilantly for me?”

My mother spooned more peas and carrots onto my plate, even though I hadn’t touched what was already there. “You’re starting to sound like Tom Halloran.”


“Yes, he’s certainly a vigilante, although he probably couldn’t pronounce it.” My father whistled a fragment from the William Tell Overture and said, “So tell us, Emma, how is your friend coping with her newfound fame?”

“She’s not my friend anymore,” I said, my arms aching with bruises under my long-sleeved shirt, and shovelled peas and carrots into my mouth so he wouldn’t ask me any more questions. I knew Jane thought I sided with my parents, but I couldn’t apologize, because to tell her why I’d acted like such a prude I’d have to tell her about the breathing.

“You’re growing up, Emma,” my mother said approvingly. “You’ve finally realized that she’s not good enough for you. You’ll be much happier in school when you make nicer friends.”

I swallowed the peas and carrots, which tasted like gravel. Nicer friends? Like who? Fine, Mom. I’ll spend all my free time with Ginny. That should make you happy.

The phone rang, and my father grimaced. “That had better not be the hospital. I can’t digest pork in an ICU. Pamela, love—”

She’d already gone into the kitchen to get it. “Hello? Yes, of course this is Pamela.” Her voice was suddenly cold and scornful, the way it had been when she was talking about Jane’s report.

My father raised an eyebrow. “Pam?”

“It’s for me,” Mom said tightly, and carried the phone into the pantry at the far end of the kitchen. “No,” I heard her say, vehemently, and then she closed the pantry door.

My father shrugged at me. “There goes your mother, shutting herself up with the canned corn again. Is math going any better, Emma?”


“No,” I said, straining to hear what Mom was saying through the closed door,

“What are you working on?”

There was a hiss from the pantry, something that sounded like, “Myrna, you’re not to call here.” My father frowned.

“Mixed variables,” I said.

“What?” He looked at me blankly and then said, “Oh, well, those aren’t too hard.”

Sure they aren’t, for a famous doctor. “Absolutely not,” my mother said. Her voice faded for a few seconds before rising sharply. “I don’t want you in this house, do you understand that?”

“Maybe you should go upstairs and mix up some variables,” my father said, still frowning. He’d started tapping on the tabletop with his fingers, a nervous, drumming tattoo.

“I told you,” said my mother, “you’re not welcome here! Don’t call again!”

I wanted to cry, and even my father scowled. “Dad, why does she have to talk to Myrna that way? It’s rude, isn’t it? Mom’s the one who’s so big on manners.”

“What?” He looked at me blankly again, and then his features softened into something like relief. “Well, Emma, your mother has to act as she thinks best. Don’t worry about it. They’re both adults, and it’s not your responsibility. You should be worrying about your grades instead. Do you want me to help you with the math?”

I shook my head and got up to go to my room. On my way up the stairs I heard my mother say, “This is intolerable. Intolerable! Stewart, can’t we get an unlisted number?”

He laughed: a short, sharp sound devoid of humor, “I don’t think that will do much good, Pam. You seem to keep forgetting that she knows where we live.”
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“Did you have to solve equations with mixed variables?” I asked Ginny that evening, as we did slow circles above the lake.

She grimaced. “We’d just gotten to that in math, and then I had to go into the hospital, so I never learned. I always thought they sounded like mixed vegetables. Peas and carrots. I hated peas and carrots.”

“We had peas and carrots tonight.”

“Ugh. Have you ever been to Disneyland?”

“What?” Her logic frequently mystified me. “Of course not. I’ve never been anywhere except Aunt Diane’s house in Ohio.”

Ginny did a graceful loop-de-loop, mirrored by her reflection on the water, and said wistfully, “Dad was going to take us to Disneyland when I got out of the hospital. He’d promised. I’d always wanted to go.”

“He doesn’t make promises like that to me,” I said. Why did she always have to make me jealous? “But he loved you, so I guess that’s the difference.”

“I guess so.” Ginny shivered. “He loves you, too, doesn’t he?”

Did he? He’d taught me to swim; he’d made the balloon animals for me, and he helped me win the pumpkin contest every year. But I didn’t know what those things meant anymore. He liked me to swim because he wanted me to exercise, so maybe when he made the balloons he’d really been making fun of my stubby legs. Maybe he carved the pumpkins so carefully just because he couldn’t stand to watch contests he didn’t win.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t—I can’t figure it out. Maybe he did once. I don’t know. Anyway, he loved you more. He’s never talked about taking me to Disneyland, that’s for sure.”

“He must love you,” Ginny said insistently. “He must, Emma.”

“Why?” She was making me nervous. “It’s not a law, is it? Mom doesn’t. Anyway, what do you care?”

“He has to love you! Isn’t that why you’re here?”

“Huh?” For a moment I thought I heard breathing in the distance, but then I realized it was only the wind in the trees. What was she talking about? “No, that’s not why I’m here! I showed you why I’m here. The first time I saw you. When I pointed. Don’t you remember?”

“Yes,” said Ginny, her voice shaking. “Of course I remember. Doesn’t that mean he loves you?”

“What? That’s not love!”

“It isn’t?” she said. “It isn’t? I thought it was.”

She bit her lip and put on a burst of speed, racing away from me, and suddenly I was terrified. What was she talking about? Everything had been perfect when she was still alive. Those parts of Mom hadn’t died yet, before Ginny did. I was proof.

Well, maybe that was all she’d meant. After all, Mom had been pregnant with me when Ginny died. She must have known how women got pregnant; she must have been told that people had babies together because they loved each other. Relieved, I caught up to her and said, “It is when grownups do it, at least sometimes. When he and Mom did it I guess that’s what it meant.”

Ginny slowed down, turning back to face me. “Don’t they now?”

“No. That’s why I’m here.”

Ginny chewed on a strand of her hair. “Does that mean he doesn’t love Mom anymore?”

“Of course he does,” I said. That was why I couldn’t tell, wasn’t it? Because he loved Mom and didn’t want her to die from finding out? He had to love Mom; that’s why I was going through all this. Even if he was mean to her sometimes, even if he’d burned her poem. He’d burned it to protect her. He’d said so.

Yes, of course he loved her, and he was protecting her and I had to protect her too. That was why I couldn’t talk about it in the world, why Jane was furious at me, why I was flying around the dream-lake with Ginny.

And it had all started when Ginny died. If I didn’t watch out I’d start hating her again, and the time I spent with her was the only thing I looked forward to these days. “Why do we have to talk about this?” I said. “I came here to fly. Come on!”

I dipped and twirled and did a figure eight, watching my shadow streak on the water below. Ginny didn’t follow me, but I didn’t care. The wind smelled like pine needles and fresh grass, and after I’d breathed it long enough my parents and Jane and mixed variables faded into insignificance.

[image: image]

Everything came back all too vividly the next morning, although at first it started out as a much better day than usual. I was awakened by the ringing of my alarm clock at 6:15, and when the bell went off I thought I must be having a dream about getting up for school. But it was real. There hadn’t been any breathing and I hadn’t had to leave my body. I may actually have gotten four hours of sleep. Somebody must have gotten really sick at the hospital in the middle of the night, although I was surprised I hadn’t heard the phone. I was getting as deaf as Mom.

Marvelling, I got up and took a leisurely shower, cheered at the thought of no new bruises. He was out of the house. I’d gotten sleep, and I’d actually be able to enjoy breakfast. Maybe I’d even be able to concentrate in school.

But when I went downstairs, my mother was sitting at the dining room table twisting a napkin in her hands, and my father was in the kitchen making scrambled eggs. “Your mother didn’t sleep very well last night,” he told me, “so I’m making breakfast for her. Do you want some eggs?”

“Sure,” I said, confused. My mother’s glazed stare frightened me, but at the same time I was grateful that her wakefulness had prevented the breathing, and I was intrigued by the novelty of watching my father cook. He broke the eggs with intense concentration and great delicacy, tapping them gently against the side of a glass bowl until a neat crack appeared. “Want me to make toast? Is she sick?”

“Thank you. That would be nice, since I always burn it. No, she’s not ill. Just—on edge. She has things on her mind. You’d better not ask her about it.”

“She looks weird, Dad. Sitting at the table staring into space like that.”

“I know,” he said. “Make the toast, Emma.”

“I don’t think she even saw me when I came downstairs. Are you sure she’s okay?”

“Whole wheat, sweetheart. With lots of butter. You know how I like it.”

“Mom likes rye,” I told him.

“Make some of that too, then.”

“Will she be able to go to school?”

“Of course I’ll be able to go to school,” my mother said from the kitchen doorway. “Stewart, you’d better do a more thorough job of whipping those eggs before you pour them into the pan.”

“Oh, heavens! I guess you’ve recovered just in time to salvage the meal. Emma, we’d better clear out of here and let your mother cook.”

“Are you okay?” I asked her. The effects of a sleepless night showed; she wasn’t ruddy under the best of circumstances, but now her skin was chalky, except for the circles under her eyes. She was wearing an unironed blouse, and her hair looked as if small, dirty animals had been burrowing in it. “We can make breakfast, Mom.”

“It’s all right,” she said, looking through me. “I’ll do it. He always burns the toast.”

“I don’t. I’m good at making toast.”

“Your sister was good at making toast,” she said, and started to cry.


She’s dying, I thought. She’s dying and I didn’t even tell anybody, did I? But maybe I did. I shouldn’t have told Myrna that my body wouldn’t get used to it and that I didn’t want to go home. I shouldn’t have eaten with the Hallorans so often. I should have kept my grades up even though I’ve been spending so much time with Ginny. She’s figured it out, and now she’ll die.

“Is she dying?” I said.

My father sighed. “Oh, Jesus! No, she’s not dying. She’s just upset. She is not dying, Emma. Everything’s going to be all right.”

“I’m sorry,” Mom said, sniffling. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be the fool of loss, I know I shouldn’t. I’ll be all right in a minute.”

My father grimaced and started massaging her neck. “Pamela, would you please take some expert medical advice and take a Valium?”

“I hate Valium,” she said, wiping her eyes.

“I know you do.” He moved from her neck to her shoulders. “That’s why I haven’t given you any since the funeral, which is the last time you acted this way. But you’re coming unravelled and it’s scaring Emma, and it’s not making me very happy either. Please, Pam? You can’t teach like this. You know you can’t.”

She smiled wanly. “Behold me, for I cannot sleep, a weight of nerves without a mind.”

My father raised an eyebrow and cleared his throat. “Pam—”

“All right, Stewart. It was just a quotation. Give me your pill.”

He brought her a pill from the medicine cabinet, and she swallowed it without a murmur. Mom never took pills; she hardly even took aspirin. Was she going to turn into a drug addict now? That was one way people died.

She looked up from washing the pill down with orange juice, and saw me staring at her. “I’m fine, Emma.” She didn’t sound fine, and I wasn’t reassured. “Go make the toast. You still have to get ready for school.”

I was as ready for school as I was going to get, which wasn’t saying much, because to stop worrying about Mom I had to space out even more than usual. I glided through social studies in a fog, and was roused only by the teacher yelling at me. “Emma! Emma, wake up!”

I opened my eyes with a start. Where had I been? At the lake. No, not quite. Somewhere over the woods, on my way to the lake, trying to find Ginny…

“Emma, what’s the matter with you?”

“Huh?” I said. Everyone was staring at me. “Nothing. I didn’t sleep well last night, is all. Guess I’m tired.”

“Do you want to go to the nurse?” He stood over me, looking helpless, and I felt sorry for him because he didn’t understand anything and he didn’t have a lake to go to when life got horrible.

“No,” I said. I wasn’t about to get anywhere near Myrna, not after the fight she’d had with my mother. “I’m sorry. I’ll pay attention now, really. What were you talking about?”

“Rivers,” he said despairingly. “You didn’t hear a word, did you? We were talking about how rivers were roads for the early American settlers.”

“That’s pretty interesting,” I said. “What were lakes?”

“Parking lots,” said Billy, behind me, and everyone laughed. The teacher shook his head and went back to writing on the board. I felt a tap on the small of my back and jumped, but it was only Billy passing me a note. “Yo, space cadet,” it read, in his large, messy handwriting. “Jane won’t hate you forever just because your mom’s a witch. Here’s something I bet you don’t know: Jane gave Tad shit in the boat for calling you fat, and he said he liked skinny girls and that’s when he tried to touch her.”

I blinked at the piece of paper. Jane had stuck up for me after all, and that’s why she’d gotten into trouble. My mother and all those people were saying mean things about her because of something that wouldn’t have happened if it hadn’t been for me. I’d taken her to the lake in the first place, and if she hadn’t defended me to Tad, maybe he wouldn’t have touched her at all. Maybe he just would have looked at her.

But instead the other thing had happened, and then she’d come home and I’d tattled on her to her mother. Billy was wrong: Jane would hate me forever. I’d hate myself forever.

Billy tapped me again and passed me a second note. “I thought that might cheer you up, but don’t tell anybody or they’ll put it in the paper. What’s going on with you, anyway?”

“Nothing,” I wrote on the bottom, as neatly as I could, and passed it back to him. It came back again a few minutes later.

“You really look rotten,” it said. “You should go see Jane’s mom. She likes you.”

I always looked rotten, because I was fat. “Mind your own business,” I wrote, and passed him the crumpled piece of paper. It didn’t come back again.
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I tried to stay in my body after that, so people wouldn’t keep asking me questions, but it was nearly impossible. Health class consisted of a boring lecture about anorexia, hardly anything I had to worry about, I dozed in my seat, paying only enough attention to know when to gaze alertly at the teacher, In art I played dreamily with clay, and when the teacher asked me what I was making I said, “An abstract sculpture.” In math the teacher solved equations with mixed variables while Jane threw spitballs at my back; I escaped all of it by thinking about Disneyland. Would my father promise to take us there, if Mom was dying?

And then, blessedly, came lunch. I’d taken to spending it curled in a chair in the school library, supposedly reading but actually soaring above the lake. Today, even more than usual, I couldn’t wait to get there, but the lake seemed cloudy, as if a storm was coming, and when Ginny joined me she frowned and said, “You look lousy.”

“Yeah,” I told her, remembering Billy’s cruel concern that morning, “everybody’s telling me that. So what else is new? I can’t help it if I’m not beautiful. You were the beautiful one. Be grateful. Anyway, you don’t look so good yourself.”

She’d gotten very pale, the way Mom had been that morning, the way ghosts are supposed to be, and the wind from the water was too cold. “When Mom found out she was going to have you, she said she hoped she’d have another beautiful baby. I told her not to want that. Why would I tell her that, Emma?”

“Because you didn’t want the competition,” I said, and flew away from her. Why was she doing this to me? The lovely dream couldn’t be turning into a nightmare, not now, please, please, when I needed it so much. “You were probably afraid I’d get too much attention if I were beautiful. Oh, shit, Ginny, I’m sorry, I don’t want to be mean to you. Look, can’t you please make the sun come out? Please?”

“If you’ll talk to me,” she said.

“Huh? Of course I’ll talk to you. What else have I been doing?”

“Flying in circles. You’ve been spending so much time here that you can’t be doing much else. What about school?”

“Oh, come on! Now you sound like Mom! Next you’ll start telling me how you used to sit in bed in that stupid frilly nightgown, doing your homework even after you were supposed to be asleep because you loved school so much. Studying the Atlas with a flashlight under the covers. ‘Ginny loved geography,’ Mom always says, but I think she just likes the alliteration.”

Ginny laughed, and the sun came out. “I loved maps, that’s for sure. Different places… I hated that nightgown, though. She thought I looked so pretty in it, but I was always afraid all those ribbons were going to strangle me in the middle of the night.”

At the word “pretty” her face went slack again, the way it had when I told her she was beautiful. She flew to sit on a tree branch, a big one that hung out over the water, and I joined her, wiggling my toes in midair. I’d long since stopped worrying about the fact that I didn’t really have toes here.

“Well,” I said, “you are pretty. Nobody lied about that.”

“Was,” she said, her chin set; when she was being stubborn she looked like our father. “I was pretty, when I was alive.”

I looked away uneasily. “Oh, come on, Ginny. You’re the one who told me you’re real, right?”


“I’m real,” she said, “That doesn’t mean I’m alive. You’re alive, remember? Don’t you have to go to classes or something?”

“No! This is my lunch period!”

“Then you’d better eat.”

“Do I look like I need to eat? I’d rather look like you.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Nobody should want to look like me. You need to eat. Everybody needs to eat,”

“Ginny—”

“Go eat your lunch,” she said firmly, and brought back the clouds again. “Anyway, somebody’s calling you. Can’t you hear it?”

“No,” I said, but Ginny was gone and the lake was too cold again, and when I got back into my body the librarian was standing next to my chair and calling my name.

“Emma? Emma, dear?”

“Yes?”

“Why, there you are. I thought we’d lost you for a minute there. Don’t you like that book? You haven’t turned a page for the past half hour.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “Thank you. I have to go to French class now.”

“Not yet, dear. It’s another twenty minutes until the bell. There’s someone here who wants to talk to you.”

It was Myrna. My stomach contracted when I saw her. Mom hadn’t let her come to the house, so she’d hunted me down at school. “I heard that you hadn’t been eating lunch lately,” she said, sitting down in the chair next to me, “so I thought I should find out why.”

“Who told you that?” I asked, looking away. The librarian cleared her throat, returned to her desk, and began filing index cards.

“Jane told me. You always used to eat with her, remember? Now you don’t even show up in the cafeteria.”

“I can’t eat lunch with her,” I said. “She hates me.”

Myrna rubbed her eyes; she didn’t look like she’d gotten much sleep lately either. “Emma, nobody hates you. Please tell me what’s wrong.”

“Nothing’s wrong!” I couldn’t tell Myrna that Jane had spent math class throwing spitballs at me, or I’d be tattling again.

“You’re not eating lunch. You’re not doing your school-work. It’s seventy-five degrees out and you’re dressed for late October—”

“I’m fine! Leave me alone! Mind your own business!”

“I am minding my business. If I think something’s wrong with you, I have to try to find out what it is. That’s my job. I’m the school nurse.”

“I’ll make a deal with you,” I said. “If you leave me alone I’ll eat salami sandwiches every day and start doing my homework, okay? Are you happy now?”

“No, because I don’t think you are.”

I turned to face her. “I’m not even supposed to talk to you!” I said, yelling now. The librarian looked up sharply, and then studiously returned to her filing. “If my mother knew I was talking to you she’d kill me! Didn’t you hear what she told you on the phone last night? Go away!”

“I didn’t talk to her on the phone last night,” Myrna said, frowning. “Did she say I did?”

I blinked at her. Had Mom said so? My father had, but only after I’d asked him. But I’d heard Mom say “Myrna,” hadn’t I? Maybe I really was going crazy. “That wasn’t you who called?”

“No,” She made a face and said, “Maybe it was my doppelganger. The one who’s been attending black masses and plotting to overthrow the Girl Scouts.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Emma, I don’t think your mother’s happy either. And I can’t make you tell me something you don’t want to tell. But if you change your mind, I’m here. Now answer one more question for me, please: whatever it is that’s troubling you, does it have anything to do with your father?”

I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t say anything. My nipples tightened and my throat constricted, clenched with the same fear that had paralyzed me before Jane went out in the rowboat. Don’t talk about it, don’t say anything, don’t tell anyone. I couldn’t have told now even if I’d wanted to. My body wouldn’t let me.

Myrna, watching me, sighed and nodded. “That’s what I was afraid of. We have an extra bedroom, you know. Tom Jr.’s old room from before he went away to school.”

“I’m not allowed to go to your house,” I said, finding my voice. “My mother hates you. She thinks you’re fat and your daughter’s a slut and your husband’s stupid and ugly, and she doesn’t know why you ever married him.”

“Your mother,” Myrna said, and then stopped and took a breath. “Never mind your mother. The door locks from the inside, Emma, You can stay there anytime you want to.”

“My mother thinks—”

Myrna reached out to squeeze my hand. I could tell she was trying not to get angry. “Emma, everyone knows what your mother thinks. I don’t care about that.”

“She’s my mother!” I said, terror coiling in my stomach. I was sweating lakes in my heavy sweatshirt. Myrna was going to call the police or something: I knew it. And then Mom would die and it would be my fault and I’d be alone with my father. People like that go to jail, Tom had told Mr. Ewmet—but my father would never go to jail, because he’d fixed the judge’s prostate. The judge would give him oranges instead, and my father would come home and punish me. “I have to care about what she thinks! I have to do what she says.”

“Oh, honey,” Myrna said. “I know you do. I know. Don’t worry. I’ll talk to her, too.”

“No! You can’t! You don’t understand anything.” If you tell her she’ll die, she’ll die, she’ll die. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! The bruises are from gym and my father—he yells at me for being clumsy but that’s okay—”

“Emma,” Myrna said, very gently, “It’s all right. You didn’t tell me anything. I just figured it out. That’s my job.” She squeezed my hand again, and then she got up and left.

I sat there, staring at the book in my lap. Podkayne of Mars, which was about where I wanted to be. And then I realized that it didn’t matter. Myrna could talk to Mom all she wanted to; Mom would never believe her, any more than she’d known what the blood was. She’d think Myrna was getting back at her for assigning The Scarlet Letter. And if Myrna called the police I’d just lie to them. That way Mom wouldn’t die and nothing would change, except that I’d get into trouble for talking to Myrna. It wasn’t fair. I didn’t want Mom to die, but all my ways of keeping her safe meant that I got hurt.


After another minute or two I left the library and went by my mother’s classroom. Mom had a planning period when I had lunch, so I figured Myrna would be in there with her, and I was right. The door was closed, but Mom and Myrna were both so used to talking to lots of people that they projected even when they didn’t want to.

“I appreciate your concern,” Mom said icily, “but it’s completely unnecessary. Emma’s fine.”

“Emma is most decidedly not fine. Pam, forget politics for a minute and open your eyes. You’re not a stupid woman. I can’t believe that you can’t see what’s happening.”

“She’s having a difficult time adjusting to adolescence. Most youngsters this age do. I’m not in the least worried about her.”

“Then you’re the only one who isn’t. Have you talked to any of her teachers lately? Her grades have fallen off, she isn’t paying attention in class, and half the time she looks like she’s sleepwalking. She’s afraid of physical contact and she’s wearing entirely too much clothing—”

“As opposed to Jane, who isn’t wearing enough. Maybe you should stop paying so much attention to my daughter and start paying more to yours.”

“I could say the same about you, but this conversation would degenerate into something entirely unprofessional. Pam, I like Emma. She’s a good kid. And something pretty damn serious is eating at her, and if you can’t see that you’ve got your head in the sand.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I’d be extremely grateful if you’d leave my classroom. Now.”

“Then I will, because if that’s your attitude you’ll never listen to what I have to say. But if you decide you want to listen, will you come talk to me? Better yet, will you talk to Emma?”

“Oh,” my mother said, her tones as chilly as ever, “I’ll talk to Emma.”

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

“I’m very sure that it’s none of your business.”

There was a pause, and Myrna’s heavy footsteps moved towards the door. Then they stopped for a moment. “When you talk to her,” Myrna said, “Tell her you love her, please. If you do, that is. She needs to hear it.”

Dream on, I thought, ducking into the girls’ room as Myrna left my mother’s classroom. The stench of cigarette smoke and urine made me long unbearably for the dream-lake, but the bell rang, and I headed off to French class instead.

I never got there, because the intercom came on with a hiss of static. “Emma Gray, please report to the English office.”

English office? Didn’t she have class now? No, she didn’t, because it was Friday and her honors kids were in with Mr. McClellan’s kids watching a filmstrip about Hawthorne. Great. So she had a free period to heckle me, and if I didn’t show up at the English office she’d show up at the door of my French class.

No way. I headed straight for an exit sign, out the door into hot hazy sunshine, and up the road to the lake, the real lake. There probably wouldn’t be too many kids there; everybody was being more careful these days because of the Jane and Tad incident. If somebody followed me to the dock and tried to touch me, let him. Maybe I’d be lucky and he’d have a knife and I’d get killed. Maybe it would be a really sharp knife and I’d get killed really quickly, before I even felt anything. That way Mom would have another angel to love and I’d be able to get away from my father. Whoever else found me at the lake, at least my parents probably wouldn’t.

When I got there I lay down on the worn wood. The lapping of the water and the warmth of the sun lulled away my worries, and gradually the real lake faded into the dream-lake, the true lake, the infinitely beautiful lake of which I never wearied. So what if Ginny was being a pill? I didn’t need her. I could come here by myself.

I flew and flew and flew, without getting tired or hungry or bored. I could fly forever, here where it was safe, and nothing could ever hurt me. And at last I noticed that Ginny had joined me after all, and was sitting on a branch overhanging the water. Had she been sitting there the whole time? I didn’t even know.

“Ginny?” I called. She sat watching me; I couldn’t read her expression, I waved. “Hey, Ginny, come on!”

She stayed there. Exasperated, I flew back to join her. “What’s the matter? Don’t you want to have fun? Let’s play tag.”

“I never should have brought you here,” she said, and another cloud passed over the beautiful scenery. “This isn’t—”

“Isn’t what? This is perfect, when you let the sun stay out! Come on, play tag with me.”

“Dad used to play tag with me,” she said, “but it wasn’t fair because he always won. I don’t like that game. If all you want to do is fly, I might as well not have come back at all. Emma, this isn’t Peter Pan.”

Yes it is, and Captain Hook’s my father and Tinkerbell’s my flighty mother, shooting me down every chance she gets, “Yes it is,” I said, “because I don’t want to grow up, and you never did. We’re the lost girls. Come on—you’re the one who liked the stupid book. Do you think we can find some animals in the woods? Foxes or something? Show me a fox.”

“I can’t, unless you’ve already seen it,” she said. She was shaking. “Emma, there’s only one way not to grow up.”

“But—”

“Go home. Go home now, and never come back here again.”

“What?” I had to blink back tears, and suddenly I hated her again. Nothing was supposed to hurt here. How could she do this to me? “You’re telling me to go away? After all that work? What was the work for, then?”

“So we’d talk,” Ginny said. “So we’d share things, so you’d get to know me. But all you want is the pretty stuff. You’re just like Mom.”

“I’m what? Like Mom? You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Yes! You’re like Mom! Looking for the pretty stuff and not thinking about what anything means! Emma, this isn’t a real world. It’s just a place where we can talk.”

It’s just a place to talk, I’d told Jane. It’s not the secret. But I was scared again, because I didn’t want to know Ginny’s secret. “And fly. It’s the only place I can fly.”

“There were a lot of things I wanted to do,” Ginny said. “I never got to do them.”

“Yeah, so, you never got to go to Disneyland. Lots of people go to Disneyland. How many people get to fly? I’ve always wanted to fly, and now I can. Come on!”

I dropped from the branch and plummeted towards the water, only to pull myself into a stall at the last minute. It was gloriously easy. But behind me Ginny, still stuck on the branch like a cat stranded in a tree, had begun to moan. It was the noise ghosts are supposed to make.

I swung back around, the hair on the back of my neck rising. Improbably swift storm clouds had gathered again, and Ginny was clinging to the tree branch, sobbing and howling.

“Ginny? What’s wrong with you—”

“I’m dead! That’s what’s wrong with me! Dead people fly, Emma! I brought you here so I could talk to you, and all you want to do is pretend you’re dead!”

“Yeah?” I remembered my fantasy about the knife. “So what if I do? Try being alive again! It hasn’t been too much fun lately.”

She shook her head wildly. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Now go back. Go back! You’ve spent too much time here.”

“If I go will I be able to come here again?”

“If you don’t go you’ll never be able to leave. You’re trapping both of us here. Go home!”

She’d started growing thinner before my eyes, hollower, like something out of a horror movie. “Stop it,” I said. “Ginny, cut it out! Stop trying to scare me and be pretty again.”

“I didn’t stay pretty in the world and I can’t here, either. Those are the rules.” In the increasing darkness of the clouds she looked gaunt, terror-stricken. “Go,” she said, her voice a wail, and I turned and fled just before she melted to bone.
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“I knew you’d be here,” someone said, and I opened my eyes hoping it would be Ginny, whole and healthy again. Instead, it was a girl nearly as skinny as Ginny, with red ponytails and freckles like mine. If I tried, I could almost see through her. I’d known her name once. What was her name? I couldn’t remember.

“Everybody’s been looking for you. They’ve been paging you at school and nobody could find you and your mom’s having a fit. I knew you’d be here.”

Jane. That’s who it was. Jane was standing over me, scowling, her hands on her hips, sunlight leaking through her skin. I blinked, and she turned solid again. Now she’s going to beat me up, I thought, my body weighing me down like stone. She’s been waiting for her chance and she came out here to take it.

But she only scowled harder, and said, “Cripes, Emma, look at your face! You look like a lobster.”

“What?” When I tried to talk the skin around my mouth and nose felt like it was going to come off. I blinked, chasing a vague memory of lying down with the sun on my face…the sun. There wasn’t much sun now. The sky was becoming overcast, the same way it had at the dream-lake when Ginny—

I shivered. “What time is it?”

“About three-thirty. It’s going to rain. Look, come back to my house if you want to, and you can call your mom and pretend you’re at the library or something and go home when she calms down.”

“She won’t calm down,” I said. She’ll die. She’ll melt like Ginny melted. “Did you tell her I was here?”

“Huh? Of course not! I know when to keep my mouth shut, unlike some people I could mention. You owe me one, Emma.”


Ashamed and frightened, I bowed ray head. I knew I should thank her for sticking up for me in the boat, but I was too embarrassed to talk about it. “I know. Are you going to beat me up?”

“Huh? No! Who told you that?”

“Nobody. But you were mad at me, and you kept throwing spitballs—”

“I was trying to get your attention, idiot! Because you wouldn’t talk to me anymore. I figured your mom brainwashed you into hating me.”

“She tried,” I said. The sunburn made me feel feverish, and I kept seeing images of Ginny collapsing into a death’s-head. “I don’t know what to do. Whatever I do, she’ll be upset. She’s always upset.”

“Aw—look, Emma. She was really scared, your mom. You don’t exactly cut classes and disappear all the time, you know. So when she sees you she’ll probably yell, but mostly she’ll be relieved. Come on: whatever else you do, you’d better let my mother look at your face. We’ll sneak through the woods and go in the back door at my house.”

“But I’m not supposed to talk to any of you,” I said.

“Emma! What, she’s going to be mad that I found you and my mom gave you first aid? She’ll probably give us medals, unless she’s like ugly old Mr. Ewmet. And I don’t think she’s that dumb, even if she did hate my poem and make us give those stupid reports. Stop worrying so much. Come on. It’s starting to rain.”

We were both soaked by the time we got to her house. My legs felt like rubber, and my nose and forehead hurt so much that it was hard to keep from crying. Jane led me into her house—she had grabbed the sleeve of my sweatshirt, and tugged at it as if I were blind—and yelled, “Hey, we’re here! Mom?”

The Halloran household was in full riot mode: TV blaring, animals running underfoot, one of Jane’s sisters-in-law breastfeeding a baby at the kitchen table while Tom Jr. discussed dirt-bike racing with two of his brothers, someone whose back I didn’t recognize rooting through the refrigerator, saying plaintively, “Where’s the celery? I just want a piece of celery! Anybody seen any celery?”

“In the vegetable bin, dummy,” Jane told him. She parked me by a wall and let go of my arm. “Stand there and drip, okay? I’ll get you some dry clothing.’

“Nothing of yours will fit me.”

“We’ll find something. Don’t worry. Hey, guys, where’s Mom?”

“In her study,” the sister-in-law said. “With the door closed. She’s taking a sanity break and she’s not in a good mood. You’d better not bother her, unless it’s a medical emergency.”

“I need some sunburn lotion,” Jane said, and started down the hall to her mother’s study.

“Upstairs,” Tom Jr. called after her. “In the linen closet next to Mom and Dad’s bathroom—hey, Jane! Did you hear me? You don’t need to bother Mom for that, do you?”

She didn’t answer. Tom Jr. shrugged, looked at me, and whistled. “Well. Maybe she does, after all. That’s quite a job you did on yourself, Emma.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Someone’s toddler wandered up, handed me a stuffed dog whose floppy ears were sticky with spit, and wandered away again. “Do you want to sit down?” said the sister-in-law.


“No. I have to leave soon.”

“No, you don’t.” It was Myrna, with Jane following her. “You don’t have to leave at all.” She dumped a cat off one of the kitchen chairs and said, “Sit down while I put this lotion on your face, Emma.”

I’d heard her use that voice on her own kids. It didn’t permit disobedience. I sat down, cradling the toy. “I have to go home.”

“Why?” Myrna spread the cream on my face with firm, gentle strokes. “I think you should stay here. This is an awful burn, you know. You practically gave yourself a second degree,”

Mom will give me the third, I thought, and said, “My mother will be mad at me.”

Myrna pressed her lips into a thin line. “Yes, I’m sure she will. But she’ll also be glad that you’re safe. Why don’t you spend the night here? I’ll call her and take care of it.”

“It won’t do any good. She won’t talk to you. The only thing that will do any good is for me to go home.”

I meant it. As much as I hated Mom sometimes, I didn’t want the rest of her to die. And home was where I lived, the place that held whatever I had: my Nancy Drew books, my calendar from Jane and my stuffed horse from Aunt Diane, the afghan Mom had made for me, however sloppily. There wasn’t anything of mine in this house: just other people’s children, other people’s animals, other people’s food and conversations and favorite TV shows.

Still clutching the damp dog, I twisted away from Myrna’s hands and looked out the kitchen window. The rain had stopped, and somebody was on our porch. I peered at the figure, not daring to hope; when she turned towards the Hallorans’, my joy was so intense that for a moment I thought I was flying, even though I was still in my body.

“I’m going home now,” I said, handing the stuffed dog to Myrna. “It’s okay. Everything’s fine.”

“What?” She shook her head. “Emma, I really don’t think—”

“Don’t worry,” I said, and ran out the back door. Everything was going to be all right, because Ginny was sitting on our front steps.
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It wasn’t Ginny, of course, but a woman who looked the way Ginny probably would have looked if she’d lived to be my mother’s age: still tiny, still with the same flowing auburn hair, but with lines of laughter and weariness etched around the eyes and mouth. She was wearing jeans and old sneakers and had a black leather jacket draped over her shoulders, despite the heat, and her eyes were the blue of the lake on cloudless July afternoons. She smiled and stood up, extending her hand, and said, “You must be Pam and Stewart’s daughter. I’m Donna, your mother’s sister.”

“Hi,” I said, remembering Ginny’s first visit. I know lots you don’t know. She was real. She was a real ghost, not my imagination, not just something I’d dreamed up to amuse myself. She was a real dead person who’d come back to talk to me, a dead person who’d done cartwheels and melted into a skeleton. My own bones ran fluid for a moment, and I felt goosebumps goose-stepping up my arms. “I’m Emma.”


“I guess your mother didn’t tell you I was planning to visit.”

I shook my head. “Where are you from?”

“New York.”

Of course. Macy’s. “How long will you be here?”

“Just for the weekend,” Donna said. “I won’t be staying at the house, though. I got a room at the Howard Johnson’s on the highway. I don’t think your mother is going to be happy to see me.”

I swallowed. “Are you the person she was yelling at on the phone last night?”

“Bingo,” Donna answered drily. “Hello, Pam.”

I turned around to find my mother standing behind me, glaring. I hadn’t even heard her car pull into the driveway. “Well,” she said tightly, “I should have known she’d be with you. Emma, what happened to your face?”

“I got sunburned,” I said. “I went to the lake and fell asleep. I’m sorry.”

“Why are you wet? Don’t tell me you went swimming in all that clothing?”

“I got caught in the rain coming home. I’m sorry.”

“I was worried sick about you! Don’t do that to me again!”

“I’m sorry, Mom.” I bent my head so she wouldn’t see how hard I was trying not to cry. How sick had she been? As sick as Ginny?

“I even called your father at the hospital—interrupted him during rounds! So he could come home and help me look for you! I interrupted him at work! Do you understand that?”

“Pam, she’s here now,” Donna said. “It’s all right.”

“No, it’s not, but Emma and I will discuss this later. Donna, I want you to leave. I told you not to come here—”


“Yes, you did. Repeatedly. But I need to talk to you, and I can’t do it on the phone. I won’t stay long, I promise. May I please come in?”

“No! You may not come in! I don’t want you here! You haven’t changed a bit—”

“Nonsense. It’s been twelve years, Pam, I’ve changed more than you’ll ever know.”

“You’re still a pushy phony! Barging in where you aren’t wanted, with your teenage clothing and your contact lenses and your fake dyed hair—it was never that exact shade of red before, was it?”

“No,” Donna said, raising an eyebrow. “It wasn’t. Cheap shot, big sister.” She dug her fingers into her hair as if she were going to scratch her scalp, and instead tugged until the entire mane came away in her hand. Underneath, her skull was covered with thin fuzz, like the down on a duckling.

My mother stared. “What did you expect?” Donna said. “I’ve just had a year of chemotherapy.”

“What?”

“Che-mo-ther-a-py. Our new vocabulary word for today. It means—”

“I know what it means! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Oh, hell.” Donna started pacing on the porch. “I did. I did tell you. I should have expected this. I should have known.”

“Expected what? Told me when?” My mother was using her grammar-drill voice.

“Dammit all to hell, Pam! I sent you a ten-page letter last March. Didn’t you read it?”

“I never got any letter. Stop cursing in front of my daughter and tell me what you’re talking about.”


“Shit!” Donna said, and pulled her wig back on. “Excuse me, Emma.”

“S’okay,” I said. Like Ginny, this woman was interesting, even if she was spooky. “You do that a lot? Pull your hair off to freak people out?”

She grinned at me. “Not often, but it’s effective.”

“Should have known what?” said my mother.

The grin turned into a scowl. “That not even you would have been that cold on the phone if you’d read my letter.”

“What letter? I never got any letter! What are you talking about?” Mom’s voice had risen an octave, and I wondered if the Hallorans were gathered at their kitchen window watching this scene the way we’d watched Tom’s argument with Mr. Ewmet.

“I’m talking about Revisionist History 101, subtitled Life as Fiction, Or, Here We Go Again. Pam, Stewart assured me that you had gotten the letter.”

“You talked to him?” Mom said. She sounded like the breaking strings on a violin. “You’ve been talking to him? When? How? You promised—”

“Jesus, Pam! I didn’t want to talk to him! I wanted to talk to you. He never gave you the message, did he?”

“He knows how I feel about you.”

Donna stopped pacing, crossed her arms, and raised her eyebrows. “Well. In that case, I should think he’d have told you I had cancer just to make you happy.”

“Donna! How can you say that?”

Pam!” Donna said, and shook her head. “My God, but you two are a pair. Look, I really think we’d better discuss this inside.”
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