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FOR KATIE AND MATTHEW,

WHO FED ME DURING THE BAD YEAR.


a few pages

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


~~~


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


~~~


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

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

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

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

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

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

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



chapter one

black ice

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Instead, Clayton wanted to speak to Lillian.

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

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

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

Millie's father was dead.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yeah," he said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


~~~


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

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

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

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

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



chapter two

neatly divided

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


~~~


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


~~~


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

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

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

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

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

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

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



chapter three

the train wreck

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

"It's open!" he called.

The door thumping sounded again.

"Open, come on in."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Is Maia sick?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Josh knows who I am?"

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

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

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

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

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

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


~~~


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Good night," he said.

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

Was there something else he had wanted to say? Or meant to say? He stood there, motionless, until deciding probably not.



chapter four

lying for a reason

From Maia's, Leigh ran back to his father's house and then started his six-mile route from there. Calvert Park had an almost perfect combination of hills and flat surfaces. Plus, the sidewalks were wide and the lampposts never broken. If it weren't for soccer, Leigh would never have started running, because he hated it, but his coach had said that while Leigh could spot an opening faster than anyone else, his stamina could use some work.

So over Christmas vacation he'd begun by heading into Riverside Park, four blocks from the apartment, three mornings a week, and was now up to running five or six seven-minute miles at a stretch. Running's only benefit was that it gave your body a chore and your mind something to think about, even if it was only, Jesus, this is stupid. Or, as his route now took him into a wealthier enclave than where his father lived, Hey, a three-car garage? Who needs a three-car garage? He tried to imagine what kind of cars would be inside, which was boring, but also fun.

One of the tricks he used to not think about sex (other than the one in the shower) was obsessing about cars. And now he let the mystery of three cars in the huge garage see him through the last two miles. His body felt better—improved, somehow, and useful—but his brain was disgusted with the effort it had taken to stay distracted for thirty-nine minutes and eleven seconds.

Wait, was that right? Pleasure flooded his skin and his thoughts. Even his sweat felt triumphant, shoving aside the slight ache in his right foot. He'd never run six miles in under forty minutes before. Three months ago, he couldn't run three miles without wanting to eat a bottle of aspirin afterward, everything hurt so much.

Leigh's enthusiasm, as he stared at his watch, was suddenly cut short. Clayton had run track in college and claimed to love it. He had thrown out his back a year after the divorce, forcing him to quit running and start going to the pool. Clayton still talked about running the way a more normal man might have discussed an old friend. Leigh cleared the time off his watch by hitting the Hold button. He didn't want to love running the way his father did. He didn't want to do anything the way his father did.

He might call Astra again, though, and mention the run to her. Astra was on the swim team, and claimed that it was peaceful. She said the water allowed her to compete only against the clock and to take no notice of the girls in other lanes. He could believe that was true for her, as Astra had the ability to concentrate in a way that blocked out the entire world. In spite of the fact that he'd been sleeping with her for almost four months (he actually knew down to the minute how long it had been, as well as how many times), his biggest thrill remained finding ways to gain her complete attention.

His running time would do that; she'd be interested for at least half a conversation.


~~~


Back inside the house, Leigh found that his sister had returned to the guest room and was reading another romance novel.

"Any good?" he asked, glancing at the title, Summer of the Heiress. Lillian had the worst time coming up with title ideas, so he tried to remember as many as he could.

"It's the sequel to The Knight's Promise," Millie said.

"Of course it is," he said.

"I think the heroine's about to get kidnapped, which is not my favorite plot device," Millie said. "But Maia put about thirty books I've never read in with the sheets and says they're all excellent."

That explained the weight of the suitcase.

"Maia reads romances?" Leigh asked.

It was odd but nice to think that the strange girl might have, in a way, already met his mother. It made no sense to be thinking of Maia at all, but he told himself that it was because he was worried about his sister and so naturally had her friends on his mind. Surely that explained it?

"She reads a lot of them," Millie said. "Josh makes her swear that for every trashy book, she'll read a good one."

"Why does her boyfriend care what she reads?" Leigh asked, trying to remember if he'd ever seen Astra with a book that wasn't homework related.

"Josh is not her boyfriend," Millie said, closing Summer of the Heiress. "Josh is her stepfather, her old stepfather. He's in prison."

Leigh just looked at her.

"He did something with money, broke a law while making it," Millie said. "I could Google it, but I think that would be rude."

"Yeah, probably," Leigh said.

"It's the only way they got her to eat," Millie said. "Josh told her that if she didn't put on weight, he wouldn't let her come visit."

"Who thought of that?" Leigh asked, and then, "She visits him? In prison?"

"Yeah, a car comes to get her every Saturday," Millie said, and her voice cracked a little.

Aware that he smelled bad and was still sticky with sweat, Leigh moved to put his arm around her, tentatively, so that he wouldn't gross her out. But she put her head against his shoulder, crying and coughing and shaking. He pulled her into a hug, making a fortress of his body, the way he remembered his mother doing when he was little and hurt. Although Millie had grown recently and her long legs were hanging awkwardly off the couch, she seemed so small.

In turn, he'd never felt so useful, although he was at a loss for what to say, letting his silence balance Millie's sobbing. Eventually, she pulled away, wiping at her nose and eyes.

"Oh, God," she said.

"Listen, Mill, maybe he won't ever send a car for you," Leigh said, "but he'll always be a part of you."

He was trying to think of how to tell her she would forever be Seth Davis's daughter, no matter how dead he was.

"Do you believe that?" Millie asked. "That souls keep living and watch the rest of us?"

Had he said that? He hadn't said that. And, no, of course he didn't believe that. If souls lived on, there would be a God, and he was pretty sure he didn't believe in that. But he did believe in Millie, not as anything divine, but in her having the right to something like peace. If Seth were taken from her, Millie had the right to expect something back.

"I do think Seth will watch you," Leigh said, swallowing the words if he can, which I doubt.

"Really?"

"Yes," Leigh said.

He kissed the top of Millie's head and started for the shower. He told himself that lying for a reason didn't make him a liar. Clean, he went downstairs to pack up his books and papers. He'd want to go home tomorrow, maybe take a train after Millie had gone to school. He'd heard her tell Maia that she was ready to go back.

As he approached the kitchen, he heard the sound of someone crying. Janet this time. Leigh turned and went, instead, to the sun porch.

"I was worried about that," Clayton said when Leigh told him he should talk to Janet.

Don't worry about it, Leigh thought. Just go in there and sit with her.

"Seth took out a life insurance policy when Millie was born," Clayton said, not moving from his desk. "He made Janet the beneficiary and then never got around to changing it to Millie, after the divorce."

"How does Janet know that?"

"She talked to Seth's lawyer." Clayton spread his fingers out across his lap. "There's a will that's quite out of date, but it'll hold up."

"So he left everything to Janet?" Leigh asked.

"Yes, but obviously she'll be putting it into a trust for Millie," Clayton said. "He never spent a dime of the money his mother left him."

Leigh thought he could hear admiration in his father's voice, but he wasn't sure.

"He probably forgot he had it," Clayton said. "Seth was not an organized man."

No, not admiration. Leigh had gotten that one wrong. He never could read his father.

"I think Janet would very much appreciate it," Clayton said, "if you went in there and checked that she was okay."

Leigh was suddenly tired and overcome with something like what he'd felt the first time he'd gone to summer camp. Oh, God, he wanted his mother. Great, what an impressive guy he was turning out to be.

"Dad, I think Janet would appreciate it more if you checked on her."

"No, she wouldn't," Clayton said.

"Dad, really, she would."

"Look, rest assured, Janet didn't marry me because I do this sort of thing well."

"Maybe not, but she didn't marry you because you do it badly," Leigh said.

"Are you so certain of that?" Clayton asked. "Recall how we met."

"I was eight or nine," Leigh snapped, but he did remember.

Clayton's mother, Ellen, had died of liver cancer. It was caught late, because she thought the pain she had was from a hip replacement. Ellen Hunter was living in D.C. at the time, and after the diagnosis, Lillian went down from New York once a week. She helped with hospital visits and errands. Clayton went when he could, almost paralyzed with terror, as Lillian explained it. Leigh understood that his father was afraid of not knowing what to say to his own mother.

When Miss Ellen, as Leigh had called her, was in too much pain to stay at her retirement community, she was moved to a hospice. A hospice where Janet worked as a nurse. Somehow she was able to help Clayton find a way to tell his mother how sad he was that she was ill, in pain, and dying. Lillian always claimed that was why she could never blame anyone for what happened. She felt Janet had done something important and necessary for Clayton. Something that she herself had been unable to manage.

Leigh knew his mother told him this story—countless times—so that he would never judge his father harshly for the divorce. She didn't want her inability to live with Clayton to prevent Leigh from having a bond with him. But in spite of Lillian's efforts, Leigh felt that if he ever lost his way in the world—if his road ever did lead him off the map as his future approached—he could always get his bearings again by being the opposite of his father in every way.

Still, it was possible, as his father said, that Janet had married him precisely for his inability to cope with grief. But that didn't mean Leigh should be the one to go sit with Janet.

"You have a knack with people," Clayton said. "It must come from your mother."

Leigh doubted this, because a woman who spent her days alone writing romance novels could hardly be said to have a knack with people.

"I'd consider it a favor," his father said.


~~~


Janet had stopped crying and was watching the small television by the sink. Leigh stood in the doorway, wondering if he should just fix himself something to eat and pretend that he knew nothing about Seth's will. He could never get used to how many televisions there were in the house. Leigh never minded them, if only because Clayton, unlike Lillian, had a satellite that included three different channels devoted to broadcasting soccer games. To be able to keep up with teams from Africa, South America, and Europe was pretty great.

But even so, watching Janet watch the television made Leigh think again how funny it was to have one in the kitchen. Then he registered the static image on the screen and the multiple flashes of green, like some kind of phosphorescent sea creature jumping across the ocean.

Bombs were falling.

"Already?" Leigh asked. "I thought it wouldn't be so soon."

"Come look," Janet said, without turning.

Together, they listened as the words surgical strike, decapitate, and regime arranged themselves into an announcement that the war had started. Leigh tried to remember what he had been doing about a year and a half before when the other bombings (called air strikes then, as they fell over Afghanistan) had started. That he had no memory of it at all struck him as troubling, but why he couldn't tell.



chapter five

mission accomplished

Both Leigh and Lillian went to the service that the students at Seth's school had organized. It was in an auditorium, and ten students as well as three teachers spoke. People laughed a lot, and at the end, a Stevie Wonder song that Leigh had never heard before played over the loudspeaker. It was sort of like a party, and Clayton, standing out as the only man in a suit and tie, said it was the best kind of sendoff a man could have.

Millie had asked Maia Morland to come, and Leigh noticed that when she was dressed all in black her pale thinness looked even more dramatic, but good. For a girl he had no interest in, she looked good. That was exactly how he put it to himself, which in the years to come would strike him as both funny and pathetic. They didn't have a chance to speak beyond saying hello.

Leigh barely had time to be with Millie, and when he hugged his sister goodbye, she said she had to ask him a favor but hadn't decided yet the best way to do it.

"I probably need to ask your mother first," she said. "Maybe I'll write her."

"You know I'll do anything," Leigh said, not bothering to point out that he was seventeen and could grant his own favors without Lillian's permission.

"Yes, but it's tricky," Millie said. "We'll see."

For a few days, Leigh wondered about this, but then school and Astra and his real life pulled him away from any lingering concerns he might have had about his father's family.

Astra's father had invited her up to his house in Vermont for half of July and all of August, and Astra was beside herself with excitement. Her father lived in London and came back only in the summer, during which he might see Astra for a week or two. This summer, he said, he wanted her to meet his new girlfriend and to spend time with them. Leigh was glad for her, and happy she was happy.

The school's soccer season had ended, and so Leigh had more time to study, and he should have told Clayton that he could now come more often to Calvert Park, but he didn't. He was still running, although he had to ice his foot afterward, and he was spending almost an hour every night going through the newspaper, trying to get a clear picture of the war.

A couple of teachers at school had stayed out of Vietnam by going to graduate school, and Leigh considered them with fresh interest. It was hard to think of them as younger men who had been faced with a choice between fighting and avoiding it at all costs. Leigh knew that if he had the same choice, he'd be in graduate school. Fast. This was part of why he followed the war in Iraq. But it was mostly because not having paid attention to the war in Afghanistan seemed not just wrong but unforgivable.

People—people as loved, missed, and good as Seth Davis had been—were dying both there and in Iraq, and the least Leigh could do was pay attention.

Baghdad had fallen, quickly it seemed, in spite of everyone's predicting there would be poison gas or a battle on each street. But still the war went on, spreading across Iraq in different ways, all of them united in confusion. There were the Kurds in the north, and the British forces taking charge in Basra, and then there was the looting.

What Leigh was mostly finding out was that for every fact he thought he had, three more sprang up to contradict. At school, for students interested in following current events, one of the history teachers had posted the URLs for British newspapers and different blogs. Leigh was glad he had bookmarked each of them when three days later the list was taken down. Astra said that a parent on the PTA was a producer for one of the cable news shows and had complained that the list was biased.

No matter how you got your news, it was pretty clear that most people did not feel the way Lillian and Astra's parents did about the war. Most people were for it. Not in the world—the British Web pages told you that the world thought Americans were deranged cowboys—but at home.

Leigh hated the idea of disagreeing with most of the people who lived in his own country, and so he read and listened. And kept his mouth shut. And ran. And did homework. And iced his foot.


~~~


On the night the president flew his plane onto a ship to announce that the war was over, Lillian's boyfriend, Pete, and his sister, Kathleen, came over for dinner and to watch the event on television. Lillian and Pete Tahoe had been dating since Leigh was fourteen. Pete was okay. He'd never made Lillian cry, and he called every night, but in a nice way, not a stalker-checking-up-on-her way.

Kathleen Tahoe was nice, and Leigh liked that she was still close to her brother. He hoped he and Millie would be like that when they were older. Pete shook Leigh's hand, hugged Lillian, kissed her on the cheek, and said something about Bush, the war, and the announcement.

"Leigh," Kathleen said, kissing Lillian hello. "How's it going?"

"It moves along," he said.

They ate dinner in the small kitchen while Kathleen, who worked at a private bank, told a long, involved story about insurance fraud. Leigh, picking snow peas out of his Szechuan beef, listened without paying any attention.

When they turned on the TV, Kathleen said she had an early-morning meeting, otherwise she'd take a hit of scotch every time the president used the words terrorist or 9/11.

"I'm going to drink wine the whole way through," Lillian said, refilling her own and Pete's glass. "No matter what."

"It's so depressing," Pete said. "The guy's getting flown onto that aircraft carrier, and the whole world thinks he's a pilot."

Kathleen asked Leigh to get her some water, and he got himself some too, and then listened to the president as intently as possible. In spite of all his reading and trying to figure out what had happened where and when, the speech was as hard to follow as Kathleen's story about work had been.

He wasn't helped by Lillian and Kathleen's furious comments throughout about how criminal it was to make it sound like Iraq and Al Qaeda were the same thing. What Leigh knew most clearly about each was that, in Arabic, Al Qaeda meant "the base," and Iraq had once been Mesopotamia, or, as it was sometimes called, "the cradle of civilization." Obviously, they were not the same. And if he knew that, so did the president.

"The real war starts now" was all Pete said, and that, more than anything else, was something Leigh could both understand and believe.


~~~


Millie's letter to Lillian arrived the next day. When Leigh got home—late, as he'd spent the afternoon at a swim meet, watching Astra destroy her competition—Lillian handed it to him, saying, "This is really for you."

It was two pages long. Millie thanked Lillian for coming to Seth's service. She said she wanted to ask Leigh a huge favor, but first wanted Lillian's permission. Or, rather, she wanted it to be very clear that this was all her idea. Neither her mother nor Clayton knew anything about it. Could Leigh possibly come and live with his father next year?

Millie knew no one could replace her father, but it would be such a comfort to have her brother around. It would be nice if the thing she looked forward to—Leigh's visits—became something she was used to because he was there all the time. Millie meant no harm. It was fine if the answer was no. She understood about custody. But she'd be so grateful if Lillian gave her permission.

It was signed, With respect and affection from a fan, Millie Davis.

Leigh looked at his mother.

"Why do you suppose she thinks I will say no?" Lillian asked.

He tried shrugging. Perhaps she would just accept that this was Millie's way of doing things.

"Imagine my surprise when I phoned your father to scream at him for making Millie write this," Lillian said. "For making a sad twelve-year-old girl feel like she'll unleash a custody war because she loves her brother."

"She said it was all her idea," Leigh said. "Dad didn't make her write it."

Lillian was silent, but in her quiet he could hear all the dreaded dis- words: disappointment, disbelief, and disapproval. Leigh remembered how in the months after the divorce, he would sometimes find his mother staring into space, or folding a shirt over and over again, or, worse, weeping into a dishtowel. When he finally got up the nerve to ask her if she missed Clayton, she laughed, saying, "No, not really. It's just ... all I've ever wanted was to do a good job raising you. But doing it alone means it's less likely I will."

"You do a good job," he had said, if uncertainly.

It hadn't occurred to Leigh that being his mother was work. He'd thought her work was sitting in the glow created by a computer screen.

"Well, you're amazing now," Lillian had answered. "Let's hope it holds."

At ten, Leigh was young enough to enjoy that his mother thought he was amazing, and old enough to hear her concerns about being responsible for his future. As he got older, Leigh cared less about her opinion of him, but the desire not to give Lillian cause to think she'd done a bad job remained quite strong.

These days, his mother worried that he didn't think enough about what he wanted, but in a way it was simple. Not to disappoint the people who loved him. To Leigh, that seemed like an obvious enough desire. And a normal one.

"Perhaps your father didn't 'make' Millie write this letter," Lillian said. "But both she and Clayton are under the impression that I have already turned down such a request."

"So you know," Leigh said, now understanding how he had upset his mother.

"You lied," Lillian said. "To him and, in a way, to me."

"It seemed like a good idea," Leigh said, and it had.

The summer before he started high school, Janet had told Leigh that Clayton was feeling that he and Leigh needed to work on their bond.

"He wants to be a good father," Janet said. "He really loves you."

She said they wanted Leigh to think about coming to live in Calvert Park for a while. Maybe for just a year, or maybe for all of high school, if he made friends and enjoyed his teachers.

Right away, two things had struck Leigh. That it was Janet, not Clayton talking to him meant that his father was incapable of forming a bond. Also, at fourteen, Leigh knew enough to guess that if he stopped living with Lillian, he'd run the risk of winding up like his father.

Whether Clayton was autistic or shut down, it wasn't something Leigh wanted to be.

"I was afraid you might say yes," he told his mother now.

It was a poor and late explanation, he knew, for why he had told both Janet and Clayton that while he'd be willing to move, Lillian had said no. And for why he had never mentioned it to his mother.

"I'd never agree to something you didn't want," she said. "I'd have lied for you."

"You might have thought it was only fair," Leigh said.

"I might have," Lillian said. "But I still wouldn't have agreed to it unless you wanted to go."

Leigh felt the paper he was holding. Millie's letter. In turning down Janet's invitation to go and live with them, he'd been so focused on not living with Clayton that he'd never given Millie a thought. Which was odd, because he knew that if Millie had asked instead of Janet, he might have gone. Seth needn't have died for him to live, at Millie's request, in Calvert Park.

"How about now?" he asked. The idea of Millie having only Clayton around as she adjusted to her new post-Seth world was unbearable. "Would you agree to it now?"

"I would, although, I'd like to be sure that you want to move," Lillian said. "That you don't go to your father's simply because Millie has asked you."

This again. Would his mother be happy if he only did what he wanted, when he wanted? It wasn't as if you could always tell the difference, anyway. Millie wanted him near her. Would he want to live with his father without his sister wishing it? Of course not. But Millie's wishing it didn't mean Leigh couldn't want to do it.

"It's both," he said. "She's asked me to live at Dad's, and so I want to."

"Okay," Lillian said, "but I'll need to talk to your school about how transferring in your last year will look to colleges."

"This is the year that counts," Leigh said, in case she'd forgotten why he'd been killing himself to do his homework.

Why he was suddenly able to graph around a Z-axis, solve a word problem, and write an essay that wasn't riddled with contradictions. He was studying really hard, and while, yes, some of this was interesting (being able to answer questions about Wordsworth's poem "Tintern Abbey" brought a real sense of satisfaction), the work he was doing was to produce, on transcripts and applications, a picture of himself that pleased at least one college.

Even if Leigh had no faith that college would help him decipher the map to his future, he knew that not going to college would do more than disappoint his parents. Not going to college would probably guarantee that he'd lose sight of the road he was supposedly on, as well as any road he might ever want to be on. For this reason alone, Leigh was willing to jump through each of the hoops his junior year demanded.

"All the years count," Lillian said.

"I'd like to go," Leigh said. "I mean, people move all the time. Colleges must know that."

It was funny how the whole eleventh grade referred to "colleges" as if they were a group of people. Whenever Leigh was told to worry about what colleges wanted, he envisioned a group of men in a smoky room, playing a card game for which he and every other applicant in the country were the chips.

"Yes," Lillian said. "Of course colleges know that."

He thought he should say something about how he'd miss her, how he'd never not want to live here. He wanted her to know how much he'd come to love the sight of her staring at her laptop, murmuring, "How is this interesting?"

Was there a way to explain this without sounding ridiculous?

"It's admirable, you know," Lillian said, interrupting his silent efforts to speak. "I'm so impressed with your ability ... with how you love her."

Surely it was a simple matter to say that yes, he loved Millie, but that he also loved her. If he couldn't manage it, then were the words Thank you so impossible?

Apparently yes, since all he could get out was "Everyone loves Millie."



chapter six

murky, but important

The guidance counselor at Leigh's school thought that moving to Maryland would actually help with colleges, making Leigh imagine the men in the smoky room trading his New York City chip for a higher-value Maryland chip. Millie burst into happy giggles when Leigh told her he would come, yes, of course he would.

"Thank you," she said. And, "Oh, gosh."

Clayton sent him a note, writing that his willingness to accommodate them was much appreciated. Janet called to say that she would be having a carpenter build extra shelves in the guest room and did Leigh have a favorite color, as she'd be glad to have the room painted.

"I'll paint it," Leigh said, so grateful he wouldn't spend the year looking at green walls that he'd happily save Janet the money and aggravation a painting crew would involve. "Millie can help me."

At school, his friends and soccer coach struck the perfect balance between being sorry to see him go and wishing him well.

Astra nodded her head when she heard. She said Oh and Well, but with a space in between so that it didn't sound like a casual Oh, well, bummer, but more like a quiet acceptance.

"Do you want to break up?" she asked later that day when they were walking home from school. "I mean, I can't be running to Maryland on the weekends. I'll be swamped with applications and stuff."

Before Astra would be in Vermont with her father, she was going with her mother and stepfather on a tour of the eleven colleges she wanted to see. She would apply, she already knew, only to seven. Leigh, who had no idea where he would apply, at once loved, envied, and feared Astra's organized approach to decisions about things that were murky, but important.

When she asked, Do you want to break up? he felt sure she had an answer in hand and was waiting to test him on the basis of his answer.

"I don't know of anyone who'd willingly break up with you. I mean, only an idiot would let that happen," he said, deciding to blunder into it. "So, unless you want to break up, why don't we just see how it goes?"

She stopped dead on the sidewalk, dropping her canvas messenger bag at her feet. She took his hand in hers, pulled him toward her, and then slid her arms around his neck.

"Oh," she said again, her breath cool against his cheek. "Well."

With the small part of his brain not kissing her back, Leigh thought, Finally, a right answer.


~~~


Pete Tahoe invited Leigh and Lillian up to his house in Maine for the Memorial Day weekend. Lillian had, of course, been many times before, but this was the first time for Leigh. He had to get permission from Clayton to skip a visit and promised to go down to Calvert Park the following weekend, which was the last one in May.

"I'll have to study a lot, though," Leigh said. "Exams start during the first week in June."

"Yes, okay," Clayton said. "This is your mother's boyfriend, right?"

"They've been dating almost three years," Leigh said, fairly sure that Pete, exactly Clayton's age, was too old to be described as any kind of boy. "You know that. You met him last year when you were in the city."

"Yes, so I did. Tall fellow, right?"

"About your height, Dad."

Leigh wondered what it was like to go through life without noticing much about the people around you. He hoped it wasn't as frustrating for his father as it was for those who were forced to love him.


~~~


Pete lived in Maine most of the year, but he kept a small apartment in the city. He had once run a real estate company that didn't buy property but invested in it. He had explained it to Leigh in a way that made perfect sense in the telling but none once he had time to think about it. The point of the story that stuck with Leigh was that Pete had worked all the time. Nights, weekends, and summer vacations, he was working.

Sort of the way Clayton worked, but with a fierceness. As if Pete had gone to war when he worked instead of taking refuge in it, as Leigh thought his father did.

Pete said he came home one day and his wife was gone. This, Pete told him, was not that unusual a story. Lots of women, he said, walked out on bad marriages by packing their bags. What made his story horrible, Pete said, was that it took him ten days to notice she had left. But when he did realize it, he sold his share in the company, let his wife have their apartment as part of the divorce settlement, and moved to Maine.

He was still a consultant for his old company, and he did do work on a freelance basis for people who owned similar companies. But he never took more than one business trip a month, and he never canceled a scheduled visit to see Lillian or Kathleen.

Pete was rich—Leigh understood this without having to be told—but he never seemed rich. Leigh wasn't sure exactly what he meant by that, but he knew kids at school whose parents were rich, and Pete wasn't like them. In Leigh's mind, people with money were like the born-again Christians you saw on TV—convinced of how right they were, because hadn't their actions brought them wealth? Money was like the secular equivalent to salvation. Pete, however, was full of doubt, and Leigh liked how he sometimes hesitated before speaking, even if all he wound up saying was "Do you want breakfast?"

The house in Maine was full of windows, blonde wood, and open spaces. It faced a tidal river, so that the view was always changing as the water moved in and out. Pete, after the divorce, had bought two wooded lots and hired a crew to clear them. There were enough trees left behind to give the impression that the house had simply grown up amongst them.

He worked with an architect and a contractor but built all the porches himself. He'd tried doing the kitchen on his own, but after a year of boiling water on a hot plate and stepping over sawdust and poorly connected pipes, he turned it over to professionals.

"I know when I'm beat," he said.

Lillian, curled up on a huge armchair, said, without taking her eyes off the river, "Anyone who wound up with that kitchen can hardly be described as beat."

Over the weekend, Leigh ran, ate a huge amount of fish, and studied. He liked the way Pete and his mother left him alone without making him feel ignored. He had never spent an extended period of time with his mother around a man whom she was dating. Pete didn't sleep at the apartment when Leigh was there, and Lillian never went out for the night the way he knew other mothers did.

In as much as anyone can think about their parents and sex, Leigh knew Lillian was having it, but Pete seemed to really like his mother for reasons above and beyond that. Pete listened to what she said, asked about her work, and talked with her for an hour at dinner about the history of plumbing (Lillian knew a lot about plumbing, because in historical romance novels, taking a bath was often a huge plot point). Leigh decided that Pete had asked his mother out because he liked her and that sex was mixed up in it, but not in an obvious, all-there-is way.

Leigh knew he liked Astra, but he also knew that sleeping with her was the thing he liked best. He didn't think this was wrong, exactly, but neither was it right. It wasn't that she didn't like it—Leigh had seen parts of her body shiver and felt others swell and heat. But he knew that sex was not what Astra liked best about him. It would almost be worth skipping all the years between now and Pete's age of fifty-two in order to finally be a man who could see a girl without seeing only an opportunity.

It was odd to be around a man and want to be like that man. It made him feel sad and disloyal that he never had wanted to be like Clayton. Leigh hoped that by accepting Millie's request to live in Calvert Park, he would find a way to want to be like his father.

But for now he could aspire to be like Pete, who, watching him ice his foot one night, said, "You know, I used to run marathons, and you shouldn't have to be doing that. How much does it hurt?"

Up until that moment, Leigh's thoughts about the pain had been mostly of the Not again variety. Now, forced to quantify it, he said, "A lot, actually. Kind of a lot."

"Can I see?" Pete asked, before lifting the ice pack and moving Leigh's foot back and forth and side to side. "You should get an X-ray. Might be a stress fracture."

"Great," Leigh said. "How long will I have to stop running, do you think?"

"I don't know. A month, at least. Maybe two."

"I don't even like running," Leigh said. "It's for soccer."

"Well, now you'll have to stop," Pete said, with a slight smile. "And probably find out that you liked it more than you thought."

No doubt, there was a lesson somewhere in that comment, but for now Leigh was content to imagine his foot restored to him, pain-free and whole.



chapter seven

in the distance

A set of X-rays confirmed it. Leigh had a stress fracture in the third metatarsal bone and needed to ease off running for six to eight weeks.

"You probably trained too hard, too fast," the orthopedist said when Leigh explained that he'd been running because his soccer coach felt that he needed to work on his endurance. "No reason for you to quit working on your performance, though. Try the pool."

Which was how he came to spend the month or so he had left in the city swimming every morning at an overpriced health club where Pete had given him a temporary membership as a present.

Leigh's previous plan for the summer had been to return as a junior aide to the city's summer program for special needs kids. He'd done it the previous summer and had been so horrible as a reading tutor that the director moved him to the boys' athletic program. Kids, ages six to nine, who had ADD, ADHD, or mild autism (called Asperger's, which sounded, to Leigh, like a pain reliever) loved to run but had no idea how to actually follow the rules of a game. Leigh had been assigned to act as a field shadow, helping to keep the boys focused on playing.

He had been really good at it, but he knew that running after a bunch of hyperactive kids all day would be impossible with a stress fracture. He had to do something, not only because he would lose his mind sitting around but because colleges liked to see summers spent in worthwhile pursuits. He had been an intern two summers before at a gallery on Twenty-second Street, owned by a friend of Lillian's. It had been fun and, in its way, interesting, although Leigh had mostly filed invoices, letters, and drafts of brochure copy.

On such short notice it was almost impossible to get a new internship, and so Leigh found himself working for his mother's editor in the romance division of the publishing house. Every other intern was a girl. He mostly liked being around them as they talked, complained, ordered coffee, and did their jobs. It was just Xeroxing, filing, and writing up readers' reports on the huge number of manuscripts that came in every day. Leigh couldn't believe how many people wanted to write romance novels. He also couldn't believe how the girls could take these things so seriously.

The interns (and the editors!) talked endlessly about whether it worked when the hero initially didn't like the heroine, not realizing that he really loved her. They analyzed the merits of the strong, feisty, "modern" heroine versus the ones who were more old fashioned. And, as a group and among themselves, they all argued about whether or not the heroes were the right kind of men.

Leigh wanted to tell them that a hero in a romance novel was no kind of man—no one could be that absurdly perfect. But the girls he worked with seemed to know this already and argued about it as a way of discussing boys in general in much the same way he and his friends talked about movie stars as a way of judging girls in general. Because he had spent years listening to his mother talk about her work he found things to say in readers' reports that did not dwell on how fascinated he was by the ideals the characters had to conform to or on how much the stories in the manuscripts bored him.


~~~


The war did not have summer vacation, but Leigh found he had become used to it. He still tried to keep track of who had died, but what was happening there had become difficult to follow, with no one willing to say anything clearly. The reasons for the war shifted slightly, with the emphasis now more on freedom and less on illegal weapons. Leigh no longer asked his mother anything about Iraq. The whole thing made her livid, and he didn't believe—wouldn't or couldn't, he wasn't sure which—that it was all bad any more than it was all good.


~~~


On the night before Astra left for her college tour, Leigh took her out to dinner at a place that served omelets. She loved them and always told him he should think seriously about eating more eggs.

"They're a perfect protein," she said happily, spearing into a three cheese and chive dish.

"I'll miss you," he said, meaning it.

"I was thinking that you should come and see me," she said.

"Yes, definitely, sure," he said. "I mean, I'm sure to visit my mom, so of course I'll see you."

"No, listen," Astra told him. "My parents are going to be in California for Thanksgiving. Mom has cousins there."

"Nice," he said, because, after all, California was nice.

"I'll be alone, filling out applications," Astra said. "Mom wants me done by the time they get back."

Leigh, who could type even faster than his mother, had typed more than a few of Astra's papers. Did Astra want him to come up in November and type her applications?

"Leigh, we could be together," she said, leaning across the table. "For the whole time. You know, no sneaking around, no being in a hurry."

Of all the humiliating things sex in high school involved, finding the time and privacy was right up there with having no experience in what you so desperately wanted to master. So far, sex with Astra had been what they hid and hurried and worried over. For them, sex had never been what unfolded at its own pace.

"I'll be here in November," he said, not sure he deserved the good fortune of being Astra Grein's boyfriend.

But she had picked him, so who was he to point out the error of her ways? When they kissed goodbye outside her building, he felt it more like a greeting.


~~~


Lillian and Pete drove Leigh down to Calvert Park. Leigh had been surprised at how many things he owned and how strongly he felt the need to bring almost all of them along. It was a Tuesday, so of course Clayton was not home, which spared Leigh from having to introduce him, once again, to Pete.

Millie hugged Lillian, who had a package of romance novels for her, and shook hands with Pete. Janet gave everyone iced tea, and walked with Lillian around the backyard, to where Bubbles had been banished until she could calm down at the sight of Leigh's many boxes going into the house. When the last box was set down and Millie had run downstairs to answer the door, Pete looked around and said, "This'll be good. You'll have more space here than at home."

Not only had shelves been built, but also a long, wide desk on which Janet had put a tape dispenser, a stapler, a new box of pens, and a dictionary.

"I guess I won't be doing my homework in the kitchen," Leigh said, pulling a pen from the box.

It was black, with an extra-fine tip. His favorite.

"You and Lillian are a little cramped there," Pete said.

Aware that Clayton's house was much bigger than his mother's apartment, Leigh shrugged, not wanting Pete to think of Lillian as less well off.

"I'd like to ask your mother to move in with me," Pete said. "I don't know if she'll say yes."

Leigh stayed as still as possible, his eyes fixed on the pen in his hand, hoping Pete wasn't asking for his opinion on what Lillian might say. Or want.

"She'll talk to you before she decides," Pete said, "but I hope you already know that no matter what happens, you'll have a home where I live."

This seemed, on the face of it, an absurd thing to say. And yet, as if in the distance, Leigh could hear a real kindness, as well as a generosity that struck him as rare and important.

"Thank you," he said, feeling ridiculous and uneasy. "That's very kind."

He was saved from the need to say anything more by Millie's bursting in with a boy Leigh did not know.

The boy was not quite Millie's height, and wore glasses. He had on a pair of shorts and a button-down shirt several sizes too big for him. The shorts, in fact, looked too big as well, giving the impression that he had shrunk after dressing himself.

"This is Franklin," Millie said. "He lives down the street."

"Franklin Staines," the boy said, shaking hands with Pete and Leigh. "How do you do?"

"Maia's here," Millie said. "She made a cake and Franklin's brother drove her over."

"With me," Franklin said, stating the obvious.

"Maia thought the frosting might melt if she walked it over, as it's so hot," Millie said.

It was hot; even with the low, steady hum of central air, you could feel the wet heat pressing in from the outside. And it explained why it had seemed to take so long to carry boxes up the stairs.

"The cake's partly for you, as a welcome," Millie said, "and partly for my birthday."

"Your birthday's not for another couple of weeks," Leigh said, panicked, in case he'd missed it and sunk to an all-new low by becoming Brother Who Forgets Sister's Birthday.

"That's why it's only partly for me," she said. "Come on, let's go downstairs."

In the kitchen, Maia and Franklin's brother were talking to Janet and Lillian. Leigh watched with interest as Maia shook Pete's hand. He almost missed the other boy's name (Kevin) because he was wondering about her sudden ability to touch a stranger.

Kevin was also going to be a senior and, like Leigh, had once played soccer but now swam.

"Allergies did me in," Kevin said. "No pollen's been invented that doesn't make me wheeze, but chlorine is no problem."

"Kevin and Maia get shots from the same doctor," Millie said.

"I get them too," Franklin said.

"You have seasonal allergies?" Lillian asked Maia, who was cutting up the cake and putting it on plates.

"Dust mites and cats," Maia said. "My mom has a cat that's almost as old as I am, so I get the shots."

"I have asthma," Franklin said.

"I did too," Pete said, taking some cake. "But I outgrew it."

Leigh, handing a plate to Franklin, saw the boy's eyes, behind his glasses, get very big, and his mouth open a little, as if Pete had just revealed one of the world's most protected secrets. It was clear no one had ever told Franklin that his asthma might one day end, as if by magic.

It was crowded in the kitchen, so Janet shunted people out toward the dining room. She sent Kevin and Millie into the sun porch for more chairs and got everyone iced tea, putting ice cubes and mint leaves into each glass. Leigh found himself between Maia and Kevin. His mother, across the table from him and next to Pete, smiled, but her eyes looked tired. She scraped the icing off of her cake and put it on Pete's plate. Lillian had always disliked the way icing felt in her mouth, and this old habit of hers made Leigh look from his mother's plate to his own. On his right sat Kevin's empty plate, and on his left Maia's full one.

"Not hungry?" he whispered to her as around them Millie, Franklin, Janet, Kevin, and Pete talked about allergy shots and swimming events.

"It's hard in crowds," she said. "It makes me nervous."

Leigh thought that he could understand that. If eating was hard for her, then she'd need to concentrate. The way he did when reading about the war. And it was hard to concentrate when other people were around.

"Pretend it's just me," he said. "And pretend I'm Millie and it's only us sitting here."

Maia smiled at him, and all of her odd features, the ones that had struck him as pretty but not attractive, took on a glow. Her brown eyes, lit by her smile, had an almost golden hue, and he felt as if he had transformed her into someone worth looking at.

"It's really good cake," he said. "And I'm not just saying that because you made it."

She took a bite, and then another. He could see, watching her throat, how much effort was involved in swallowing. He thought it might help her to think of something else while eating, the way some people fell asleep by counting sheep.

There was nothing about his job at the publishing house that was interesting enough to repeat. So instead, Leigh pointed to the glare coming through the dining room window and told her about how at the art gallery two summers before, he'd heard his boss talk about light having three purposes: as a symbol of the divine, as a response to the natural world, and as a vehicle for color. He had loved listening to this guy hold forth about art, and Leigh could see Maia calming down as he talked, and so he didn't stop, not for so much as a pause, until her cake was finished.



chapter eight

fierce hopes

Before Millie's birthday arrived, Leigh had painted his room and made an appointment to take his driver's test. By badgering both Janet and Clayton, he'd finished up his remaining hours in the evenings, when he was too tired to paint. Janet let him drive her over to Frederick on Saturday, which took care of his lingering hesitation at freeway exits.

Kevin, whose job at a lumberyard kept him from joining Millie and Franklin in their efforts to help Leigh paint, had taken his driving test two months before. He told Leigh that it was nerve-racking, but easy.

"A left turn, a broken U-turn, parking, and not killing anyone—that's kind of it," he said.

"Except for buying a car," Leigh said.

He had money saved in the bank (half of which had been a gift from Clayton and Lillian when Leigh turned sixteen) and was hoping he could get a used car with less than eighty thousand miles on it.

"That's the easy part," Kevin said. "I have enough for a car, but not the insurance."

"Your father won't pay for it?" Leigh asked.

The question just slipped out, sounding spoiled and rude only after it was spoken. Clayton had offered, as soon as driving lessons began, to cover Leigh's insurance. It had been done with such ease (none of Clayton's usual hesitations or stilted phrases) that Leigh had simply assumed that's how it was done. You paid for the car and your father picked up the insurance.

"I think he would if he could," Kevin said. "But my mom quit working when Franklin started having trouble at school."

Franklin, who had gotten a ladder, a small brush, and a roll of paper tape and done a perfect job on the crown molding in Leigh's room, seemed the least likely of candidates to be a kid having trouble at school.

"She'll probably go back," Kevin said. "But not until they think things have calmed down."

"Franklin's pretty calm," Leigh said.

"It's not him; it's how he's treated," Kevin said. "He's skipped like two grades, you know—I mean, he's younger than Millie and he's always getting himself in the center of trouble."

Leigh waited since Kevin had stopped looking at him, as if the distance held the words needed to explain his brother.

"Older kids pick on him," Kevin said. "Seniors, mostly, but, you know, he's little, and he just ... he's a target."

"Well, we'll be seniors," Leigh said. "So, we can protect him."

"Yeah," Kevin said. "Sure."


~~~


The school where Franklin was picked on and where Leigh, come September, would go was five miles from Clayton's house. Leigh took one of his first testing-the-foot runs over to it. The place was huge, more like the campus of a small college than a high school. Leigh's school in New York was crammed into three shabby townhouses, with the pool and gym buried deep in the basement. At Calvert Park Preparatory School, however, there was an entire building for athletics. An arts building with a theater, as well as studios (which Leigh knew about from both Millie and from the school's Web page). There was an outdoor track and a lacrosse field with bleachers all around it. Manicured lawns sprawled between all the buildings and on either side of the brick pathways, where, he guessed, students walked from class to class.

Tuition here was not cheap, but it was one of the reasons that people lived in Calvert Park. The suburb was on the east side of D.C. and not nearly as nice as its famous cousin, Bethesda, on the west side. But houses were cheaper here, and the school, while expensive, was supposed to be the best in the county. Leigh, walking around his new school, realized that he had never thought before about how much of his life was shaped by his tuition and his parents' belief that paying that tuition was the best thing they could do for him.

Up until this year, Clayton and Lillian had split the cost of Leigh's school. It was why Lillian wrote three romance novels a year for two different publishers. It was part of why Clayton worked so hard. Their willingness to do this, as well as their fierce hopes for his future, were part of the same fathomless good fortune that would keep him out of the war. It made him, as he stood next to a building full of science labs and computer terminals, aware and guilty of his shortcomings.

He had entirely too many vague thoughts and uncertain conclusions for the path his parents were trying to help him build. They had a clear end in mind, and until recently, Leigh had thought he had it too. But as his last year in high school began to look like the first major steppingstone to that end, he realized he didn't have a clue.

Anyone who had had this much money and effort sunk into him ought to be turning out a little more definite. He hadn't nearly enough of the accomplished, polished sheen he felt he should. It had occurred to him that he should take a year off before going to college, but he didn't know if that was what he wanted. Leigh could barely tell himself what he thought, let alone convey it to anyone else.

Although, right at that particular moment, two things were very clear: he was worried (actually, more like scared) about going to this new school, and his foot hurt. He walked the five miles back, relieved that while running might be out, he could still get himself home.


~~~


Millie, who had spent her previous birthdays with her father in a rented cabin on the Eastern Shore, had not wanted a party this year. In spite of it being, as she pointed out, her "first year as an official teenager."

Franklin came over at lunch and gave her three squirrels of varying sizes, made of glass.

"If you put them near your window, the light will make them look like squirrel sunshine," he said.

He could only stay for a little bit, as he had to go home and get ready for his piano lesson. Millie said he had skipped his practice all last week so that he could help paint Leigh's room.

"I think he likes you pretty much," Millie said. "He mostly never skips practice."

That Franklin liked Millie was so obvious, Leigh didn't think he should need to point it out. He also thought it should remain none of his business. If Franklin wanted to tell Millie he liked her, then he would, and without any unsolicited help from Leigh. Millie was too young for boys anyway, he told himself, neatly ignoring that the first girl he'd ever kissed had been in seventh grade and not yet thirteen.

As a present, he had taken Millie out the previous night to a restaurant in D.C. that his mother had told him about. It was near Dupont Circle; Millie was thrilled to put on a dress and endure the Metro's endless escalators. Leigh never got tired of noticing how clean the subways were compared to New York's. He had yet to see a rat on any of the tracks here.

Millie did what she always did in restaurants and ordered three appetizers, one dessert, and a virgin piña colada. Leigh, not the most adventuresome eater in the world, had steak and a Coke. Then they went to a movie about some pirates, which was pretty great and ridiculous in the way only movies could be. The actress in it reminded him of Maia, which made him uncomfortable, as he did not want to be thinking of Maia Morland as anything but a train wreck.

Leigh forgot about it, though, when Millie told him that her night out with him was the best way to transition into thirteen. Best birthday ever. This seemed unlikely, given that her father had been dead for only four months, but Leigh was trying to respect all the ways that Millie was choosing to cope, and if one of them was telling herself that she was having a great birthday, then he wasn't going to contradict her.


~~~


But it gave him something to ask Astra about when he called her. She didn't like to e-mail, saying that a communication originally devised as a way for scientists to exchange data was not appropriate for romance. Astra was full of theories like this, and for the most part, Leigh didn't mind. He never touched her without remembering that they were only sleeping together because of her theories on love, sex, trust, and college.

Last fall, she had told him she didn't want to go to college a virgin. And she didn't want to have sex with someone she didn't know well. She didn't want to be afraid. She didn't want to sleep with someone who might be mean to her, and she knew, she had said, that Leigh would never be like that. But, she did think that people should love each other, and before he had a chance to rush in and assure her, she said that what she liked best about him was how levelheaded he was.

"Falling in love in high school is ridiculous," she said. "It's only for people who aren't serious about the future."

She was of the firm opinion that true love was impossible until after one had accomplished more important goals. It was hard to disagree with her, but it was also hard not to make fun of her, if only in private. Did she think that only people who developed a cure for cancer were allowed to fall in love?

Leigh, who wanted to have sex in the way that the sky "wants" to be blue, let her talk it out, aware that one wrong word from him might lead her to take this conversation to another candidate. He knew that what he felt for her—and by her he meant the part of Astra that was not her body, which he was close to worshiping—was a hopeless combination of gratitude and admiration. He didn't love her. She was too forbidding for that.

But he did care about her, and outside of the guys on the soccer team, she was one of the best friends he had. Astra Grein wasn't just the girl he was sleeping with—she was smart, and someone he trusted to come up with a worthwhile answer if he asked her about the way Millie was handling her father's death.

"You know, grief is so weird," Astra said. "My cousin died when she was four and my aunt never mentions her at all. She couldn't even go to the funeral, which made a lot of people mad."

"Mad?" Leigh asked. He wasn't mad at Millie for anything. He was just worried about her.

"My mom said that it made perfect sense if you knew my aunt," Astra told him, trying to explain. "But my uncle keeps a picture of my cousin in his wallet and talks about her a lot."

Leigh thought of all the different positions on a soccer team and how each involved its own strengths and skills. Everyone might have a different purpose out on the field, but they were all playing soccer. It also occurred to him that the person with whom he should discuss Millie was Maia. Not Astra. He thought it would be nice to talk to Maia. Maybe not useful or smart, but definitely something he wanted.

"Leigh, your being there is probably all Millie needs," Astra said. "You don't have to do anything extra."

He wasn't sure she was right, and asked how things were with her father and the new girlfriend.

"She's French," Astra said, after a pause. "She has two daughters."

"Are they nice?" Leigh asked, not sure that was the word he wanted to use.

"Nice enough," Astra said. "Look, I have to go."

Leigh sat on his bed for a while, holding his phone. He thought about Astra's cousin and knew that he'd have to leave Millie alone about her grief. But that didn't mean he'd have to leave her alone. Bubbles slept right outside the door of his sister's bedroom, and Leigh thought they should see if it was true that you couldn't teach an old dog new tricks. He'd do some research, and then he and Millie would have dog training sessions.

Finally, he put the phone down and lay on the floor, as if the ceiling held answers to questions he had yet to think of asking.



chapter nine

a glimmer

On the night of her actual birthday, Millie asked Maia to come to dinner. Leigh had seen her only once since his arrival, when she'd come by to ask if he would be willing to help her with Millie's birthday present. It had been a Sunday morning, so everyone was asleep except for Leigh and Bubbles, who'd run to greet Maia while she was still half a block away. Maia said she wanted to get Millie a gift certificate for a manicure and makeup consultation at the spa her mother went to.

"But it's all the way over in Bethesda so she'll need a ride, and I was hoping that, you know, when you get your license, you won't mind driving her."

"Sure," he said, having had no idea Millie painted her nails, let alone cared about makeup. "Of course."

"Great," Maia said. "That's great."

They stood on Clayton's lawn, the morning air heavy but not yet hot and sticky, and looked at each other. She was still thin, but there was, he thought, a hint of what she really looked like. She was narrow and almost fragile, but her eyes, with their wide, even gaze, held him as strongly as any grip.

"Are you okay?" Maia asked.

"Yeah, sure," he said.

"Well, I should go," she said, smiling at him.

Her pleasure, her gratitude, and her glimmer of happiness brought to her face, to him, and to the surroundings a light that memory would never diminish.


~~~


When they met again, four years later, Leigh realized, with her hand ever so briefly in his as they shook hello, that he'd fallen in love with her—suddenly and forever—on that Sunday morning. And not, as he'd once thought, slowly and over the course of a hot, humid summer before his senior year began. Just as the huge apartment, the party, and all of New York fell away, leaving him with only his memories, so four years ago on that morning the world had vanished, leaving nothing but a girl standing in the sun, grateful for the granting of a favor.

"So you're at college in the city," she said to him, as Kathleen introduced herself to Maia's date.

"Columbia," Leigh said. "Just this past year, though. I was ... yeah, Columbia."

He would spare her the boring saga of his college career. Although, of course, she was the one who had, in many ways, shaped it. Leigh hadn't just fallen in love with Maia on that Sunday; he had stepped off his road, the one full of protection and good fortune, into a kind of violence that had brought him immeasurable joy.

"I go to Sarah Lawrence," she said, smiling brightly. "I only come into the city for ridiculous things like this. Isn't it funny that I'd see you at one of them?"

Leigh nodded and hoped his face matched hers in polite amusement.

She was wearing a black skirt and over it a long-sleeved silk blouse that fit as closely as a corset. Her heavy dark hair was slipping out of its barrettes, and her earrings sparkled against her neck. She had found a way, he saw, to turn fragility into an invitation. Everything about her whispered, Touch me, in much the same way that it had once radiated, Protect me.

It struck him that as he had failed at the latter, there would be little chance at ever again doing the former. This was a combination of regret and hope far bigger than dinner-party chatter could accommodate, and as he took his seat at the table, he slipped back to when she was still only his sister's friend.


~~~


Leigh was, he found, glad enough to see Maia again at Millie's birthday dinner, but he was mostly relieved that his father had come home from work in time for it. As they ate (meat loaf, mashed potatoes, and roasted carrots—Millie's favorites), he got, without having to ask for them, the details of what had happened to Franklin during the past year. There had been the usual things (name calling, getting shoved out of his place in line), and then worse things (someone stole his bookbag, someone else put a garter snake in his desk), all culminating in his getting locked up inside his locker.

"And, you know, he has asthma," Maia said.

"He got bad nightmares after that," Millie said. "Daddy talked to him on the phone a few times to try to help. Because he's seen all kinds of horrible things happen in school."

Leigh held his breath—it was only the second time he'd heard her mention her father since his death.

"It was really good of Seth to do that," Clayton said. "I remember he thought that maybe Franklin was in the wrong school."

"I know, and it amazed me that Park Prep could be wrong for anyone," Janet said, "but they do put a lot of emphasis on achievement."

"Wouldn't that make him really popular?" Leigh asked. "Kevin told me Franklin skipped two grades."

"One," Millie said.

"Not that kind of achievement," Maia said. "Being smart is a given. It's more what you do with it."

This made no sense, but Leigh didn't want to ask. He was nervous enough about the new school.

"Seth thought the school didn't give kids enough room to be themselves," Janet said. "Everyone has so much to do. But Millie likes it."

"I don't think it's the school," Millie said. "It's just these jerks in the eleventh grade."

"Those jerks will be in Leigh's grade this year," Maia said. "Seniors."

"So, anyway, Mrs. Staines even talked to Daddy," Millie said, "and then she quit working."

"She had a pretty cool job," Maia said. "She did fundraising."

"The firm she worked at fundraises," Clayton said. "I think she only did brochure design and things like that for them. She didn't organize the benefits."

"My mother went to a lot of those," Maia said. "Josh used to buy four or five tables for any benefit she wanted."

"Does she go to any now?" Millie asked.

"With friends, yes," Maia said. "But Charles does not go to big parties."

"That's not a bad thing," Clayton said. "He's a serious man."

They were all quiet for a minute, not wanting to draw attention to Clayton's implied judgment that Josh had not been serious. Janet had told Leigh a little about Maia's current and previous stepfathers, with Millie filling in the rest.

Maia's mother, almost three years after divorcing Josh, just as he was headed to prison, had married Charles Rhoem, who was a lawyer at the Justice Department. Maia had been in boarding school for eighth and ninth grades but jumped at the chance to move to Maryland when her mother got married (not to be with her mother or with Charles, but for the chance to visit Josh, who paid for, among other things, Maia's school tuition).

"Did you ever get to go to them?" Millie asked. "The parties?"

"Some," Maia said. "Once Mom was sick and so Josh and I went alone. It was fun."

Millie leaned forward as if to ask another question, but her mother interrupted, saying, "Let Maia eat."

"No, it's okay, I think I'm done, Ms. Davis, really."

"Did you have lunch?" Janet asked, looking at Maia's untouched meat loaf and mashed potatoes. "And a snack?"

"Uh-huh, yes," Maia said.

"Well, if you're—"

"Good," Clayton said, breaking into whatever Janet might have been about to say. "So you won't have to eat anything extra. But you need to finish."

"Mr. Hunter, please—I'm just not that hungry."

"It's not about being hungry," Clayton said.

"I know," Maia said, softly.

"So can you finish?" he asked.

"No," she said, just as softly. "No."

"You can," Janet said.

"Think of seeing Josh," Clayton said. "Remember our agreement."

"I do think of that," Maia said. "I see him on Saturdays."

"You won't if I have to call him again," Clayton said. "Your visiting him is contingent on your eating."

"You know, maybe she doesn't like meat loaf," Millie said.

Leigh, who also had been thinking that, was too amazed to speak. His father had been the one to make Maia's visits to Josh a reward for gaining weight? How odd that it should have been Clayton who came up with the idea, and yet maybe it fit.

Even Lillian said that no one was better in a crisis than Clayton. As long as he can view something as a problem, she said, then he can manage it. Meaning, of course, that he fell apart if the crisis was one in which he had to feel something, like when his mother died. Or when Janet cried because her ex-husband was dead.

"This is my favorite meal," Millie added. "Not anybody else's."

"Good point," Clayton said. "Maia, what do you feel like eating?"

The answer was obviously nothing, so Leigh piled potatoes on his empty plate and asked Janet to cut him another slice of meat l oaf.

"Remember when you used to tell me that anything a boy could do, a girl could do better?" he asked Millie.

"I was ten," she said indignantly, as if it were fifty years ago instead of three.

"Well, I think we should see if Maia can match me bite for bite," he said.

"Do you want something else to eat?" Clayton asked.

"I can make you grilled cheese," Janet said. "Grilled cheese and a milk shake."

These, it would turn out, were the foods Maia had the easiest time swallowing when she was stressed or unable to meet her calorie requirement.

"No, I'll just finish this," Maia said, picking up her fork.

Leigh took a bite of meat loaf. Maia did too. They followed this pattern—him, her, him, her—while Millie told Janet and Clayton about a family of raccoons she had seen near Calvert Park's tennis club. A discussion about rabies, urban sprawl, and the displacement of wildlife followed. Occasionally, Leigh would say to Maia, You're doing great. It wasn't all that different from being a field shadow to a small boy with a learning disability.



chapter ten

in bits and pieces

There was no greater joy, Leigh quickly discovered, than being able to drive people wherever they wanted to go. After getting his license, Leigh spent every dime he had on a used Toyota Camry with only 63,000 miles on it. It looked more like a family car than the dream car he'd had in mind, but both Clayton and Janet had asked him to make safety a priority, since it was likely that Millie would be a frequent passenger. And, as Clayton had pointed out, he would rather help Leigh buy a solid car than find out that his son's cheap fixer-upper had crumpled in an accident.

So, Leigh scaled back his fantasy to fit both his budget and his father's concerns. The Camry had a decent engine, even if the rest of it fell far short of amazing. And the first time he uttered the magic words Can I take you somewhere? Leigh fell totally in love with it. Its ugly purple color, its four doors, and its inability to inspire envy all faded. This was his car, and its erratic door locks and broken window controls became part of who he was, how he thought, and what he dreamed.

He took Franklin to the doctor's for his allergy shots when both Mrs. Staines and Kevin were too busy. He drove Millie to her tennis lessons so that Janet could leave for work on time. He picked up Clayton's pain medications at the pharmacy when it was almost a hundred degrees out and entirely too hot for Millie to bike there.

With great pride, Leigh asked Astra if she wanted him to come up to Vermont and get her.

"And go where?" she answered.

"I don't know," he said, not having thought much further than registering that she didn't sound happy with her father, the French girlfriend, and the daughters. "I thought you might like to get away."

"Yeah, I would," Astra said.

"It'll take me nine hours to drive," he said, picking a number out of the air.

"No, Leigh, come on," she said. "Even if you came up here and we go off to Mexico or California or into the sunset or whatever, he'll still be my father."

She was saying something important here, only he couldn't quite hear it. Astra needed help, but none Leigh could give her.

He was sorry that the magic his car brought him couldn't extend as far as Vermont, but it did allow him, every night after dinner, to drive Maia Morland home. The car took them on the same short journey that they had walked together back in March.

It turned out that Maia had been skipping lunch for close to a month because there was no quiet place to eat where she worked. She was an intern at Planned Parenthood, where there were five other high school interns and seven who were in college. She'd eaten with a group of them once, but the girls all talked about diets and how fat they were, the boys discussed their own brilliance, and one of the college interns asked her out, which made her lose her appetite for a week.

"He was that ugly?" Millie asked.

"No, it was ... I can't be dating," Maia said. "I've kissed enough boys, so being asked out makes me nervous."

Leigh, who was loading software onto Millie's computer when he heard this, shut his mind down and refused to think about Maia Morland kissing anyone, let alone enough boys.

The important point in all of this was that she had fallen out of the habit of eating regular meals. She hadn't, thanks to her snacks and mandatory milk shakes, lost any weight, but the point of her eating plan had never really been about her weight. Janet, along with Millie's pediatrician, had done research on the best way for Maia to recover from anorexia and the answer seemed easy enough: calories.

The idea, as Janet explained it, was that starving changed your brain and made you incapable of reason. It didn't really matter why you had stopped eating. In fact, it was a waste of time trying to discover if not eating meant you were depressive or anxious or afraid of your developing body. All that mattered was to stop starving your brain, and that could be done only with calories.

The flaw in this plan, as Clayton had quickly seen, was that girls who become anorexic are not so very anxious to eat. They need a reason to do so, and someone to sit with them through the ordeal of eating. Which was why Josh had agreed to allow Maia's visits only if he heard from Clayton, in messages conveyed via the prison warden's office, that she was eating. And it was also how Millie came to be Maia's eating companion, a job now partly taken over by Leigh.

He learned all of these things in bits and pieces and from sources both obvious—Janet and Millie—and less obvious—Franklin and Kevin Staines. Based on what Kevin said about Maia, Leigh had the impression that she was not too popular at school. This made his opinion of Millie, already high, go up. Good for her that she adored the girl she liked best instead of the one whom everybody else liked.

In his car, he gleaned a detail or two from Maia herself, although she mostly didn't like to talk about how odd she was. She didn't have any embarrassment about people noticing that she couldn't, for example, open a door unless she placed a tissue or the hem of her skirt between the handle and her hand. But she didn't, understandably, volunteer what a huge head case she was.

She provided information when Leigh asked directly about her germ phobia or food issues. The not eating had started innocently enough when she'd joined her mother on a low-carbohydrate diet, and the germ fear was from watching Josh's house be searched by the D.A.'s office. At first, Leigh assumed that her wearing socks no matter how hot it was had to do with germs. She said her feet got cold easily, and she had a vast collection of socks.

They were either smooth with a pattern (trees, paisleys, triangles, happy faces) or solid colored and ribbed. She folded them over three times until they were ankle length. When Leigh asked why she didn't wear tights or something like that in the winter, her answer had nothing to do with germs.

"I don't like clothes to touch my skin," she said, and he refrained from pointing out that socks did, in fact, touch her skin.

Often, Maia made no sense about what she did, but Leigh could tell she believed in her own logic.

He mostly didn't care, because being in the car with Maia was like living in a separate universe. Even when Millie came along, happily buckled into the back seat, it seemed as if a rare and precious privacy existed between him and Maia Morland. He was, in a clear and concise way, devoid of all of his usual doubts and hesitations, both nicer and smarter. He felt more interesting and less judgmental.

He did sometimes wonder, though, about her mother. By all accounts, Esme Green (her maiden name—she'd dropped Morland two marriages ago) was a charming and delightful person who was simply surprised beyond description that her daughter had become too thin.

"She hadn't known there could be such a thing," Maia said once, but her voice was kind and full of gentle amusement.

"I think she's had a hard life," Janet said. "Her parents are dead, and Maia's father left her without a dime."

Leigh didn't think this was quite true, as Maia had mentioned that until her mother married Josh, Ned Morland had sent money.

"But never a letter or anything, except on my birthday," she said. "I have sixteen postcards from him. They all say Hey, baby doll, have a great year, with love from your father."

Leigh had the impression, although he wasn't sure, that Ned Morland had stopped sending money because Josh had requested to take over all financial responsibility for Maia.

"He was thinking of adopting me, I know," she said once when talking about Josh. "I was in fifth grade, but then he started getting investigated and there was the trial and, you know, he and Mom kind of went ... It didn't work out."

Leigh had not shared Millie's reluctance to Google Josh Pierce, but doing so hadn't told him much. Josh had apparently pioneered a tactic in mutual fund investments called market timing. As far as Leigh could understand (and it was not far), this was illegal, but allowed. It made certain people very rich, but it made others incapable of gaining on their investments. Josh had refused to cut a deal with the Justice Department and was now at a federal prison in Cumberland, Maryland, about two and a half hours from Calvert Park.

Josh's office, which continued working in his absence—making Leigh think of an elevator that no one ever used—paid a car service to pick Maia up, drive her to the prison, wait, and then drive her home. Millie said that Maia was often miserable on the way back from the prison.

"She says she feels like she's leaving behind the one person in the world who loves her."

Millie's pronouncements of what Maia said or did were no longer amusing bits of evidence that his sister viewed her friend as a goddess. Instead, they gave Leigh information that he was starting to need. He knew, in a hazy way, that he was becoming a little too interested in Maia Morland. It appalled him that in his phone conversations with Astra he was talking around what was preoccupying both his thoughts and his time: a strange girl who had to be coaxed into eating and who had a fierce attachment to a man in prison.

So he started looking for a job, wondering if he simply needed to be distracted from thinking too much about Maia.

Plus, Leigh needed money, as his savings had been completely wiped out by the car. He knew he had too much time and not enough to do, because he'd started using Clayton's digital camera to make stupid little movies of Millie reading romance novels or Maia weeding. Maia had an immense flower garden that she took care of as if it were a child, and he liked to zoom in on her pulling out weeds or raking smooth any disturbances in the mulch.

She allowed him to film her as long as he kept most of her body out of the shots. She told him she didn't want to see what she looked like, so he filmed her hands, her hair, and the flower beds. Millie let him film whatever he wanted, mostly because she hardly paid attention to what he was doing with the camera.

He needed a job both to earn money and to keep busy. One of Millie's friends worked in the Calvert Park tennis club and said he'd be glad to help Leigh.

"Preston Gavenlock is great," Millie said, hunched over her computer as she and the great Preston Gavenlock e-mailed back and forth about getting Leigh a job. "He'll be a senior, too."

"Do you only have friends who are older than you?" Leigh asked her, and Millie turned around to study her brother.

"I admire people who deserve it," Millie said briskly. "That usually means they're older and they never mind my age. Daddy always said he never met a teenager who didn't need a fan."

"He was right," Leigh said, kissing the top of Millie's head.


~~~


Preston Gavenlock turned out to be almost exactly Leigh's height and weight. He picked Millie up as if she were five, saying, "Look at you, kid."

"I teach tennis three mornings a week, and bus tables almost every night," Preston told Leigh. "They aren't the jobs that colleges love, but the money is good, and I'm saving for a car."

"Preston smashed the one his dad gave him in May," Millie said.

"Hey, I thought we agreed that the fence jumped into the middle of the road and ran into that other car," Preston said. "Don't make me look bad in front of your brother."

"Right, I forgot," Millie said, and Leigh made a mental note to never let her into any car that this boy was driving.

Through Preston's connections at the club, Leigh was hired to bus tables, which was not the most thrilling job in the world, and which would not improve his value as a college applicant, but it was good to be busy.

He liked how when they counted out tips he was able to judge his own worth at the end of a shift.

It meant he missed dinner at home three or four nights a week, and to make it up to Maia, who was still eating at his house, Leigh offered to drive her to the prison. He thought that maybe it would be nicer for her if she went, as he put it, with a friend instead of a stranger.

"I think it would," she said, "but you'll be awfully bored."

"It's just a two-hour ride," he said. "And you're not boring."

"No, I mean during the visit. You know, you can't come in. And even if Josh only lets me stay an hour, the whole going-in-and-doing-the-paperwork and all, it can take two hours."

"I'll read," Leigh said. "It's okay."

Calvert Park Prep, just like his old school, had rather elaborate and unrealistic ideas about how students should spend their summer break. Lists had been compiled of specialized camps, SAT tutors, and college essay writing workshops. Reading lists were sent out—one for each grade—and Leigh's sat on his desk next to a stack of untouched books.

Although aware of how important it was to make a good impression on all those people who were lined up to judge him as college drew near, Leigh found it impossible to take seriously the idea of summer homework. But he could certainly read in his car while Maia Morland visited her reason for eating.



chapter eleven

prison

Leigh picked Maia up at eight on a Saturday morning, and she kept him entertained by going over the ridiculous list of what was and was not allowed in the visiting room (three diapers, but no diaper bags).

"He misses cigars, but no one can smoke," she said. "I can't even bring him food."

"Are they nice to you?" Leigh asked, meaning the guards.

"They mostly just seem glad that I don't hate them," she said. "And now that I'm sixteen, I'm less work."

She used to need the driver to go into the prison with her because she had been a minor, requiring an escort and extra paperwork.

The prison looked like an old factory or a huge hospital in the middle of a field, and there was nothing terribly dramatic about the visitors' parking lot. Maia said that the out-of-doors exercise facility was in the center of the compound so that no one could see when, exactly, the inmates were allowed out.

"Josh always says that the sky is enough," she told Leigh as she got out of the car.

It was ten-thirty.

"I should be done by, well, I want to say noon, but one is more like it."

"I'll wait," he said.

"You could find a Starbucks or something," she said. "I think downtown Cumberland is not too far away."

"Go," Leigh said, not particularly loving the idea of her waiting around a prison parking lot.

She couldn't take her cell phone in because it would mean leaving it at the control desk, and she didn't like to think of it sitting in a box collecting germs from the phones and diaper bags of other visitors.

The diaper regulation took on new meaning as he watched the number of women with babies and small children get out of cars or off buses. He tried to read his book or listen to the radio (he kept the car running, even though it meant burning through gas, because it was too hot without the AC). He didn't think it was polite to study other people whose misfortune had brought them to a prison during visiting hours, but he saw enough. Everyone looked tired, as if no amount of money or time could ease their exhaustion. Even the kids seemed subdued, maybe by the sun's bright glare, but maybe from recalling a previous visit.

Hard to say. Or imagine. Leigh sent a silent prayer to the God he was fairly certain didn't exist, thanking Him or Her for the simple fact that his parents were not in prison.

It was about twenty to one when Maia came back to the car. He got out and opened the door for her, something that felt unnatural, as if he were doing something he'd seen in a movie, but it also felt ... proper.

She was quiet, only asking if he could turn the radio off and mentioning that it was stupidly hot out and why didn't they live in New Hampshire. Or Canada. Or anyplace cool.

Leigh, who had lived through one entire August without air conditioning (the wiring in his and Lillian's apartment had fried and there had been enough money to fix it but not enough to replace the window units), didn't say anything. He hated the heat, too, but he thought maybe Maia had something else on her mind. They stopped for lunch and he had the satisfaction of watching her eat a cheeseburger, although he was on his own when it came to the fries. She drank a Diet Coke, but he put that down to her being a girl, not just a girl who was crazy on the topic of eating. None of Leigh's friends on the soccer team drank Coke, and most of them were careful about how they ate, claiming that this or that made them slow.

Back in the car, Leigh told her she could put her seat back if she wanted to sleep.

"No, I'm not tired," she said.

He tried talking to her about Millie's reading list, which was the only school list Leigh was willing to follow. Millie, who was normally a straight-A student, had recently reported that she couldn't concentrate when trying to read any of the books the school had "suggested."

"It's like my brain is a slug," she said.

"It's too many romance novels," Janet said, but she didn't have the heart to ban them, because, as she told Leigh, she thought "escapist reading" was of special comfort to Millie just now.

Hoping, once again, to find himself useful, Leigh said he'd read with her and picked a book from her list that he'd already read: The Bridge of San Luis Rey. Janet said she'd read To Kill a Mockingbird with Millie, although Leigh thought they should let her just watch the movie, and Maia volunteered to reread A Tree Grows in Brooklyn.

So far, only the three of them were doing the reading, with Millie feigning interest in their thoughts and comments. Leigh talked to Maia about the Thornton Wilder book, how it seemed different to him now, overly obvious in its concerns with happiness and misery.

Silence.

He asked about A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, wanting to tell her about an e-mail from Lillian in which she had gone on at some length about her memory of the book, how she had always meant to read it again, hoped Millie would love it, and thought Maia sounded like an admirable person.

"Are you liking it?" he asked. "It looks pretty long."

"It is," she said.

"But good, right?"

"It's—I ... yes."

She made a muffled sound like a choke, enough for him to take his eyes off the road for a second (only a second, for during their lessons Clayton had hounded him about how dangerous and stupid it was to look at anyone in the car, and to only look ahead). Maia had her fist pressed against her teeth, her lips compressed around her fingers. He knew she wasn't sick, only sad.

"You can cry—it's allowed in the car. Only muddy shoes are banned."

"No," she said. "No."

He didn't say anything further, as he also didn't like to cry in front of other people. He didn't like to cry, period, but definitely not in public. They drove the rest of the way in silence until he pulled into the driveway of the huge house where Maia lived.

Leigh had yet to meet Esme Green, but Charles Rhoem seemed nice enough, and could be seen through one of the large bay windows as he moved slowly around the kitchen.

"I'll go in there," Maia said, "and Charles will ask me if I've eaten, and, so, today, I'll say yes."

She was zipping up her bag while stuffing her phone and a pack of tissues into it.

"And then, since he won't have to sit with me while I eat, he'll say, 'Your mother's out back,' meaning that I should go say hello. So I'll go out back and she'll say, 'How was it?' and I'll say, 'Fine,' or, 'Josh says hello,' or whatever, and she'll nod."

Maia's voice, although calm and even, was the saddest thing Leigh had ever heard. It was sadder than this violin concerto his mother listened to when she was depressed, and sadder than the sound of Millie and Janet crying during the days right after Seth died.

"Then I'll go up to my room and read or e-mail until about six, when I'll go outside and water the plants. Charles and Mom will have cocktails on the porch, and I'll sit with them until they go out, and then I'll walk over to your house for dinner."

Leigh wanted to interrupt, to pull her back from describing a life totally devoid of detail or texture or color. He wanted to remind her that her coming for dinner still meant the world to Millie. That he himself loved the nights when he was home and she was there. That when she walked into Clayton's house, it snapped to attention. That Maia's craziness gave them all a vacation from their own fears and worries. There was no way to say this, however. Even someone good at saying what he meant would never be able to explain it in a way that didn't make Maia Morland feel worse.

So he kept his mouth shut and let her keep talking in the flat, sad voice.

"By the time I go to bed, it'll be as if I never saw Josh at all. I'll wake up tomorrow and it'll start all over again."

"What will?" he asked, imagining himself able to stop it, whatever it was.

"My pathetic life," she said, impatiently, anger lurking along the edges of those three words. "It's ridiculous—I'm ridiculous."

"No, no, you're not," he said. "You're just thin."

"You think that's it?" she asked him, pushing up the sleeves of her dress. "The food is the least of it."

She thrust an elbow before his eyes. He saw marks on her pale skin other than the blue pathways of her veins. The small, circular burn scars were impossible to understand—impossible even to see—until she said, "This is what I used to do. This is what worked—this is what I spend six days a week not doing."

Leigh looked at her arm, not wanting to imagine, not wanting to think about Maia holding a lit cigarette (for what else would leave this round, bumpy shape?) against her own skin. Guided by impulses and feelings that he would later describe to himself as instinct, he brought her arm to his lips and, very gently, kissed each of the nine little scars.

He felt more than heard Maia's sharp intake of breath. It was not so far away from how Janet used to kiss Millie's cut knees, murmuring All better. The glaring difference being that Leigh, inhaling the smell of Maia's skin, feeling her pulse against his mouth, was, as his body immediately told him, almost unbearably turned on. Although, oddly, given his experience with this state, his excitement seemed to hover at a distance, allowing him room to think.

"Don't ever do that again," he said, releasing her arm and putting both of his around her.

It was not, given the obstacles of stick shift and seat belt buckles, the most comfortable position for either of them, and he let her go, saying, "Ever."

Maia nodded. "Okay."

As whispered replies went, it was neither convincing nor reassuring. But as he watched her get out of the car, he was silent, and at a total loss as to how to extract such a promise from her.



chapter twelve

organized by color

During dinner that night, each of them tried to behave as if nothing had happened. Leigh, who had gone straight to the tennis club's pool and swum a mile, was as tired and starved as if he had gone twice that far. While Janet was fixing up grilled chicken, salad, and rice with cashews, Leigh ate two turkey sandwiches and half a box of cookies.

"I'm starving," he said when she smacked his hand away from sneaking a pepper out of the salad bowl.

"You can wait five minutes," Janet said.

He went out to the sun porch and sat with Clayton, who was watching the news, something Leigh had mostly stopped doing. One of the weekend anchors, whom he didn't recognize, reported that U.S. casualties had reached two hundred and fifty-five. Clayton said he wondered when anyone would begin to count Iraqi casualties. Leigh, trying not to think about two hundred and fifty-five funerals, immediately felt as if his life—his overfed, gas-guzzling life—was absurd.

At dinner, he matched Maia bite for bite, despising himself for never before having wondered why she always wore long sleeves. He was already angry at himself for being ravenous and blissfully untouched by a war he hadn't had the decency to understand well enough to either approve or condemn. Couldn't he at least take notice of what was going on right in front of him? Millie asked him if he would take her to the movies tomorrow, and he reminded her he had to work, which he felt bad about, but maybe not as much as he should.

Which contributed more to his foul temper. For God's sake—he was here only for Millie's benefit. What had he done with her other than fail to get Bubbles to do anything other than obey the sit command? The very least he could do was take his sister wherever she wanted.

"I'll take you," Maia said. "Maybe Franklin would like to go, and then we could all get a ride from Kevin."

Leigh, recalling some of the things Kevin had said about Maia, hated this suggestion but said nothing. He ate strawberries with ice cream because he was now in the habit of eating a portion of everything Janet put in front of Maia. He felt a little sick, furious at himself for reasons he couldn't quite make out, and anxious to drive his crazy girlfriend home.

A thought so badly worded that he had to excuse himself from the table. Leigh went into the kitchen and stuck his head under the faucet, letting cold water pour across his neck. She was not his girlfriend. He had one, although trying to conjure up Astra at this minute was difficult. Unwillingly, he thought of all the romance novels he'd been forced to read earlier in the summer.

He remembered how he'd half listened to the girls talk about the "right" way for a hero to behave. Obviously, the men under discussion bore no resemblance to real people. But the conversation about them had held an immutable truth: Just as there was a way for men to behave in romances, there was a less absurd but as important way to treat women in real life. One thing romance heroes had in common with normal men was that neither cheated on their girlfriends.

Then Leigh snapped out of it, asking himself: A romance novel? You're thinking of your failings in terms of a romance novel? Why not worry about the implications of not having to go to Iraq? If he was going to judge his own behavior, Leigh thought he should use a reality-based standard.

He threw some more water on his face, counted backwards from thirty-three in French, told himself he was calm, and returned to the dining room in time to help clear.

"No, don't, just sit down," Janet said, as he reached for the empty chicken platter. "You deal with enough dishes at work. Millie, you could start helping around the house."

Clayton sat at the table long enough to ask Maia how Josh was. ("Fine," she said. "Thank you.") He then excused himself, and Leigh knew his father would spend the rest of the night at his desk. He felt like hitting something, and wondered why no one had figured out a way to have a fistfight alone. You could have a type of sex alone—why not a fight? Should he get a punching bag? Would that erase his need to hit something?

Probably no more than what he did in the shower erased any of his other desires.

How many more years until he was Pete's age? Could he live the thirty-five years he was sure it would take before he stopped thinking about sex to such an extent? Then he remembered how in the car, when holding Maia, he'd been able to think beyond his desire.

He looked up at her and smiled. He was about to tell her that it had been nice, that he had liked driving her to Cumberland and back, but she spoke first.

"I shouldn't have showed you my arms," she said. "I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking..."

"No, no," he said, more loudly than he needed to, and Maia, in a panic, looked toward the kitchen, where Janet and Millie were doing dishes.

He lowered his voice, saying, "Maia, I should be sorry. I had no idea, and I—"

"It's called SI—self-injury," she said. "It's gross, I know."

Well, she had him there. Burning yourself with a cigarette was gross. It was also disturbing and—there was no getting around it—kind of fascinating. Why would anyone do it? Nine scars. Did she make them all at once one afternoon? Or over nine days in a row? How would you come up with such an idea?

"I don't want you to think of me like that," she said.

"I don't," he said. "I'd never think of you as gross, not even if you showed me a hundred scars."

"I used to cut the bottoms of my feet," she said. "I have twenty-seven little scars on them."

Well, that explained the socks in ninety-degree weather. Her feet didn't get cold; they held private information.

"You're not gross," he said, feeling sick, but also consumed with the desire to see. "You're just really strange."

She started to laugh, asking, "Really, really hugely strange or just, you know, strange?"

"I like strange," he said.

Leigh knew his words held more importance than their actual meaning, and he was grateful that she looked away first, making it easier to study his hands. The air in the dining room—previously just air—became eerily still. As if it were growing thick with all of his longings, shortcomings, dreams, and frustrations.

"I like really, really hugely strange," he added, hoping to bring her laugh back, as maybe that would make it easier for them to look at each other.

But, when she looked up, she smiled only slightly and said, "Lucky for you, then."

He nodded, enjoying the way her eyes and hair seemed to match the dining room's dark wood and its brass light fixtures.

"Lucky for me," he said.


~~~


He found some old athletic tape in one of his drawers, wrapped up his foot, and started running again. When the tape didn't erase all the pain, he asked Janet to help him find an orthopedist, made an appointment, and got a cortisone shot. That eased Leigh's discomfort somewhat, although the doctor did tell him to go slowly and to return for a follow-up visit in a month.

Leigh ran two or three miles before he swam. He did this every day, even though it meant he fell into bed as if he were dying on the nights he worked. It didn't matter. When he was awake, he was a hundred and sixty-seven pounds of twitchy energy. Every inch of him felt braced for something, as if his body, along with the country, had been put on Code Orange and was waiting to hear that it should move immediately to red.


~~~


On the following Saturday, Leigh drove Maia to the prison and then, without either of them planning it, he began to pick her up at the Metro and drive her (along with her bike, which was how she got to the Metro in the mornings) back to her house. Around Maia, he was calm. One afternoon, he fell asleep on the floor of her room, waking up with only seven minutes to get to work.

When he wasn't due at his job, he helped her in the garden, reasoning that it was just too hot for her to lug around a hose, a rake, and a bag of topsoil. If he could save her from burning calories needlessly, her eating could become less important. So he followed her around, pulling up weeds and clearing away debris.

"If everything grew the way the weeds do, I'd have an amazing garden," she said, sadly cutting back a bush that had failed to bloom.

Maia had started out knowing nothing except that she wanted to see pretty things in the morning. When she'd bought plants, she'd put them in the ground organized by color instead of by what needed shade or light. A lot of things died, and she moved others, but the basic scheme remained of orange flowers in one area, purple in another, and white around the base of all the trees.

"It looks pretty amazing now," he said. "My mom would love it."

The previous summer, Lillian and Pete had gone on a garden tour around the lake district in England.

"Well my mom's just happy that her shrink had one good idea," Maia said. "He was the one who said I should have a hobby. He told me to plant things, and so I did."

"Your mother sees a psychiatrist?"

"Oh, yeah," Maia said. "And until Josh started paying for me to see one, I saw my mother's."

"You see a psychiatrist," Leigh said, thinking that made more sense, and glad someone had thought of it.

Astra had seen one right after her parents got divorced because, as she put it, she "had a lot of rage." A boy Leigh knew from the soccer team still saw one because his father was worried about the way he choked under pressure, failing tests for which he had studied countless hours.

"The guy thinks I have misplaced perfectionism," the boy had told Leigh. "It costs my father a hundred and fifty dollars an hour to know that. I think it makes him feel better to have a name."

"The shrink's how I found out about self-injury," Maia said. "I have SI, anorexia, acute anxiety, and other stuff. Doesn't that fit your vision of me as strange?"

Leigh had already looked up fear of germs, self-inflected burn marks, and anorexia. He didn't think "strange" quite captured Maia, but, thanks to her, he'd now read more than he'd wanted to about what one website called pathologies of stress management.

"Lots of people see psychiatrists," he said. "The only strange part is yours telling you to have a garden. I thought they were just supposed to listen to your problems."

Or put you on medication. Pete had been on Paxil for about a year after his wife moved out. Leigh couldn't remember how he knew that; maybe Lillian or Kathleen had mentioned it.

"Well, this one thought a garden would get me out of bed and make me less self-involved," Maia said. "Although, Mom says it's made me a self-involved gardener."

The sight of Maia with the sun glittering against her hair flooded him with familiar yet entirely unwelcome feelings of pleasure. His head ached with trying to figure out how to act on what his body so clearly knew.


~~~


He called Astra that night "to see how she was." In reality, he was hoping that talking to her would knock some sense into him. Astra Grein was the girl everybody wanted. The one who would be done with all her college applications by Thanksgiving. The one who ate when she was hungry and had to see a shrink because her parents got divorced, not because she burned and cut herself.

Maybe Leigh didn't love her, but he liked her. A lot. She mattered to him.

"No, no, everything's fine," Astra said, in response to his repeated Are you sure you're okay? questions. "Why do you keep asking me that?"

"Because you sound tired," Leigh said, "and you are never tired."

"You know, I'm swimming every day, swimming a lot," Astra said. "There's a lake here and it's freezing cold. And I swim ... like, I don't know, maybe an hour every day. Just me and the lake. I love it. But it does make me tired."

Leigh thought about telling her of the club pool and what it was like to do laps there. How he had to swim in the same lane as the older women using kickboards and men who got offended as he sped past them. But he'd already mentioned that he was running again, and he didn't want her asking why he was doing both, since he was afraid it might be to make his body stop thinking about Maia Morland.

"Listen, I should go," Astra said. "One of the French daughters needs to use the phone."

She never used the names, referring to them only as the French daughters.

"Do you want me to call back?" Leigh asked her.

"No," Astra said. "There's like no privacy here. We should e-mail."

"E-mail?" he asked. "What happened to that not being 'an appropriate form of communication for romance'?"

It occurred to him that she might be trying to break up, a thought that brought Leigh so much relief, he was appalled and frightened by how little he understood himself. He could remember with tangible clarity when he'd wanted nothing more than for her to smile at him. When he'd believed that sleeping with her was the only gift the world had to offer. How on earth had he moved so far away from that?

"God, I did say that, didn't I?" she asked, laughing. "Well, I was wrong. E-mail me. Knowing that you want to be in touch is just about the only good thing going on right now."

Okay, so breaking up was out.

"Astra, what's happening up there?"

"It's nothing," she said. "It's just my dad being my dad, except now it's all in French."

Leigh tried to keep Astra on the phone so that he could improve her mood, but she said she really had to go, she missed him, he should have a great day.

And the awful thing was, he probably would. Awful not because there was anything wrong with great days, but because of the thing that would make it great. Namely, picking Maia up at the Metro and spending half an hour with her before he went to work. Although, he couldn't yet admit that that was how he defined great.

What he allowed himself to notice was that he and Millie had finally figured out a way to make Bubbles not only stay but sit up and beg. This was not a trick Janet appreciated, since Bubbles now did it every time anyone in the family sat down to eat, but it made Millie's grin as wide as it had been before her father died.



chapter thirteen

just because

One night toward the end of August, Leigh found Maia waiting for him in the club parking lot. She looked a little like a ghost, in a long-sleeved white dress, leaning against his car. A pretty ghost, he thought, as he got closer. He almost said it, You look pretty, as he had been thinking it enough lately, but he hesitated. It was one thing to call her strange, quite another to say pretty.

"Hey," she said, interrupting his rather pointless thoughts on appropriate adjectives for a girl he'd rather not like quite this much.

Two of the other guys on the waitstaff said Night, see you and Good shift before heading off to their cars. Preston, who had worked the same section with Leigh, stopped to say hello to Maia. She asked how his tennis was, and if he had a new car yet.

"No," Preston said. "Still driving my mom's van."

"It's not so bad," Leigh said, hearing the disgust in Preston's voice.

"It'll have to do," he said. "See you guys."

He seemed to take it for granted that Maia was there because of Leigh.

"Did you bike here?" he asked her, watching Preston drive off in his mother's huge van.

"I couldn't sleep," she said. "I walked." "You walked?

That's like five miles."

 "I know," she said. "So I'm sort of hoping for a ride home."

"Yeah, no, of course," he said, opening the car door and watching her get in. "It's just, five miles at midnight?"

"Well, it was eleven-ten when I started, and if you take a shortcut through the golf course it's only like three and a quarter miles."

"Maia, something could happen to you," he said, still standing on the passenger side, looking down at her. "You can't go walking by yourself in the middle of the woods."

She laughed, made a comment about how Calvert Park was not New York City, she was perfectly safe here, and was he going to get in?

But he stood there, suddenly aware of what was making him twitchy in spite of all the running and pool time. When he was around her, he had solid proof that she was safe from burns, cuts, and skipped meals. Out of his sight, who knew what was happening? She might, for example, get it into her head to go for a walk in the dark and get hit by a car. Or be attacked by a rapist on his way to the city. It sounded absurd, even to Leigh, but it was possible.

"Yes, I'm getting in," he said, walking around to his side of the car.

For whatever reasons, seeing Maia safe was the one thing that gave him a clear sense of why the world mattered. It was that one thing that brought his body down from Code Orange to normal. He may have, as he was to realize some four years later, already stepped off his road, but he didn't know it yet. Maia's safety, or, if he were honest about it, Maia herself, made Leigh feel normal. The irony of finding this state in the company of a girl who cut and starved herself was not lost on him.

"Just promise me that the next time you can't sleep, you'll call me," he said, looking at her briefly before starting the engine. "I'll come and get you, okay?"

"Okay," she said. "I promise."

"Thank you."

"You're sweet," she said. "I wish I'd known a boy like you years ago."

Astra had once called him sweet and been baffled that he didn't take it as a compliment. So he didn't say anything now, and refused to let himself wonder why she'd have wanted to know a boy like him years ago.

"Why do you wear an earring?" Maia asked, leaving the dreaded word behind, her fingers lightly brushing against the small silver hoop in his right ear.

Leigh usually said he'd gotten it to piss off Clayton, and that his father, after taking five months to notice it, had said, only, Interesting. The truth was he'd been talked into it by his boss at the gallery where he'd been an intern. Already that summer, two of the women he worked with, Wendy and Alice, had kept him from getting a haircut by telling him it didn't matter that it hung in his face, scratching his eyes—its length made him way cuter. They'd also said that he dressed like a hopeless straight boy, but he just couldn't find that a problem.

His boss, Marcus Fields, and only about ten years older than Leigh, was dating a woman who was heart-stoppingly beautiful in spite of having short, spiky hair and breasts so small that she was almost totally flat-chested. Marcus had once told Leigh that a woman could be like a painting. You didn't want to lose your heart to anything obvious (like a Monet, or a blonde), he said. Instead, you could (and should) take the time to learn what really moved you—it didn't have to be her breasts or the size of her ass.

Leigh thought Marcus was kind of pretentious and probably a jerk, but he appreciated being talked to like someone other than a deranged, sex-obsessed teenaged freak. Alice and Wendy wanted to get his ear pierced as a goodbye present, but Leigh told them no until Marcus said, "You should. It will redeem you from looking like a perpetual jock."

This was pretty funny since it was Marcus who had dragged fifteen-year-old Leigh to a truly disgusting gym with a boxing ring in the middle of it, and weights piled up like so much dirty laundry.

"You've got to be able to support your height," Marcus had said, showing him all of the different ways weights could be used to turn a skinny kid into a kid who might be able to knock someone out.

Still the word redeem made getting his ear pierced sound like a bit of vital business, and that was why Leigh allowed himself to be dragged to a tiny shop on West Eighth Street. He watched as Wendy and Alice picked out a silver hoop, and then paid a man with tattoos all over his arms to punch a hole through Leigh's ear.

Oddly, this was the version he gave Maia. The true one, not the one about wanting to annoy Clayton.

"Did you have a crush on them?" Maia asked.

"You mean Wendy or Alice?" Leigh asked. "No, but I had a pretty big crush on Marcus's girlfriend."

"Guys who get their ears pierced are usually the biggest jerks," Maia said.

"Or gay," Leigh said, remembering Marcus's order (which now seemed ridiculous and outdated) to get the left ear pierced, not the right. "I mean, as long as we're dealing in stereotypes."

It occurred to him that he had not asked her why she couldn't sleep, and he turned slowly onto Maia's street, not wanting her to leave the car. When he pulled into the driveway he would kiss her. Leigh had almost done it half a dozen times before but had been unable to get past her claim of having kissed enough boys. That and his sense that it was wrong to press an advantage. That you shouldn't kiss a girl you were helping to eat or picking up from the station. That when doing a favor for someone, you shouldn't ask for much in return.

But tonight was different. Tonight she had come looking for him and tonight Leigh would kiss her. He snapped out of this happy conviction in time to hear her say, "No gay man I've ever known has had a pierced ear. And, anyway, I knew you weren't gay even before I'd met you, because Millie never shut up about you and Astra."

And there went his kiss; this time not sucked away by Leigh's appalling lack of nerve but by Astra's long shadow. Maia asked him to park on the street, not the driveway.

"I don't want the car to wake up Charles," Maia said. "He's a light sleeper."

"I have to break up with her," Leigh said, determined to have something happen, even if it wasn't what he would have chosen. "I know that. And I would have—"

"Don't," Maia said. "You don't have to explain. It's none of my—"

"Let me finish," he said. "Please."

"Okay, sorry."

"I don't want to break up with her by e-mail or over the phone," he said. "That's..."

"Rude," Maia said. "Very rude."

He had been thinking spineless and weak, but rude would do.

"I understand," she said. "I really do. But don't do anything on my account."

"It wouldn't be because of—on your account," Leigh said. "I have to break up with her because of her."

That was so far from what he felt or had meant to say that Leigh wondered why he ever bothered to speak. He knew there was more to his reluctance than Astra's having a bad summer and claiming to love his e-mails. Leigh couldn't find words for what that more was, although it felt like if he closed something, something else might be forced open.

"Well, it's been helpful that you haven't," Maia said. "I've been waiting for you to get demanding—like I owe you, and so I've been holding what I know about Astra for that moment."

"Owe me what?" Leigh asked, still rattled by the gap between his thoughts and words.

Maia looked at him, her eyes asking, Do you really need me to spell it out?

Ah, no. He didn't. But he was disgusted she could think such a thing of him. What were all those boys like—the enough ones whom she had kissed—that she could believe Leigh would ever suggest she owed him sex in exchange for a car ride?

"Don't get all offended," she said. "In my experience guys want things, and I don't do that now."

He was quiet, trying to decipher what she was really saying without letting his own thoughts, questions, and fears shut down his ability to think.

"Anymore, that is," she said.

She hadn't just kissed enough boys. She'd been one of those girls. Those girls who slept with boys just because. There were two or three of them at his school, and until this moment, Leigh had never really thought about them, except to notice they were both popular and unpopular. The funny thing about how they were treated was that they gave away the one thing every boy in the school wanted. But no one ever thanked them for it.

Which wasn't that surprising, as one of the things Leigh most admired in Astra was how closely she had guarded her body before letting him near it. He remembered that Elise Welsh, who had gone to rehab in order to eat, had had an older sister rumored to have slept with half the senior class. Leigh couldn't remember anything else about her, not even her name.

"It was the first promise I had to make to my shrink, even more than the eating," Maia said. "Because they don't want to set you up to fail with food promises."

She was chewing absentmindedly on the cuticle of her left thumb, and, as he had done several times before, he moved her hand away from her mouth. She had told both him and Millie to help her break the habit. Leigh, who chewed on the inside of his mouth when he was nervous, always felt a little hypocritical when doing this, but she had asked.

"I actually had to sign a piece of paper that I wouldn't act out sexually," Maia said, with a laugh. "Like a contract. I mean, you'd think it was worse than burning yourself."

It occurred to him that she brought up her scars whenever she thought they were getting too close. That she used them as a way of keeping him from ever wanting to touch her. Was she afraid of him—of them together—turning into one of those experiences that had been, for her, really bad?

He thought he understood now what Astra had meant when she'd told him that she was afraid of sleeping with someone who might be mean to her. At the time, Leigh had thought Astra simply didn't realize how unbelievably grateful anyone would be just to have a chance with her.

"Maia," he said, to keep his silence from growing into anything she might take the wrong way.

"It's okay, it really is," she said. "You've been so great. And I know you like me as much as you can."

That he liked her far more than he should was closer to the truth, and the first clear thought Leigh had had since Astra's name had been mentioned.

"Anyway, I want you to know that you're more important to me than any of those other times," she said. "That's really why I came out tonight. I wanted to tell you thanks. For making that possible."

He wouldn't, he swore to himself, say anything like You're welcome. He was incapable of speaking anyway.

"You've been better than a garden," she said, getting out of the car.

He watched her walk into the house, just as he had back in March when he'd walked her home. Only this time he knew that the something else he wanted to say—We could do this, or, You matter to me—hadn't found words either of them could believe.



chapter fourteen

the club

Pete Tahoe had indeed asked Lillian to live with him, and she, after asking for a month to think it over, said yes. She did not talk to Leigh before making her decision because, as she wrote in an e-mail, A child should never be put in the position of having to grant or deny permission for his mother's happiness.

Leigh was as irritated at her use of the word child, as he was grateful to Pete for making his mother happy. Lillian said that she would sublet the apartment for a year, just in case. Pete had offered to put all of Leigh's things (books he'd left behind, soccer trophies, bed, and shelves) into a spare room at the house in Maine.

Lillian moved up to Maine in the middle of August. She wanted Leigh to come to New York on the Thursday before Labor Day so they could load up Pete's Jeep and drive to Maine. The people she was subletting the apartment to were moving in on Labor Day itself. Everything needed to be cleared out by then.

Pete offered to pay for Leigh's airline ticket back down to Maryland, but Clayton chose to get very offended at the idea.

After listening to his parents try to hammer out travel plans, Leigh announced that he would drive himself to New York, leave the car in a garage there, drive to Maine in the Jeep with Lillian and Pete, and then pay his own way back from Maine to New York. This idea only succeeded in uniting Lillian and Clayton, who were dead set against it, saying he didn't have enough driving experience.

"I'm not asking you," Leigh told Clayton. "I'm telling you, so you and Mom can stop trying to arrange things as if I were five."

"No one thinks you're five," Clayton said. "And while you are clearly a good driver and a very responsible person, your mother and I think you shouldn't make your first long trip alone."

"Driving to New York takes only two more hours than driving to the prison," Leigh said, refusing to agree with his parents just because of a few compliments.

"We'd really rather you didn't," Clayton said.

"So noted," Leigh said.

He actually didn't think his parents were being all that horrible. He should just let them split the plane fare, but he couldn't bring himself to be that reasonable. His head ached, and while he wanted to put it down to the glare of the sun, or Millie's incessant playing of the song she had on repeat ("Something is wrong here/I don't belong here"), he suspected he was just furious. For the sake of it.


~~~


It was good to be home, however briefly. The air was hot, wet, and heavy, just like in Calvert Park, but here, with the swollen asphalt and soaring concrete buildings, it seemed more fitting. He plastered over the holes in the apartment walls left by picture hooks and nails. The almost-empty rooms were small and probably ugly, but it was the one physical place he loved most in the world.

On the drive up to Maine, Leigh had a hideous case of car envy. The Jeep, unlike his Camry, did not deliver every bump and jostle of the road right into your bones. It was a perfect ride, and he wondered if he should make some decisions about his future based on money. Perhaps it would be smart to go to law school like his father had. Money would lead to things like Jeeps, and away from things like shabby apartments, which no matter how well loved, were still small and ugly.

Leigh knew now that his desire for wealth back then had simply been a wish to have a clear idea—any idea—of what his future might bring. But as the car crossed into Maine he'd been aware only that entirely too much loomed before him like buildings shrouded in fog.

In fact, Pete's house, which Leigh had found so amazing in May, struck him that weekend as a symbol of all the things he might never achieve. Lillian commented several times that Leigh seemed out of sorts. She wanted to know if things were going badly with Clayton.

"Your father can be unbelievably clueless," she said.

"Except when he's not," Leigh said, thinking of Clayton's finding the way to get Maia to eat.

"Yes," Lillian said, that one word filled with doubt.

"Dad's fine," Leigh said.

"Well, I do think he has your best interests at heart," she said, "but you seem ... not yourself, exactly."

"I'm the same as ever," he told her, not thinking that was so great, but not wanting to have changed either.

"No," Lillian said. "You're different. Not you, but—"

"Jesus, let it go."

And he stomped off to one of the house's three porches to finish the book on Millie's summer list. He really needed to be reading Lord Jim, which was required for Honors English. It hadn't been on the list of suggested reading but was instead a book about which Leigh would need to produce an essay during the first week of school. Leigh had read only the introduction and maybe the first seventy pages. He could already tell that it would need hours of his undivided attention to fully grasp what was being said underneath the dense, carefully constructed arrangement of words.

Reading lasted about twenty minutes before Pete came out, carrying two beers. He sat down and offered one to Leigh before taking a swallow of his.

"Thank you," Leigh said, not willing to be rude no matter how much he wanted to be left alone.

"Your mother thinks you're having trouble with our new living arrangement," Pete said, "but I don't think that's it."

Leigh was tempted to tell Pete that his mother was being self-important, but instead he stammered out something about being so grateful that his mother was happy. It wasn't actually a thank-you to Pete for being in love with his mother, because that would be pompous and weird, but it was, right then, the best Leigh could do.

"I dimly remember being seventeen," Pete said. "And if I'm not mistaken, you have all the signs of girl trouble."

"I do not have girl trouble," Leigh said in what he hoped was a pleasant voice, but prepared to do anything to keep Pete from giving him any version of the sex talk.

It's not that they were so terrible. Yes, Clayton had mortified them both when Leigh was fifteen, stammering around about respect, integrity, and pleasure. But Lillian had done a much better job when Leigh really needed it—at the age of eleven. She had used the clearest possible language so that no doubt remained about where babies came from or how every part of both bodies worked.

What Leigh mostly remembered was Lillian saying that sex had the power to start a life, end a life, and to change one. The life that changed most dramatically when things went wrong, his mother said, was a girl's, and she hoped that Leigh would keep that in mind.

It always amazed him that he ever wanted to have sex after such a comment, but to be fair, Lillian had added that when things went right, sex was both mysterious and beautiful.

"Like a Titian painting," she said, trying to be helpful, but making both of them laugh, as it sounded so peculiar.

And, even now, they would sometimes, if sex came up in conversation, refer to it as the Titian thing. Which was funny enough, and proof that talking about sex with a grownup, even one intent on giving advice, need not be a disaster. In spite of that, Leigh did not want to think or talk about girls. Especially not about girls and sex, which was, he guessed, what Pete meant by girl trouble. In the back of his mind, like passing traffic on a freeway, was the sound of Maia's voice saying, In my experience guys want things, and I don't do that now. Anymore, that is.

And behind that low noise were his own questions about how he would ever be able to afford offering a home to a girl—a woman—i n the way Pete had to Lillian. In the way even Clayton, with all of his shortcomings, had given a home to Janet. And not just to Janet, but to Millie, who'd been a small child at the time, and not, as Leigh currently was, a year away from leaving home. Home being some combination of Clayton's house, Pete's huge house, and the small apartment in New York, sublet out to strangers.

"I do not have girl trouble," Leigh said again. "Everything is fine with Astra. She's in Vermont, visiting her father. She swims in a lake every day. It's as happy as Astra gets."

It wasn't, in fact, true. Leigh recalled how, before she insisted on e-mail only, her voice on the phone sounded strained, as if her vocal cords were exhausted. Astra wasn't happy, and he didn't think they should still be dating, but Leigh didn't think any of this fell under the description of girl trouble.

"I don't think it's Astra," Pete said. "Astra has always struck me as the kind of girl who would dump any guy who caused her a problem."

Leigh laughed for the first time in what felt like months.

"Yeah, I guess."

"I'm thinking it's that girl I met," Pete said. "The friend of Millie's. What was her name—Myra? Maria?"

"Maia," Leigh said, looking at Pete with newfound respect while feeling something like dread.

"Right," Pete said. "Right."

They both looked out at the river where the tide was starting to go out. The ducks and seagulls were making their last forays underwater for food.

"How'd you know?" Leigh asked.

Because, yes, it was Maia. Of course it was. He had girl trouble and she was it.

"I've got eyes," Pete said. "That's a beautiful girl. A beautiful girl screaming trouble. I doubt there's a man alive who could resist that at seventeen."

It made Leigh feel that what was waiting for him, should he ever reach Pete's age of fifty-two, was membership in a club. One full of men who understood how often danger and desire were the same but who had figured out how to make them diverge. Pete made it sound like Leigh's "girl trouble" with Maia wasn't crazy but was instead nothing less than an unavoidable part in the process of becoming a club member.

"I really like her," Leigh said, amazed at how hard it was to say aloud.

"Yeah," Pete said. "Of course you do."

"She's got a few problems," Leigh said, not sure where to start.

The contract? That seemed so beside the point. He didn't need to sleep with her. He needed to keep things away from her. No. He needed to keep Maia away from what she could do to herself with food or germs. Not to mention cigarettes.

"Her father's in prison," Pete said. "A few problems are to be expected."

"Stepfather," Leigh said, thinking of Ned Morland's postcards.

"Well, then, all the more reason," Pete said. "But, look, I don't think there's a person worth knowing who doesn't come with problems."

"I haven't broken up with Astra," Leigh said, when what he meant was I have no reason to break up with Astra. Astra has done nothing to deserve that. What kind of moron breaks up with Astra Grein for Maia Morland?

Pete didn't say anything for a little bit, as if he were listening hard, waiting for Leigh's silent question to become audible.

"I'm not going to give you unsolicited advice, although, when it comes to women," Pete said, finally, "I've made many more mistakes than you have, so my advice is probably not worthless."

No advice is worthless, Leigh thought. Especially about women. Who didn't need advice when it came to coping with them?

"You could just take it or leave it," Pete said. "Up to you."

Leigh pictured Pete's wife packing up and Pete coming home, not noticing that his wife was gone. Okay, so maybe he had this huge house and a Jeep, but that would never ever happen to Leigh. If nothing else, wouldn't the closet tip you off? He realized that Pete was waiting for his permission before giving this advice, and so Leigh nodded, saying, "Yeah, of course."

"Always break up in person. The phone might feel easier, but you never live it down."

Leigh was relieved to have already figured this out.

"Your mother worries that she made a lot of mistakes," Pete said. "She thinks you sell yourself short. That she was never able to give you the kind of confidence a father would have."

Leigh thought about the boys he knew—from the soccer team to math class—and their fathers. He thought about how Marcus Fields had taught him how to throw a punch. How the only thing Clayton had taught him was how not to be when someone is crying.

"How much confidence did your father give you?" Leigh asked.

"None, a fact that I've mentioned to your mother," Pete said.

"So maybe Mom shouldn't worry," Leigh said. "She normally doesn't. Not about me, at least. She worries more about plots and titles. What did I do?"

"Nothing, which is why she worries," Pete said. "She thinks that you work too hard at being good."

"Would she feel better if I flunked out of school?" Leigh asked, still not at all sure what this had to do with fathers.

Or confidence. Or girl trouble, which was how Pete had started this already too long conversation.

"No, she'd feel better if she thought you did what you wanted."

"Well, tell her I want not to flunk out of school," Leigh said. "Jesus, what does she think? No one wants to screw up."

"She just doesn't want your life to be about what others want," Pete said. "Or what you think others want."

"I have no idea what others want," Leigh said, stopping himself just before adding, I barely know what I want.

Such a statement would simply prove his mother's point. But who knew what they wanted? Lillian had not grown up wanting to write romance novels. Before the divorce, she'd been a freelance journalist. She'd fallen into writing romances because she needed the money. Clayton had wanted to be a fireman until he was fifteen and realized he hated fire. Surely desire grew from a combination of things. Not from what you decided you wanted.

Leigh suspected that his mother's concerns about him were of a different nature, partly to do with him, partly to do with her. All mothers panic, and all sons give them cause. He wasn't going to argue her out of any worry, so he let himself sit next to Pete with neither of them saying anything, as the river drained and the sun started to fade.

"Maia know you like her?" Pete asked, after a while.

"I can't see how she'd miss it," Leigh said, guessing that he would never have seen the scars on her arms if she weren't afraid of how much he liked her.

No doubt, every guy she'd slept with had told her he liked her. And had meant it, too, but not in a way that did her any good.

"Yeah," Pete said. "Can't see how."



chapter fifteen

the duke's dark son

On the night she'd walked to the tennis club, Maia had said Leigh liked her as much as he could. But the truth was that Maia wasn't a girl he simply liked. Neither was she a girl he wanted only to kiss. When he was near Maia, Leigh wanted to touch her, make her laugh, help her to eat, or ask her questions. It was often enough to just sit quietly beside her. Leigh always knew he had Maia's complete attention. She simply gave it, without his having to work for it.

Pete had asked if Maia knew he liked her, but that had been the wrong question. Did Maia know he loved her? How could she, when he himself had just figured it out?


~~~


That night, much against Lillian's advice, Leigh took the last bus to Boston and, once there, waited around the train station for the first train back to New York. When finally in New York, he bought his first ever cup of necessary coffee, and something about its thick bitterness was comforting. He thought of Maia's telling Millie that she needed physical comfort, and he guessed coffee when you craved sleep was as good as the sheets she had brought over in that heavy suitcase. In any event, he was more than awake when he got his car across the George Washington Bridge, just as the sun was announcing itself.

Feeling that his life depended on getting back to her, he drove down route 95 with all the desperation that a new driver's caution and an obeyed speed limit would allow. He drove as if every mile between him and Maia Morland were a cut upon her heart that only he could make vanish.

When he turned into Calvert Park, past the stone wall and huge oak trees, he drove without stopping at Clayton's house, finally parking in Esme Green and Charles Rhoem's driveway.

Esme opened the door, and for a moment Leigh stood, slightly stunned. It would take him years to understand that it was not Esme's drop-dead perfect beauty that had left him speechless but the realization that no girl with this mother was going to be safe. No matter how hard he loved her.

"Leigh Hunter, ma'am," he said, grabbing Esme's French-manicured hand in his and shaking it hello. "Is Maia in her room?"

If she said yes, he didn't hear, and was up the stairs without a thought, knocking on Maia's door.

"Go away," Maia called, and, having heard that before when he had dropped by unexpectedly, he said It's me and went in.

She was lying on the bed, reading Lord Jim, which he still hadn't finished, and either he walked over to her or she flew off the bed toward him, but before the door was shut, he had his arms around her, with hers around him, her voice whispering, "I missed you, oh, I missed you."

He kissed the top of her head, the side of her head, her neck, her shoulder, her neck again; he put his hands on either side of her head and the black hair spilled out of its clips, and her brown eyes grew gold for him and maybe she said his name, he wasn't sure, and he said an obviously besides the point thing like I love you or her name or maybe, even, You're here, he never could remember, but the kiss made everything right and clear and vivid.

He did love her. And she did know it.

He was dizzy with what he knew. The war in Iraq was wrong. It didn't matter that the whole country disagreed with him. This time, the French were right. He'd been an unbelievable bastard to Astra, who deserved better. Lillian should marry Pete. Janet should make Clayton spend more time at home. Leigh himself was going to become a man who knew exactly what he wanted.

His body pounded in all the ways to be expected, but it was the certainty and rightness flooding through his veins that made it all so perfect.


~~~


As anyone who has grown up surrounded by romance novels could tell you, they all end on moments that are certain and right. In these stories, the hero and heroine, even before their moment arrives, are full of qualities that can only be described as right. As good.

The heroine will be pure of heart, if not always of body. She will never, once love is declared, betray it. The hero will have more experience in matters of the body, in order to deserve her heart. But he will never have betrayed a woman's honor while getting this experience. If there is a war to be fought, he will fight it, no matter how he hates war, because that is what men do. Once love is declared, he will never put his interests above hers. No matter the circumstances.

As anyone who has survived one could tell you, love affairs, and the people who have them, tend to be a little bit less right than romances. The moments are more uncertain, and the people having a love affair are not required to be good.

For a while Leigh's romance, full as it was of clarity, conviction, and love declared, held its ground.

He built his universe on Maia's smile when she saw him, and the way her skin smelled. They did all the things they had done before, but now he could hold her hand, without it having to mean anything. In the week before school started he finished Lord Jim because she wanted to know what he thought. He drove to the nursery and bought her orange, purple, and white pansies that would bloom until the ground froze, and then again in the spring.

"But they need sun," he said. "So you might have to break up your color scheme."

"If you dig the holes, I'll keep them alive," she told him.

They both sat down with Millie, prepared to tie her up and make her finish the books on her list, but she listened to their descriptions, asked a lot of questions, and said she promised to finish both A Tree Grows in Brooklyn and The Bridge of San Luis Rey before the month was out.

"Are you dating?" she asked them.

"Well," Maia said. "We're kind of see—"

"Yes," Leigh said. "We're dating."

Millie nodded. "I thought so," she said.

They looked at her, embarrassed at how their good fortune had come from her father's death. But if Millie thought that, it didn't seem to upset her, because she went over to her computer and said, "I've been working on it."

Millie, it turned out, had not just spent the summer playing tennis and reading romance novels. She'd been writing one.

"I used you guys," she said, "but I made Maia an American heiress and you—you an English guy."

Leigh rolled his eyes. "What am I, a duke? Or a pirate?"

"You're the bastard son of an evil duke and a parlor maid, whom he took advantage of," Millie said. "You rescue Maia from marrying an earl who only wants her money."

"You've changed my name, though, right?" Maia asked, apparently not interested in the doings of Leigh's evil father, the duke.

"Oh, yes," Millie said. "He rescues Merry"—she spelled out the name for them—"from the earl. It's you, but not you."

"Merry?" Maia asked. "You're calling me Merry? You know I'm on two different antidepressants, right?"

Two? Leigh hadn't known you could be on two.

"Her name's really Meredith Franck," Millie said, sounding sweetly important. "Merry's her nickname. Only her twin brother and the bastard son call her that."

"Got a title?" Leigh asked, since this was always his mother's hardest part.

"What's the bastard's name?" Maia asked.

"The duke's dark son," Millie said to her brother, and to Maia, "Dexter Clayton. Everyone calls him Dex. He's the dark son."

Leigh let this sink in. He'd been about to tell her that Franck was a terrible last name for an American heiress, but the one she'd assigned to him gave him real pause. Putting aside that Dex was already a hackneyed, overused name in romance novels (Lillian had it on her too-absurd-to-use list, along with Fynn, Carlos, Jane, and Vivienne), his sister had cast him as a Clayton bastard. As illegitimate. It was oddly upsetting, just as it oddly fit. He was, in many ways, his father's son from outside of Clayton's current, legitimate family.

"Are you going to let us read it?" Maia asked.

"Well, I still haven't finished part one," she said. "I've been working hard on all the ways that Merry's fiancé is evil."

"What's his name?" Leigh asked. "He's an earl, right?"

He wondered if he should bother telling Millie about how many names the members of English royalty had. One for each title, as well as their family name. Leigh had been about twelve when Lillian switched from writing contemporary romances to historicals. The money was better and the imprint guaranteed her more work, and so suddenly the apartment was filled with books on Victorian clothing, furniture, plumbing, carriages, and several volumes on the history of British peerage.

"Earl of what?" Maia asked about her alter ego's evil fiancé.

"Oliver Kimber, the Earl of Lexham," Millie said, displaying that she didn't need Leigh to pass on any of the ridiculous things he'd absorbed from his mother.

Maia started to laugh, which set Millie off, and when they looked at Leigh's perplexed expression, they laughed some more.

"Oliver Lexham is the biggest jerk in school," Maia said. "He made my life a living hell last year."

"Yours and Franklin's," Millie said. To Leigh, she said, "Oliver Lexham is super popular."

"He plays lacrosse," Maia said, as if this explained everything.

"Why is making him evil so hard?" Leigh asked.

"It's not only that," Millie said. "Part one should end when Dex finally kisses Merry, and I haven't figured out a way to do that."

Leigh kissed the inside of Maia's wrist. "It could not be easier," he said.

"Not in front of your sister," Maia said, snatching her hand away from him. "How gross for her."

"No," Millie said. "It's not."

"Well, just make it happen," Leigh said. "You know, Dex kissing Meredith."

"But Merry is engaged," Millie said. "In order for her to kiss another man or for Dex to kiss a woman betrothed to an earl, the earl has to be horrible."

"That's how romances work," Maia said, and Leigh laughed, having heard that quoted many times while he was interning at Lillian's publishing house.

That's how romances work. As if love had a governing principle, as reliable as the equation for gravity, that everyone knew existed, even if few could easily calculate it. It was taken for granted that love, like gravity, existed, but good luck remembering the proof.

"Also, I thought it was rude," Millie said, explaining her problems with writing about kissing. "I couldn't make you kiss in the book just because I wanted you to in real life."

"Well, now you have our permission," Maia said. "But only if we can read it."

"Okay," Millie said. "I promise."


~~~


During his last shift at the tennis club, Leigh asked Preston if he knew Oliver Kimber.

"I know Jonathan Kimber and Oliver Lexham," Preston said.

Right. In Millie's book, it had been Oliver Kimber, Earl of Lexham. She had gotten all of her last names from the senior class.

"They're guys at school," Preston said. "Is Millie giving them bad press?"

"It's more that she doesn't like them," Leigh said. "And Millie's usually pretty forgiving. You know, she loves people. Her father used to say she looked for reasons to love people."

"Oliver can be a jerk, but he's been my best friend since fifth grade," Preston said, sounding as if he had to explain this a lot. "Jonathan's a good guy. He and Oliver are tight. They both play lacrosse."

Leigh decided he was going to have to ask Maia how Oliver Lexham had made her life a living hell. Preston, as if knowing where Leigh's thoughts had gone, said, "So you and Maia are dating."

Leigh kept sorting the forks he was going through to make up napkin and silverware sets, but he nodded, trying not to smile. Yes, they were. They were dating. Apparently the only person who did not know this was Astra. Leigh noted this unacceptable fact and vowed he would tell her soon.

Very soon.

"Was it, you know ... did you, how did you..." Preston stammered around, finally asking, "How did you get her to like you?"

"Maia?" Leigh asked, just to be clear, as clouds of confusion about how to tell Astra swirled across his brain. "You know, I'm not sure. I never really understand girls."

This was in fact true, although he did secretly feel that he understood Maia better than anyone in the world.

"Girls are strange," Preston said, and then, "Hey, no one at table nine has water."

They are strange, Leigh thought, looking over at his own tables and grabbing a water pitcher. But Maia had made him think of strange as something marvelous.



chapter sixteen

blue blazers

On the first day of school, Leigh waited for Millie to find her pencils, locate her shoes, and run back into the house to kiss Bubbles goodbye. The dog, his sister told him, would be lonely now that everyone would be away again during the day.

"Eighth grade was fun," Leigh said, thinking that Seth Davis probably called Millie at the start of each school year.

Maybe they compared notes about how each was preparing. Seth usually taught summer school, but September might have felt like a fresh start all the same.

" 'Fun' is a vague description," Millie said.

"It is," Leigh said. "Subjective too."

They stopped to pick up Franklin because Millie said Kevin had refused to drive his brother to school.

"Refused or couldn't?" Leigh asked, but Millie only shrugged.

Pulling up in front of the Staines house, Leigh saw Franklin running off the porch, dressed in his usual khaki shorts and dress shirt, but also a blue blazer that looked as if he had stolen it from his father's closet. Leigh hoped that Mr. or Mrs. Staines would get around to buying Franklin some clothes that fit him. It was as if they were waiting for him to have a growth spurt. Instead of a messenger bag or backpack, he was carrying a briefcase.

"Interesting bag," Leigh said as Franklin got into the back seat.

"Thank you," Franklin said.

"His grandfather gave it to him for sheet music," Millie said.

"It has a multitude of purposes," Franklin said. "And here's the American heiress."

Millie had told Franklin about the romance she was writing, as Leigh discovered when Franklin started calling him the duke's dark son. Millie got out of the car so Maia could sit in the front.

Maia kissed Leigh, turned toward Franklin and Millie, and asked, "So are we ready for hell on earth?"

"We are," they both said.

Leigh looked in his rearview mirror. "Mill, I thought you liked school."

"I do," Millie said. "I love school, but everyone's going to be all 'How are you?' thinking that means they've been understanding."

"And I'll get hit or something today," Franklin said. "But school is my favorite thing in the world."

"Which is why he'll get hit or something," Maia said.

"No one is going to hit you, Franklin," Leigh said. "I promise."

"But I'll have a worse day than you," Maia said, and Franklin smiled at her. "Way worse."

Leigh thought he knew why she was dreading school. She had told him that though she wasn't any kind of social pariah at school, she wasn't very popular.

"You're dating outside of your pool," she had said. "The soccer star, straight-A boy is slumming."

This was insulting (unfair and inaccurate) on so many levels that he just stared at her.

"You won't gain anything by being around me," Maia had added. "I'm just trying to warn you."

"Consider me warned," Leigh had said, trying to make it funny.

She was worried about something that was real for her but which he couldn't see as serious. While aware that popularity was an issue, he hadn't ever really thought about it. He supposed that social standing in high school was something that preoccupied kids who didn't have it or who had it and were invested in keeping others from having it.

Leigh mostly liked school, had always had the friends he wanted, and felt that what was wrong with him was his own doing. He knew that not having to think about his popularity was a little like living in a country at war and not having to worry about fighting in it. Unfair, no doubt, but also, short of enlisting or purposely becoming an outcast, a little beyond his control.

"We're all going to have a good day," he said, although the floating fears building up in his car were beginning to make him nervous.

"Sure we are," Maia said.

He hoped he would be smart enough to figure out what about school made her unhappy. Because then maybe he could fix it.


~~~


At the school, Millie gave him directions to student parking, where Preston was leaning against his mother's van.

"Franklin, how was your summer?" Preston asked after hugging Millie and saying Morning to Leigh and Maia. "Did you play a lot of piano?"

"I did. Thank you for asking," Franklin said.

Preston told Leigh that at Calvert Park Prep, all the new students got a guide, as a kind of mentor.

"It's usually someone a couple of grades ahead, but since you're a senior, another senior's all they could come up with," Preston said. "And you got stuck with me because they know I know you already."

"How do they know that?" Leigh asked, wondering who had been reporting on him.

"You've met the headmaster at the club," Preston said. "The guy who wears his tie tucked in his pocket?"

"Chicken salad on toast?" Leigh asked, and Preston nodded.

Leigh remembered the tie wearer as drinking lots of iced tea but always asking that there be no ice in his water. He was a good tipper and said Thank you, young man as if he meant it.

They all headed toward the main building, where everyone had to pick up schedules and get first-period assignments.

"First period's like study hall," Maia said. "And that teacher is kind of your advisor. They're called firsters."

"Or your jailer," Millie said.

"Your firster is the person you go to see when you're in trouble," Franklin said. "Before the headmaster gets involved."

"Kevin almost got thrown out last year," Millie whispered. "His firster was Mr. Wynne, who's really strict."

"He's not strict," Franklin said. "Kevin violated the honor code."

"He wrote Jonathan Kimber's history term paper," Maia said.

"Jonathan Kimber is on the lacrosse team," Millie said, which Leigh already knew from Preston. "He's mostly nice, but he doesn't do so well at school."

"Kevin allegedly wrote that paper," Preston said. "But it didn't happen. Your brother's a good guy, Franklin. Wynne was just gunning for him."

Leigh saw Kevin on the wide front steps. He was standing with a couple of guys and a girl whose curvy body and blonde hair made her boringly pretty.

"Hey," Leigh said to Kevin, hearing Preston exchange greetings with the other guys. The girl told Maia that she liked her dress, it looked so comfortable.

And then, more quickly than he could follow:

"Hey, munchkin, you look like a freak," said one of the boys as he reached past Leigh and grabbed the loose folds of Franklin's shirt.

The motion threw Franklin off-balance and he dropped his briefcase, which Leigh bent to pick up, while at the same time smacking the guy's retreating arm.

"What is your problem?"

"My problem?" Leigh asked.

"Yeah."

He was shorter than Leigh, but thicker, and he was surrounded by three other guys. All of them looked kind of alike, in their khakis and dress shirts. At their feet was a pile of backpacks and blue blazers.

Leigh, dressed almost identically to the group he was facing, felt his own backpack's weight against his shoulder. In it he had stuffed a blue blazer that Lillian and Pete had, at Janet's suggestion, bought for him. If he were simply to take one step away from Franklin and three steps forward, he would look as though he belonged with the four boys. From the corner of his eye, he saw Maia and Preston exchange a glance.

Did he have a problem? Leigh could almost feel Franklin vibrating in terror. No one would want to have his shirt pulled, but surely it was the unexpectedness of it that was so insulting.

"What is the point of assaulting a kid half your size?"

"You think I assaulted him? You want me to show you what an assault looks like?"

"Try it," Leigh said, pretty sure he could take the guy but a little worried about his friends.

"Oliver," Preston called. "Let it alone."

Oliver Lexham. Of course. Now Leigh wanted to punch him. Maia had, after much prodding, told him how Oliver Lexham had made her life a living hell. Last year, she'd gained enough weight by January not to look, as she put it, horrible and scary. Oliver Lexham had asked her out, and they dated a few times, but she had to start saying no. Oliver kept dragging her to places with crowds of kids, which made her anxious, and that made eating harder than usual. She had tried to be polite about it, but told Leigh she'd probably mucked up her words because Oliver said she just wasn't pretty enough to have so many problems.

"He dates the most beautiful girl in school now," Maia said. "I have no idea why he bothered with me."

Leigh, looking at Oliver Lexham, could guess why Maia had said yes and why the blonde girl was now dating him. Oliver Lexham was that guy. Guys are never supposed to notice how other guys look, but there's always the one who makes all the others say, Of course.

Look at him—of course he has that girl. That car. That life. Marcus Fields had been an of course guy. And Oliver Lexham was one. In Leigh's experience, these guys were pretty decent to know, if only because they had no reason to be jerks. Life was good to them: math was easy, women caused them no problems, and they did not get stress fractures.

But this one, he was a jerk. Oliver Lexham was an of course guy with a problem.

Leigh had not known he could feel this much rage. This was worse than wanting to punch a wall. He really needed to calm down. He looked away from Oliver and saw Kevin. That didn't help. Why the hell did Kevin hang out with guys who picked on Franklin?

"Leigh," Millie said. "The first bell is going to ring."

"We have to get our schedules," Maia said.

"Maia Morland," Oliver said. "How are you? You look ... okay."

"I'm great, thanks," she said. "Leigh, come on."

He looked from her to Franklin to Oliver.

"Just leave the kid alone," Leigh said. "And then we have no problem."

This was the most boring and stupid and terrifying moment of his life. And satisfying. In a way. He couldn't bring Seth Davis back to Millie, he couldn't get Josh out of prison for Maia, but he could probably protect Franklin.

"Fine," Oliver said. "You can have your little faggot."

And Leigh laughed, all of his thoughts and fears sliding away.

"That's the best you got?" he asked. "You can't do any better than calling him a faggot?"

"Oh, I'm sorry, did I insult you?" Oliver asked. "I didn't know you were one. No offense."

"No one cares," Leigh said. "That's like the lamest insult."

This was not actually true, as Leigh knew. Yes, at his old school, everyone was very careful to use it as a joke and never at a kid who was suspected of being gay, but that was precisely because the word carried a power far beyond its meaning.

But knowing that he liked girls and being big enough to knock someone out gave Leigh the rare privilege of being able to laugh when the word was turned in his direction.

The bell rang.

"Nice meeting you," Leigh said, letting Millie pull him toward the building. He called over his shoulder, "Next time I'll try not to be such a fag."

"Oliver's not what you think," Preston said as they went into the scheduling office. "He's just very—well, he has his ways."

"He hit an eighth-grader," Leigh said, wondering if this had somehow escaped Preston's attention.

"He only grabbed my shirt," Franklin said. "He's not stupid enough to hit me."

"Well, no one's going to hit you now," Maia said. "Now you have superhero protection."

Preston laughed and Leigh wondered if Maia was making fun of him.

But as the day went on and folded into a week, then two weeks, and so on, it became clear that in facing down Oliver Lexham and his gang, Leigh had become a hero of sorts. Franklin had to tell the story countless times, and in the hallways, as well as on different sports teams, people could be heard telling each other, by way of apology or excuse, Next time, I'll try not to be such a fag.

That this was not heard on the lacrosse field was to be expected, but Oliver never passed Leigh without averting his gaze. Which was a lot, since they had most of their classes together. Leigh, without trying to engage him, studied the guy who was Preston's best friend and who had dumped Maia. By the time two weeks had passed, Leigh decided that Oliver Lexham was a super jerk, but one who managed to make most people think he was a great guy.

Oliver was smart, could be funny in class, was charming to his teachers, and was by all accounts an amazing athlete. He also interrupted his girlfriend whenever she spoke, and ignored any student who wasn't popular. Leigh wanted to judge Oliver for the careless way he treated his girlfriend, but he himself had been plenty careless with Astra. Leigh was nicer to kids than Oliver was, but he knew that his own protective feelings for Franklin had to do with Millie.

Still, it was one thing to know you could be a jerk and another to be one. To willingly be one.

After making up his mind that Oliver was on the wrong side of that distinction, Leigh ignored him. Occasionally, if only because Preston hung out with Oliver, Leigh thought he should come up with a way to make peace with the guy. But he never did, and they continued to pass through the same school as if in separate worlds.



chapter seventeen

from the outside

During the fall term, Leigh took a studio arts class, but he could never quite remember how he came to sign up for it. It was an elective and met after school, three afternoons a week, cutting into time for homework, soccer, and Maia. Perhaps it was that Maia was in a poetry class during those same afternoons, but Leigh thought that what had made him put his name on the list were the words collage and multimedia. They reminded him of the way he thought; in fragments that he gathered over time and slowly put together to form a complete picture.

He didn't think this was a good or a bad thing. Mostly, he was glad that he knew it about himself. Maybe if he gathered enough fragments about careers, jobs, and colleges, a picture would emerge about what he wanted to do with his life. Or just where he wanted to spend the next four years.

Ms. Kestell, who taught the class, told all the students that their projects were great, making Leigh wonder if she was teaching or cheerleading. Preston Gavenlock was in the class, along with Oliver Lexham's sweet, blonde girlfriend, Diana Jane Gilbor.

Preston was making water containers that leaked and were held together by silver wire. He was going to use wind and water to make the containers move and then record the sound. Diana Jane's project was assembling parts from a broken wheelchair. She wanted to frame her finished project with wood and rubber from old crutches. She was writing her college essay on her work with handicapped children and planned for her art project to reflect the way society treated, as she put it, the differently abled.

Leigh, who pretty much hated the obviousness of Diana Jane's project, still really liked the way she was working with her pieces and the paints she had chosen. He was making a collage of the video he had of Maia and Millie from the summer, mixed with still photos he was taking of plants, leaves, and front porches. Although he was pretty sure that the parts weren't going to add up to anything, he enjoyed hunting for good images to capture.

When Columbus Day weekend rolled around, he knew he should go to New York and break up with Astra (in person), but Maia thought they should go up to New England and look at the foliage.

"The foliage?" he asked her.

"Yeah, you know, the leaves, when they turn colors," she said. "It used to be Josh's favorite thing to do. He'd make a reservation at this place he loved in Massachusetts, and we'd drive all over. It made my mother nuts."

Which was how he decided breaking up with Astra could wait; instead, he would take Maia to Maine. He spent some of the money from bussing tables on plane tickets, because although he could do the drive, it would be endless.


~~~


Leigh took pictures of ducks, Lillian's hands, the back of Pete's head, and Maia's covered-up arms as she was helping Pete in the garden. Maia made dinner one night, cooking fish out on the grill and wrapping bacon around mushrooms stuffed with cheese.

She told Pete about building a latrine when she was eleven and spending a week with Josh in a tent up in the mountains.

"No running water, no people, no showers, just us getting as gross as possible," Maia said, helping herself to more mushrooms.

"Where was your mother?" Lillian asked.

"Are you kidding? She was home."

"You must have been some great eleven-year-old," Pete said. "I don't know many girls who would skip a shower for that long."

"I was like a boy when I was eleven," Maia said. "Totally fearless, happy to run around in the dirt, but, you know, a girl."

Leigh didn't particularly like the expression on his mother's face. He wasn't sure what it meant, and he didn't want to know, so he told Maia to tell Lillian about the poetry club.

"It's more a reading club," Maia said. "It's to learn how a poem isn't only about expressing your feelings."

Lillian, who reread certain poems every year, asked, "What else is a poem about?"

"The rhythm and the images buried in the language," Maia said. "All the ways you can build an emotion with words, but you can't just write 'I feel sad.' I mean, you can, but it's not poetry."

Lillian asked what the club was reading, and Maia told her Paul Celan because some girl had heard one of his poems read aloud on the radio and wanted to know more about him.

"Paul Celan?" Pete asked. "That's kind of dark for teenagers, no?"

"You think grownups have a monopoly on dark?" Maia asked.

"I think teenagers think they do," Lillian said, before asking Maia who her favorite poet was, and off they went talking about Polish poets, a dead Polish filmmaker, and whether or not John Donne could be taught.

"I think he has to be experienced instead of studied," Maia said. "You step inside it."

"You know, that is why some poets translate other poems," Lillian said. "So that they can step inside their own language, but from the outside."

"That makes so much sense," Maia said. "Like, I should totally learn Italian so I can read the Inferno, you know?"

Leigh and Pete did the dishes and tried not to display obvious signs of boredom. Maia had been great about tromping around Pete's land, and helping Leigh look for the best type of plants to photograph. Without her thinking that his video was going to be "great" and "interesting," Leigh knew he would have abandoned the project. Of course, it was the footage he had of her from the summer that made him at all willing to do it. Her hair, her hands, her back, and her plants. All things he'd filmed before knowing he was making a record of the girl he loved.


~~~


Pete's house had three guest rooms. One had become Lillian's study and one was full of Leigh's boxes. Maia slept in the available guest room and Leigh bunked down on the couch in his mother's study. Lillian came in on the second night of his visit under the guise of looking for some papers, but Leigh was not very surprised when she sat on an arm of the couch and said she needed to talk to him about colleges.

Janet had told her that Leigh had had a meeting with the advisor at Calvert Park Prep but that she and Clayton had no idea how it had gone or what had been discussed.

"They have no idea because they didn't ask me."

"Janet is being very careful not to act like your mother for fear of offending me," Lillian said, which Leigh already knew and appreciated.

"Well, I didn't think Dad cared," Leigh said. "He just wants to know that I'll wind up somewhere not too expensive."

This was unfair of Leigh and he knew it. Clayton had, against his lawyer's advice, put into the divorce agreement a condition that he and Lillian would split high school tuition but that Clayton would assume the entire cost of college.

"Your father doesn't like to pry," Lillian said, "but I don't mind doing so at all. Where are you thinking of going?"

Leigh did have a list: three small places in Pennsylvania, a small one in Ohio, and two huge ones in California and Michigan. He'd picked them based on general academic excellence, soccer teams, and good military history programs. He thought maybe the reason the war in Iraq was so hard to understand was that he knew next to nothing about any wars.

Leigh had done a draft of his college essay and gotten copies of all six applications. He knew what he needed to do and thought that he liked the way the one in Ohio sounded the best. But he felt paralyzed about finishing anything. He had this idea that he should ask Maia where she was hoping to wind up in another year. He remembered Astra saying that falling in love was only for people who weren't serious about the future. He wanted to find a way to discover his own serious plans but to have room for Maia in them.

So he had this list, this desire to run it by her, and no hope of knowing how to do that.

"I like Maia," his mother said.

"Uhh-hmm," Leigh said, meaning, perhaps, Me too or Thanks or Good.

"But listen: You have got to break up with Astra," Lillian said.

"I know, God, I know," he said.

Their e-mailing had become less frequent since school started. The last time he'd spoken to her on the phone, Astra had said she was so busy with swimming and her AP courses that she barely had time to breathe, let alone talk a lot. She wanted to keep on e-mailing. So he sent her partially accurate accounts of how he was spending his time. Leigh missed the part of him that had been Astra's friend. If you took away the sex, hanging out with Astra was one of the easiest things he'd ever done.

"It's just, if I call her to say I want to come to the city because we have to talk, she'll guess," Leigh said. "And then we'll wind up breaking up over the phone, which is totally wrong."

"Well, call and tell her you're coming because you miss her."

Leigh wondered if his mother had become deranged or cruel.

"And then show up and break up with her?" he asked, really not wanting to have this conversation with anyone, least of all his mother.

"No, of course not, good point," Lillian said.

Leigh felt he was failing to do something—something important. Maia never mentioned Astra but knew he hadn't done anything about his old girlfriend. Like, actually tell her she was no longer his girlfriend. His continued inability to figure out how to do this showed him that while he might have a list of colleges where he wanted to apply, he wasn't yet well enough equipped to sail unsupervised into the world.

"Take the train to New York next weekend. I'll call Pete's sister. You can stay with her," Lillian said. "Then just find Astra and do the right thing."

Leigh nodded. Jesus, here he was, seventeen years old—seventeen, a year away from being able to both vote and enlist in the army—and his mother had to help him with girls. It was a good thing there wasn't a draft. Leigh didn't think he'd be a huge asset in the war, and not only because he was afraid of dying. If it weren't for the way Maia thought of him—the way he existed in her mind as someone of value—he'd want to stay in bed for the rest of his life.


~~~


On their last morning in Maine, early, when the mist was rolling off the river, Leigh found Maia outside on the same porch where he and Pete had talked about girl trouble. Maia was now standing exactly where she had been discussed. It was colder than it had been on Labor Day, and Leigh took off his sweater to give her.

"I'm okay," she said. "Really, you're sweet."

"Sleep all right?" he asked, wanting to bat the word sweet out of the known universe.

"Yeah," she said, her face being overtaken by a shy, sly smile. "It's hard with you down the hall. It's weird to have you so close but so off-limits."

Leigh looked away from her, down at the ground. It's true they were keeping to the contract by not having sex. And though he had, many times, held her naked body, she always hid her feet. So there were certain barriers they could not cross. But what they did with their mouths and hands gave him more power and pleasure than he had known to want.

He wanted to tell her that it was out here, almost at this very spot, that he had discovered he loved her. That he would always love her, that even though it was very likely they would break up as soon as college became a reality, he would go on loving her. That while he knew he had no idea how to live up to what it meant to love someone, she lived inside the very word.

But, instead, he slipped his hand through hers and stood there until she pulled away, saying that she was, after all, a little cold.


~~~


After, when he found her at the party in New York, he wanted to take her back to that moment on Pete's porch. It wasn't that he needed a chance to say what he hadn't, for his gush of love forever was probably best not shared. It was that if he could only grab her back through time, away from the apartment and his uncomfortable suit, he would stand there again with her on Pete's porch, and this time he would pay better attention. This time, she would never leave his sight, no harm would befall her, and no blood would touch them. Leigh would have the chance to memorize what it was like to love her.



chapter eighteen

a silent space

The Friday night after they had been in Maine, he took a train up to New York.

"What do you think she'll say?" Maia asked him.

"I don't know," Leigh said. "She might be relieved. It's not like we were ever in love, you know."

"But you wouldn't have slept with her if you didn't love her," Maia said, and for an instant it sounded like a compliment instead of a statement that he needed to explain. Or contradict.

And, in an instant, he answered, saying, to his everlasting regret, "Well, right."


~~~


Kathleen Tahoe let Leigh have his choice between a wide pullout sofa in the living room and a narrow bed in a tiny room behind the kitchen, saying he could have comfort or privacy. He picked the tiny room, figuring he wouldn't sleep well no matter what.

On Saturday, Leigh stood outside Astra's apartment building, hoping that when she came out she wouldn't be rushing off to a swim meet or the library. And, indeed, she had both swim and book bags, and seemed in full rush mode, but stopped when she saw him.

"Leigh," she said. "My God, hi. Hi."

"Hi," he said, hating himself, and wishing he had loved her.

Or simply liked her enough to leave her alone. Neither of them seemed able to figure out if they should hug.

"Can we go somewhere?" he asked her, and she nodded.


~~~


Leigh could never remember what he said, or how he said it. Although she said Oh and This was not what I was expecting before bursting into tears, he had the feeling that she had been expecting it.

"Astra, don't cry, please," he said, not caring that people could hear and see, only desperate not to have done this. "I'm not worth it."

"No, I know, of course you're not," she said, wiping her eyes with napkins they had each pried from a box on the table. "Oh, God, I didn't mean that, because you are, and you'll spend your whole life with girls bursting into tears at the end."

She wiped her nose with the back of her hand and Leigh thought how Maia would never be able to do that—the germs involved would horrify her. Then he yelled at himself for thinking of Maia. Then he prayed that it would never end with Maia. Then he yelled at himself again.

"I just ... I've been a mess," Astra said. "I don't want us to go out anymore if you don't, of course not."

She looked at him, her eyes bleary, but her face full of its usual perfection.

"The crying is something I've been doing."

"You could never be a mess," he said, wondering if she really didn't know what she looked like while moving down the halls of school.

Behind her back, boys called her Xena for the TV show about a warrior princess that they had all watched fanatically in the sixth and seventh grades.

"Yeah, right," she said. "Perfect Astra Grein. Never met a problem she couldn't solve."

There was a force of sarcasm and bitterness in her voice that alarmed him.

"Astra, what happened in Vermont?" he asked.

"Oh, God," she said, tears starting again. "How did you know?"

"You didn't sound happy," he said. "Were the French daughters mean to you?"

"No, it wasn't them," she said. "It wasn't even my poor father, who thought he was doing such a good thing by including me in the family and all."

"Is he getting married?" Leigh asked.

"I don't know," Astra said. "I didn't ask. He just—he was so great with those girls, you know, and ... he tried—he really tried with me, but every time I looked at him, I got mad."

"At him?"

"Well, I'm not sure if it was at him or at the idea that he was doing all these things for them that he never did with me," she said, wiping her nose again. "And these aren't even his kids."

"Being mad about that is normal," Leigh said, trying to imagine how Maia would feel if she had to spend a summer watching Ned Morland lavish attention on another man's children.

"I'm almost eighteen," Astra said. "We go to college next year."

Leigh knew this, but he hadn't a clue what these inescapable facts had to do with Mr. Grein.

"I can't blame him forever, you know," she said. "I'm angry and crying all the time, and ... it's ridiculous."

"No, it's not," Leigh said, wanting to cover her clenched hand with his but not able to trust such an instinct. "It won't be forever."

"It's already too long," Astra said. "My father sucked as my father. I just want to get over it."

"Look, I know you've got a really busy day," Leigh said, "but—"

"Yeah, I should get going," she said. "It was good of you, you know, to come and tell me. I would have—"

"Maybe I could take you to dinner tonight," Leigh said, getting out his half-formed idea. "We'll go someplace really nice and eat eggs. And get your mind off whatever it is."

"Really?" Astra said, smiling for the first time since she'd seen him outside her building. "Just to hang out?"

"Yeah, of course," he said. "Please. Let me do this."

Astra wrapped her hair into a knot held together with the same butterfly clips both Maia and Millie had.

"So is she nice?" Astra asked, gathering her bags, and he'd have given anything not to answer, because nice wasn't what Maia was, but Astra didn't need to hear She's everything.

He nodded. Yes. She's nice.

Astra nodded back. Okay. Good. She should be nice.

"If you mean it, I would love dinner," Astra said. "I could stand to be distracted."

Leigh would have months and years to wish he had simply gone home that night, although he would always be glad he had taken Astra Grein to dinner when she needed a friend she could trust.


~~~


School was weird when he got back from New York. There was no other word for it. Partly, it was due to Maia's having the flu, full blown with fever, chills, and vomiting, and not being in school for a week. And partly, he was scrambling to finish his art project, to do research on the Industrial Revolution for history, and to rewrite his college essay. People at school, even the ones who had been making a big effort to befriend him, seemed to have vanished into a fog of weirdness, being either overly friendly or ignoring him.

Only Millie and Franklin, who sat with Leigh during lunch, seemed the same.

When she got out of bed and came back to school, Maia was also weird, but that he could put down to her having lost four pounds. She was not happy about having to return to a weight-gaining food plan.

For three Saturdays in a row she said she was too busy with homework to drive to the prison, and that of course Josh would rather she studied. But when Leigh spent time with her, ostensibly for both of them to study, he was the only one doing homework. Maia stared out the window and chewed on her fingers or fidgeted with the ends of her hair.

Whenever he asked her if anything was wrong or if he could do anything to help, she smiled and said, "It's nothing. I'm just on edge." Or, "I think one of my meds needs changing. That's what my shrink said this week."

Leigh could see for himself that she was on edge, and he was in no position to know anything about her meds, but she was lying about her shrink. He knew for a fact that she had missed all of her appointments for at least three weeks. He'd heard Charles Rhoem tell Maia that her psychiatrist had phoned wanting to know where she'd been. Leigh didn't want to call her a liar, or think of her as one, so he told himself she'd just mixed up her dates a little.

The only times she was still or peaceful were when he held her without moving. He didn't even let himself kiss the top of her head where her hair swirled away from its part. It wasn't that she wouldn't or didn't kiss him, but her body was so full of jumps and sharp inhalations that, for now, he preferred how she felt when she was still, his arms wrapped quietly around her.

He tried to make a list of things that might bring her some comfort. Things that would do for Maia what nice sheets and blankets had for Millie. Food and chocolates were out, as were flowers in a vase. Maia said that cut flowers looked like prisoners and reminded her of death. He'd already bought her plants. What did you buy for someone you thought needed comforting?

Leigh wrote down earrings, shoes, handbag, and sweater before deciding he knew nothing about girls. But Millie did, and she happily went with him into D.C. to shop. In Georgetown, Millie selected a brush imported from Germany and a set of barrettes made from a material that looked like ivory but was, the salesgirl said, more flexible.

Together, he and Millie picked out two wrought-iron rabbits, each weighing nine pounds, for Maia to put in her flower beds.

In one store, Leigh got totally sidetracked by a small boat you could sail from land, using all sorts of controls. Millie laughed and told him that there was a new kind of kite Franklin had read about.

"It has a motor, I think," Millie said. "Maia likes bright colors—you could fly it for her."

"We'll buy Franklin the kite another time," Leigh said, but the colors gave him an idea, and at a flower shop he arranged for a dozen helium balloons to be delivered to Maia's house.


~~~


She pushed against the brush's bristles and ran her hands over the barrettes. They found what she decreed perfect spots for the rabbits. But, as he had suspected, it was the balloons that made her laugh, that made her look happy. Maia watched them settle against her ceiling and then said she wanted to take them outside and release them into the sky.

"Is that okay?"

"They're your balloons," he said. "Of course."

One by one, she let go of them, holding on to the silver one.

"At school last year, on the September eleventh anniversary, we each got a balloon with the names of six people who had died attached to it," Maia told him.

Leigh remembered Millie telling him this, that everyone had sent off their balloons, the victims' names written on paper and tied to the string, as a kind of memorial.

"They told us we could put our own prayer underneath the names, if we wanted," Maia said.

"What kind of prayer?" Leigh asked.

"I wrote, May you be free from suffering and know God."

"I didn't know you believed in God," he said.

"I don't think I do," she said, "but we were honoring the people who had died and they might have, so I did half Buddhist and half Jesus, just in case."

Leigh remembered the moment of silence that his school had observed the year before on the one-year anniversary of the attacks. He had wanted to pray for the people who had died, but felt uneasy about it because of the whole business of souls. Even if they existed, how would praying be a way to reach one?

"We probably don't have souls," Maia said when he asked her this, "but maybe our bodies have a silent space that absorbs everything important and precious. Maybe that silence hears prayers."

Maia let go of the silver balloon and they both watched as it flashed its way into the clouds, quickly becoming impossible to see.

"Will you tell me what's wrong?" he asked. "Because it seems like something has happened, something that isn't your medication."

Maia took hold of his hand and held it for a long time without speaking. She had guessed correctly that he would not push or pry if they were touching.

"I don't want to lie to you," she said. "But the thing that's happened is pretty much my own screwup."

"And I can't help," he said.

"Right," she said. "I have to figure this out myself."

"And Josh can't help?"

"I don't know yet," she said. "Maybe."

Leigh didn't say anything, but he had never so hated his inability to be decisive. To know. It seemed to him that he would never know the right thing to do until he decided what it was. This, perhaps, was why Lillian was forever harping on his not doing enough of what he wanted. It didn't seem possible, though, that his hazy desires could ever lead him into knowledge, clarity, or action.



chapter nineteen

coalition of the willing

Leigh had been staying late at school for a few days, trying to finish his art project. He'd screened a rough version for Preston, Maia, Ms. Kestell, and Diana Jane, each of whom had different ideas about what to change. And then it was finished and he turned it in, getting mentally geared up to focus seriously on college applications. He'd done his research paper and was as caught up as you could get in a school that assigned more than three hours of homework every single day.

Leigh would start his college plan of attack by showing his list to Maia, asking how she felt about Ohio, and seeing how the conversation went from there. He didn't feel as if he could ask her to start thinking about where she wanted to go. He barely wanted to think about it, and he was a year closer to having to make a decision.

The day he meant to show her the list, Maia came to find him after the last bell and said she needed to skip poetry, could he bail on art class? She wanted to speak to him.

In the car, she seemed almost giddy. She had a possible way, she said, to fix her screwup. The other people had screwed up even bigger than she had, and now she was almost positive she could set things right.

"What other people?" Leigh asked.

He realized that all this time, he'd been assuming that she'd hurt herself again (using God knows what) and that he simply hadn't seen or found the mark left on her skin.

"Just people," she said. "But look: I'm going to need a huge favor, because I think Josh has enough to worry about."

"Yeah, anything," Leigh said. "Whatever."

"I might have to borrow some money," she said. "Or talk to your father, if that's okay with you, because I'm going to need a lawyer."

"A lawyer? Jesus, Maia, what the hell happened?"

She was silent and he refused to say anything else. He tried to think of anything he wouldn't tell her. There was nothing. He had even called from New York and told her exactly why he was staying an extra night, that Astra had a family problem and he wanted to take her out to dinner. He'd hesitated over saying that but decided that explaining the truth proved he had nothing to hide.

Which was how he suddenly knew that Maia did. She'd slept with somebody. Jesus Christ. No. Yeah. No. But it had to be. She'd slept with someone, and the thing that had been upsetting her, the thing she needed to figure out, was how to tell him about it. Hadn't she said, before getting in the car, that she needed to speak to him?

But before he could be the king of all jerks and ask whom she had slept with, he remembered that she needed a lawyer. A lawyer about a secret problem that Leigh suspected had something to do with sex.

If he was right, this wasn't good.

When a girl needed a lawyer because she had had sex, it was because she'd had it against her will. Leigh thought of the night over the summer when Maia had walked alone through the park. Jesus, what had happened to her? When?

He stopped the car. They were a block or so from her house.

"Maia, who hurt you?" he asked. "If you've been raped, this is not your screwup."

She closed her eyes, exhaled softly, and bit her upper lip. "You know. How do you know? Are they talking about it at school? I didn't think they were as stupid as that."

"School?" he asked. "This happened at school?"

"You don't know?" she asked him, turning around in her seat so that she was facing him. "You're just guessing?"

"Am I guessing right?"

"No, not exactly." she said. "It's all ... Everything's a mess."

"You're going to tell me," he said. It was not a question.

"Do we have to do this here?" she asked. "I like your car. I don't want to talk about this here."

She told him to take her home. In the kitchen, she made and ate her afternoon snack of grilled cheese, saying she'd better not wait. Normally, he liked when she ate. But right then, watching her chew, he thought he'd jump out of his skin. When she was done, she put her plate in the sink and Leigh followed her upstairs into the room her mother had turned into an office.

"She thinks she's a reporter because sometimes she interviews people" was all Maia had ever said on the topic of Esme Green's job.

Maia sat at her mother's small, ornate desk. She pointed to the chintz sofa by the window, and Leigh sat down, noticing a framed photograph of Esme's ancient cat. It was hanging on the wall next to one of Maia from when she was a baby.

"Remember how I didn't want to show you my arms," Maia said. "Because I thought you would think I was strange."

Leigh nodded, now really alarmed and probably frightened, although that didn't occur to him. Of course he remembered. Did she think there was even one thing about her that he had forgotten? She was the girl he was not sleeping with. She was always on his mind.

"Well, this is worse than strange," Maia told him. "This is embarrassing and stupid."

"If you need a lawyer, then this is more serious than any of that," he said.

"It's ... it's—this is, it's hard," she said, and took a breath.

"Will you please just tell me?"

He was about to point out that he was always asking to count the scars on her feet, that there was nothing she couldn't tell him, when she said, "So that night you were in New York, I went out drinking, and things ... it didn't go so well."

Since when did she drink? Where did she go? Who was she with when she was drinking? And then he thought he knew and felt his body turn cold, the way it might after a long swim or run—chilled beyond the reach of warmth.

"Before you called to say you were going to stay and take Astra out, Jonathan Kimber had phoned," Maia said. "He wanted to see if I would go out with them on a 'cheer up Kevin Staines' mission."


Cheer up Kevin Staines?


"And I said no, thanks, no, but then you called from New York and I was still obsessing about your having said you had loved Astra and then seeing her again, and so I called him back and said, yeah, sure."

"I never said I loved Astra," Leigh said, knowing that wasn't the point, knowing he needed to shut up, knowing Maia was trying to explain how she'd wound up doing something that she was calling embarrassing and stupid.

She'd gone out with Oliver Lexham and his gang—saying Jonathan Kimber's name was the same as saying Oliver's—and been drinking. This was so much worse than burning her skin with cigarettes that Leigh wasn't sure he wanted to know what happened.

"Why did Kevin need you in order to cheer up?" Leigh asked, and then swore that would be his last question.

"His girlfriend had dumped him and they wanted to get him drunk," Maia said. "Diana Jane said she wouldn't be the only girl, so they called me."

Her face had a helpless expression on it, and he almost told her to stop.

"I think maybe I forgot to eat, because I only had, like, half a bottle of wine."

She paused, as if reviewing her facts, or as if considering what to add.

"Maybe I drank the whole thing, but I thought Kevin and I split it," she said. "Diana Jane was going to drive me home, but she and Oliver had a fight and then I..."

Maia had started to cry, as if she wouldn't be able to speak unless she cried because talking was too hard all on its own.

"I don't remember a lot, but I did have sex, I did," she said. "And I was trying to get up the whole time, I think, no, I was, but, but who knows what they thought, and Jesus, you know, I know better."

"Maia," Leigh said, kneeling down at the chair where she sat, as small and fragile as she had ever been. "Maia."

He put his arms around her, rested his chin on her narrow shoulder, and s aid, "I am so sorry. I will kill them. All of them."

"No, no," she said. "No, I did this."

He thought of Oliver or Jonathan or any of them on top of her. He breathed in her hair and felt her body move under his hands. How could they? How could they?

"No," he said. "This was not you."

"'Don't get drunk with guys you don't know or trust,' " she said, pushing away Leigh's embrace. "That's like a law."

She wrapped her arms around herself, hugging her own back, catching her breath. "It's the first thing they teach you, even before you really know what birth control is. 'Don't get drunk' is rule number one and I broke it. No one made me."

Leigh sat back on his heels and looked at her. No one had made her get drunk, but that didn't mean no one had made her have sex. He would kill all of them, he didn't care how.

"I did not have to go drinking with those idiots," she said. "It was so stupid."

"Except that the first rule we're taught is don't get a girl drunk and don't touch a drunk girl," Leigh said. "I knew that for years before I even had sex."

Was it possible that in the seventh and eighth grades she hadn't been forced to sit through the same 'no means no' lectures that he had?

"I know you all learn that," Maia said. "But we have our rule for a reason. It's in case you guys break yours."

"Yes, but..."

But nothing. All that mattered now was how to help her with what had happened. It was clear who was to blame. If she didn't see that, he wasn't sure he knew how to convince her.

"Tell me," he said.

What happened to Maia on the night when everyone broke their respective rules was fairly simple and straightforward. She'd had too much to drink, hadn't lined up a safe ride home, and had been with some boys who'd either been too drunk to think or quite sober enough to see a chance.

A chance to cash in on her being unable to fight or to remember very much after the fact.

"I thought I explained about the contract," she said, "but I might have just been thinking about it."

Right. Because a piece of paper she'd signed in a psychiatrist's office would have made Oliver Lexham do the right thing.

"I mostly remember realizing that even if I 'couldn't' have sex, it sure seemed like I was going to anyway."

He would not ask. He would not ask. He would not ask.

"Was it Oliver?"

"I don't know, but I remember his voice," she said. "And on the film, he's only talking to Kevin. But maybe they both had sex with me. I don't know."

"The film?" Leigh asked her, finally finding words. Finally having a question that felt legitimate. "They filmed it?"

"Yeah—geniuses, huh? I was worried I had lost my mind, dreamed the whole thing, or agreed to everything, but it's on film that I wanted to go home. At least I said that."

Little tears were coming out of her eyes again, but he remained frozen, still at her feet, holding on to either side of her chair.

"You can tell I was drunk, and they didn't have to tie me up or anything," she said, "but the fact that they filmed it shows they planned it. A lawyer can tell me if the film will help to press charges or whatever."

Something sour came up in Leigh's mouth and he swallowed hard over its burning liquid.

"They showed you the film?"

"No, they have no idea I know about it."

A hot, salty thickness slid across his tongue as part of the chair Maia was sitting on came off in Leigh's hand. He'd been chewing on the inside of his mouth and bit through it at the same instant that his hand pulled a rail out of the antique chair's back.

"No, no, no," Maia said, handing him some tissues.

"Listen to me," she said, as he spit blood out of his mouth.

He looked at his hand and guessed he had about seven tiny splinters.

"I need you calm," she said. "I've got to see a lawyer. With that film and proof that they took it, that I was drunk might not matter. The fact that I've had sex before won't be such a big deal. With that film, I can nail them."

Leigh thought of how the word nail was used and how it, along with bang, had always made him laugh, as it perfectly captured a desperation he had about sex. One that had yet to vanish.

He saw Maia looking at him with flat and deadly serious eyes.

"This is my chance," she said.

She didn't know whose camera they had used, but she guessed it was Oliver's, as it was, she thought, his house they'd wound up in when they left Jonathan Kimber's. The point was that Franklin had found the video on Kevin's computer and dumped it onto his own laptop. Unsure of what to do, he went to Millie, who said, "Don't tell Leigh. Tell Maia."

"The film's pretty awful," Maia told Leigh, no longer crying, but her face fragmented, as if recovering from a punch.

He barely heard her, as his mouth surged up again and his ears pounded, and Leigh, knowing he had no time to get to the bathroom, threw up into a small painted garbage can that he almost didn't reach in time.



chapter twenty

another kind of harm

The only thing more humiliating than throwing up in front of his girlfriend, Leigh quickly realized, was having had his body make a horrible event in her life all about him.

For a few minutes, until Leigh could get himself and Esme Green's garbage can into the bathroom, the small study was full of his I'm sorry, God, I'm so sorry, Maia's It's okay, you'll be okay, and the smell of vomit.

Once he had pulled himself together and cleaned everything up, Leigh asked her what he could do. Get the film? Take it to the police? Drive her to the hospital? What?

"Franklin told me I could have the film," Maia said. "I'll need to show it to a lawyer."

"Do you need money?" he asked, having forgotten that she'd said she would.

He'd pretty much forgotten whatever he once knew.

"I can pay for a lawyer," he said.

Finally, something he could do for her. Leigh had no idea where he would get the money—his thoughts raced from selling a kidney to asking Pete. But he would do it. He would, at this point, do anything for a chance to help.

"I can help you find a lawyer," Leigh added, vaguely aware that there were types of lawyers. Some of them drew up wills, and that kind would be of no use to Maia.

She had a lawyer in mind, a woman with offices in Baltimore and Virginia. And normally, for something this important, Maia would ask Josh for the money.

"But if he doesn't have to know," she said, "I'd rather he didn't."

"He'll have to know," Leigh said, adding, in case she had failed to think of this, "Everyone will know."

Even if her name was never mentioned (and he thought they never published the name of rape victims), everyone Maia knew would know. A friend of Lillian's from college had been raped in a stairwell and was beat up so badly that she still walked with a limp. Leigh had been eleven or so, both sure and unsure of what had happened, and he didn't trust what he remembered about it.

"That's the thing," Maia said. "She might not take the case, or I might not want to do it. But with the film, I think I should at least find out."

"She's a lawyer. Of course she'll take the case," he said.

"It's not that simple," Maia told him. "Even when you don't know the person, it's a mess."

"Make the appointment," he said, "and I'll get the money."

Maia asked him not to look at the film even if Franklin offered to show it.

"Bad enough Oliver was in the room watching while it was filmed," she said. "I can barely live with your knowing what happened, let alone seeing it."

Fine, okay. The last thing Leigh wanted was to see what he wished hadn't happened.

"Also," Maia said when she walked him out to his car, "I need to know now if you're going to break up with me."

Oh, God, was she dumping him? Was that what this was all leading to?

"Of course not," he said. "Maia, I still—no. No, why?"

"I don't know, it's just, you know, guys can be weird about sex."

"So can you all," he said, thinking of Astra's theories about sex and her serious future. Not to mention Maia's contract not to have any, after having had, by her own account, too much. "And I am not 'guys.' I'm only one."

Maia reached for his hand and kissed the palm.

"Thank you," she said.


~~~


Even if he'd wanted to see the video, to check out Maia's account of what happened, one look at Franklin's eyes, stricken and shiny with anger, told Leigh everything he needed to know. A drunk Kevin had had sex with a drunk Maia while a not-so-drunk Oliver looked on and talked to him.

"She said she wanted to go," Franklin told Leigh. "But she also kissed him, so I can see he was maybe confused."

"Maybe," Leigh said, torn between wanting and not wanting to know the details.

"But still, it's obvious she's out of it," Franklin said. "I felt so rude watching, but I couldn't believe he'd do that. Does she think I was rude?"

They were sitting on Clayton's front porch with Bubbles looking up at them, wondering why they wouldn't play catch with her. Leigh was picking at the splinters in his hand with a pair of tweezers Millie had found and sterilized by holding over a lit match.

"No, she doesn't think that," Leigh said.

Franklin had archived his brother's hard drive and swore to Leigh that it held the time and date of when the video went into it.

"All Maia needs is a copy," Franklin said. "Once my parents see it, they won't stop me from saying where I found it."

Leigh wanted to believe he would never be in Kevin's situation, but everyone involved had been unbelievably stupid and he knew no one was immune from stupidity. And so, to be fair, he said, "He's still your brother. No one will blame you if you say nothing. All she needs is the video."

"You know, last year it was Oliver's idea to put me in my locker," Franklin said. "He wanted to see if I was small enough to fit in it."

"The guy's a jerk," Leigh said.

"It was Kevin who locked it," Franklin said. "He thinks I don't know."

"Are you sure?" Leigh asked, thinking that if it was true, then for Kevin having sex with Maia was another version of picking on someone weaker at the urging of another—more popular—guy.

"I heard his voice," Franklin said. "But he's too stupid to think I would know it was him."

Leigh, still wanting to beat both Oliver and Kevin senseless, was beginning to think that another kind of harm might befall them. Leigh knew he would die of shame if Millie ever spoke about him with the kind of disgust Franklin had for Kevin. If nothing else, he and Oliver would have to spend their lives knowing what they had done. And if Maia nailed them, everyone else would also know. Always. It would be in a file that followed them for far longer than their SAT scores ever would.

Maia had to get a lawyer. And a lawyer would do what Leigh could not: unleash punishment and revenge.

"The guy who filmed the thing was smart," Franklin said, interrupting Leigh's fantasy of legal retribution. "He never spoke. Not even when Oliver told him to move the camera."

"I've got to go for a run," Leigh said, standing up.

He was lightheaded and queasy, but if he didn't move around he would turn into the frozen chilled thing he'd been in Esme Green's small room.

"You going to stay for dinner?" he asked Franklin.

"Is Maia coming?"

"Probably," Leigh said, reminding himself to call and make sure she was.

"How can she eat and look at me?" Franklin asked. "How will your sister ever go out with me now?"

Leigh, doing warm-up stretches with his neck and shoulders, looked down at the small boy in big glasses.

"Ask her. You'd be surprised," Leigh said, thinking he might not let Millie ever go on a date with anyone but Franklin. "When Maia sees you, she will never see your brother."


~~~


Leigh spent all night drafting an e-mail to Pete. He was trying to ask for money without using either the word rape or the request Don't tell Mom.

It was impossible. Leigh knew that while Pete would do anything for him, if he thought Leigh was in trouble (and how would a need for money be read as anything but trouble?), he would feel obliged to tell Lillian. Normally, Leigh trusted his mother. There was no reason not to. But the minute Lillian found out what had happened, she'd be all over Leigh, asking if he was okay. How he was feeling.

Questions he couldn't answer.

Clayton, on the other hand, would never want to know. He wouldn't ask, and it would never occur to him that he should. As an added benefit, Leigh's father wasn't just an emotionally autistic problem solver. He was a lawyer. He could be of real help.

It was four in the morning. Clayton woke up every day at six. He spent forty minutes on the sun porch having his coffee and reading the papers before going to the pool. Leigh could make the coffee, fetch the paper, and wait for his father to get out of bed.

Leigh took his laptop and his homework down to the sun porch. The homework was just for show. In the quiet of early morning, he let himself poke around legal Web pages, trying to figure out how often rape victims won in court when pressing charges. Maybe he wasn't typing in the right questions, or maybe the answers simply weren't there.

Google failed him.

But Clayton did not. He let Leigh stammer on about drinking, money, and things not going well until silence returned to the sun porch. Then he asked three questions: Was Maia in any immediate need of medical care, had she gone to a hospital or clinic when she woke up after that night, and what was the name of the lawyer Maia wanted to see? To which Leigh said no, no, and I don't know.

Clayton nodded, pressed his index fingers together, and laid out the terms of his loan. He would accompany Maia to the lawyer, and she had to go see her shrink again. He had heard from Charles that she had skipped some appointments. This was not the time for her to become self-destructive (although maybe he said self-indulgent, Leigh was never sure which). In return, Clayton would pay Maia's initial legal fees and offer advice that she could disregard. He would do all of this, as well as refrain from informing her mother.

"This is the bit I regret most," Clayton said. "But I did not find Esme a helpful advocate when looking for a way to bribe Maia into eating."

Leigh, who suspected that his father was a little afraid of Esme, accepted Clayton's terms. But into the silent space that Maia thought the body held Leigh put his belief that she should be forced to tell her mother. He wasn't sure why until years later when he saw Maia at the dinner party and remembered how stunning Esme Green had been. She was no doubt a bad mother, having been unaware that a girl could be too thin, but a woman that beautiful might have been able to tell Maia a lot about how to escape and recover from the damage men could do.



chapter twenty-one

voluntary social engagement

The early-morning meeting with Clayton marked the beginning of a time during which Leigh stood outside of his own life, not merely an observer but, worse, a powerless and silent one. His father took Maia to the lawyer she wanted to see in Baltimore, even though Clayton said the woman had a reputation for being political and inflammatory.

The lawyer viewed the film, took a personal history, and said it would be a fight they could win, but that it would be a fight. Clayton asked Maia, who agreed, to seek another lawyer's counsel, saying it was like going to the doctor for a second opinion.

This lawyer, Clayton told Leigh, believed that there was every chance the video would be thrown out, and it was hard to judge its impact if it was only described.

"He thinks she could win, but it's tough because she and Oliver dated," Clayton said.

"Briefly," Leigh said. "And months ago."

"It doesn't matter," Clayton said. "In these things, appearance carries more weight than facts."

Leigh listened as Clayton said little and Maia even less. He watched as within days of the lawyer visits Maia became paler and thinner, although she swore she was eating.

"Let it alone," Janet told him one night when he'd complained that she had let Maia leave her plate half full. "She has a lot to work out. A few days off of her food plan won't kill her."


~~~


School, which Leigh feared would be a nightmare, was a relief. He knew what was expected of him there. The bells rang, he moved from class to class, took notes, and handed in his work. Every time he saw Kevin or Oliver, Leigh thought his heart would either stop beating or explode from beating too fast. But he was able to make eye contact with each of them, and even smile, because he was certain that Maia would not thank him if he gave any indication that he either knew or cared.

The one person at school who made him feel normal was Preston Gavenlock. At the start of school, they had fallen into the habit of running together about twice a week, in an attempt to improve their speed. During cooldowns, they talked about colleges, their teachers, and the war. They did not talk about Maia or, for that matter, any of their classmates. Like Leigh, Preston was worried about getting into a good college; they both mostly liked their teachers, even the annoying ones, and were largely baffled by how the war had become part of daily life but not nearly as visible as most parts.

"We spend more time brushing our teeth than we do being part of the war," Preston said. "It's not really a group effort in this country."

Preston had sent money to an organization in London that was trying to track the number of civilian deaths. It had been his father's idea. Mr. Gavenlock had said, in March when the bombing began, that as a taxpayer he was responsible for anyone killed who was not part of an army.

"My mother only ever said the war was a disaster," Leigh said. "She still says that."

In a way, Iraq had become like homework. On one level, it was abstract and pointless, like physics. And yet, unlike with homework, there were consequences to the war. Serious ones. Countless people were dying. Only yesterday the news was full of sixteen American soldiers being killed when their helicopter was shot down.

"It's not a war anymore—that part's over," Preston said. "Now it's an occupation."

Leigh had read somewhere that bombing was easy. It was rebuilding that required thought and care. Was that true? Preston had picked up the pace and Leigh was falling behind.

As they raced from a street lamp to the farthest stop sign, Leigh found himself thinking of Astra and Maia. Once he finally did it, ending things with Astra was easy. Being with Maia, with whom he wanted to stay forever, felt like it was slipping beyond his grasp.

On a Saturday in the middle of November, Maia came by the house, asking if he'd like to take a walk. Leigh, who was not sleeping very much, had gone swimming with Clayton that morning and, with his twitchy energy having returned in full force, had been all set to go for a run. Alone. Without Preston or any thoughts of colleges and casualties.

A walk with Maia would have to do instead.

"Let's take the dog," she said, and they headed off to the park.

It was one of those days when the weather was torn between fall and early winter. Maia made a few comments about how the seasons would eventually vanish into global warming. She said there was a poet in Hawaii who wrote about that all the time. Leigh, afraid to reach for her hand, said nothing.

"Basically, everyone says that I'll always regret not going to court," Maia told him, finally broaching the topic on both of their minds, "but that there's also every chance I'll regret going."

Leigh, who desperately wanted her to press charges, wondered what she could regret about it. Even if she lost, everyone would know what she had accused Kevin and Oliver of, and therefore everyone would know what they had done.

"My shrink says that I won't believe it was their fault until a judge says it was."

They were crossing Calvert Park's empty tennis courts.

"Wouldn't that be a good reason to do it then?" Leigh asked. "So that a judge can say it was their fault?"

Talking to Maia had become the way thinking about her had once been: difficult, confusing, and just a little frightening.

"Well, this girl at the crisis center thinks that it gives too much power to the court," Maia said. "And that I'm setting myself up if I lose."

You won't lose, Leigh almost told her, but she wasn't done.

"The lawyer in Baltimore said that it's empowering to go to court no matter what happens," Maia said. "Like losing is so empowering."

Maia bent down to take the stick that Bubbles had just brought to her like a present.

"What does empowering mean, anyway? Josh was one of the most powerful men on Wall Street, and look what happened to him."

Leigh didn't think she would appreciate his reminding her that Josh had broken the law, which was different from what had happened to her. Oliver and Kevin had broken the law, and they should pay for that, just as Josh was.

Maia threw the stick again, and they watched Bubbles take off after it.

"I am so sick of people telling me what they think," she said. "Or explaining to me what I should think."

Leigh, aware that he wanted to trade places with the dog and just take off running, made a list of the reasons he loved Maia. She was totally brilliant (she had read John Donne and thought learning Italian in order to understand Dante made sense), totally insane (he didn't need to elaborate on this one), and totally beautiful.

The totally beautiful probably came first, but he didn't feel obliged to tell himself that.

"And the lawyers, God," Maia said. "You know, they each had the same name for my going out that night: a voluntary social engagement."

Leigh already knew those three words, having come across the legal definition of date rape during his useless computer search. The definition had been full of words that when put together sounded like an almost meaningless encounter.

"It's like everything I tell them has to fit into their language," Maia said. "It can't possibly have happened until they can say it properly."

Of course it has to fit into their language, Leigh wanted to yell at her. Once it gets to court, it's a legal matter. It must be presented in legal terms.

"I want it to be over," she said. "Like, this happened to me, they got in trouble, boom, the end."

"Right," Leigh said. "That's why you want a trial."

"No, it's ... I thought going to court would end it," she said, "but even thinking about going to court has made it feel endless."

"It'll end when the trial does," Leigh said, never having believed his own words less.

"It should end because I've decided it's over," Maia said.

She pulled her jacket shut.

"I mean, it's not like I've never had sex before."

"It's about—" Leigh started to say, but she interrupted.

"I know, I know, 'rape isn't about sex, it's about violence,'" she said, quoting many, many sources. "And power, too, I think. It's all about power."

Leigh had stopped walking, soggy stick in hand, Bubbles looking at him expectantly.

"I can't help but think that if I just get on with my life, I'll have more power," Maia said. "If I let this drag out with lawyers and appointments, and then maybe don't even win, well, they'll have power over me for longer than they already did on that night."

Leigh couldn't believe it. She wasn't going to press charges. She was just going to let Oliver and Kevin get away with it.

"Remember when the war started?" Maia asked. "And they thought there would be a huge battle for Baghdad?"

He nodded. Yes, he remembered. She really wanted to talk about the war?

"There was all this talk on the news about female soldiers becoming POWs and how they were so hugely vulnerable, remember?"

He shook his head no. The only talk or news about POWs that Leigh remembered had been about the enemy combatants being held in Guantánamo. And he couldn't recall any details, except that while the Geneva Convention let POWs have a razor blade, the United States, mindful of what could be done with box cutters, was reluctant to hand out razor blades to Al Qaeda members.

Maia's voice brought Leigh out of his foggy memory. She was saying that she had read an interview back then with a female pilot whose jet was shot down during the first war with Iraq.

"The Gulf war," he said, needlessly.

She knew, and her look told him he was in danger of being a jerk. A condescending jerk.

"So this woman had two broken arms," Maia said, "some of her friends were dead, her plane was on fire, and an Iraqi tried to rape her."

Anywhere but here, Leigh thought. I would do anything to be anywhere but here.

"In the interview, she said that with everything that had gone wrong, being sexually violated was way down there on the list of what mattered."

And that was what Maia wanted. For her voluntary social engagement to be low down on her list of things gone wrong. A list that started with Josh's going to prison, or maybe with Ned Morland's postcards.

Hard to tell, even though he wanted to know. God, more than anything, he wanted to hold every detail of her life until his access to her was complete. The way he wanted her had nothing—and yet everything—to do with sex.

"That night is over," Maia said, pausing, as if saying the words would make it true. "Eventually it'll be behind me," she said, "like a whole list of other things that are also bad, but over."

Leigh, thinking of Millie and her father, didn't think that bad things were ever over. It was more that you got used to them. Slowly, bit by bit, until they weren't bad things anymore but things you didn't need to think about.

"Everyone at school knows," Maia said. "But no one knows for sure that I know they know."

They smiled stiffly at each other, not sure it was okay to find laughable all the layers of who knew what when.

"As long as I can pretend it didn't happen," she said, "then I can stay here."

For a minute, he couldn't speak. That she was even thinking of leaving—school, Calvert Park, or him, it doesn't matter which—produced a pain inside his body that was not unlike the stress fracture's: dull, sharp, throbbing, insistent, and angry.

Ever since August, she told Leigh, Josh had been suggesting that Maia think of leaving Calvert Park. Or, more particularly, of leaving Esme, whose new marriage to Charles was already in trouble.

"You never told me that," Leigh said, wondering if he would ever feel as if he knew her.

"There was nothing to tell," Maia said. "Charles thought he was marrying a beautiful woman who loved him, and instead she's just a beautiful woman."

"Where would you go if you left?" he asked.

"Boarding school," Maia said.

"But you hated boarding school."

It would be a different one than before, Maia told him. An all-girls one called Closson Hall that was in Connecticut. Josh's sister, Abigail Pierce, lived a few towns over, and Maia would be able to spend weekends with her. And holidays.

"Abigail's really nice," Maia said. "She's always liked me. She's a doctor."

"Oh. Well, being a doctor's good," Leigh said, no longer thinking, but hating the woman for making a move away from Calvert Park attractive to Maia. "It's a good job."

"I didn't want to go," she said.

She had been against the idea when Josh first mentioned that he and Abigail knew several people on Closson Hall's board of trustees.

"Because I would miss you," Maia said. "But I could see Josh's point."

"That you should go," Leigh said, his soaring elation over her saying that she would miss him abruptly crashing.

"Yeah, but now I can't leave," she said. "Now I have to prove to them and to myself that I can tough it out."

If Maia was going to prove that she could tough it out, Leigh thought she should drag Oliver and Kevin to court, but he also wanted, as she said, for it all to be over. Behind them.

She should go back to being the Maia Morland he knew.



chapter twenty-two

dexter clayton

Maia's decision brought her a kind of grim peace and, if nothing else, clarity. For Leigh, her refusal to make Oliver and Kevin pay unleashed a blur of uncertainty and doubt—more than the usual amount he'd been lugging. Although she said she was relying on him to help her put it all behind her, Leigh believed there was more he should do than just ignore the reality of what had happened.

The Internet, which had been useless in helping to gauge Maia's chances in court, was full of suggestions about how rape victims could heal. Love, time, support, understanding, sleep, getting a pet or starting a hobby, exercise, time, meditation, volunteer work, therapy, time, art therapy, or swimming with dolphins.

The dolphins sounded a bit impractical. Maia had a hobby, although gardening was pretty much over for the year. Leigh felt like he was getting nowhere on the love, support, and understanding front, but having a pet—what recoverynow.org called an undemanding source of affection—made a lot of sense.

He talked to Charles Rhoem to make sure that a dog would be allowed, and then drove Millie to the county pound.

"You don't want to let Maia pick out her own dog?" Millie asked.

"I think the pound will depress her," Leigh said, forgetting that his sister had plenty of reason to be depressed as well.

But Millie was excited to be included in his plans and full of purpose. She and Leigh never directly discussed what had happened to Maia (an agreement of silence that stayed in place for years), but they were united in wanting to reverse any and all damage. At the pound, a clean but miserable place full of barking, and pleading eyes, Millie picked out a dog.

He was as big as a Saint Bernard but as sweet and docile as a cocker spaniel; he looked as if a collie had run off with a giant black Lab. While Millie petted at and whispered to the huge animal, Leigh did the paperwork, asking about shots and neutering.

With the help of some dry food, he coaxed the dog into his car, and then the three of them drove off to Maia's house.

"Oh, my God," Maia said as the dog shot out of the car and bounded up the porch. "Oh, my God. He's as big as a pony."

"He's for you," Millie said. "To keep you company and to guard your dreams."

To keep you company and to guard your dreams was a line from the recoverynow.org Web page, making Leigh aware he was not the only one doing research on how to get over a rape.

"Oh, my God," Maia said one more time, burying her face into the dog's massive neck.

"What are you going to call him?" Millie asked, almost hopping up and down in excitement.

"I think considering that you guys gave him to me," Maia said, "Dexter Clayton would fit best."

Leigh thought Millie was going to burst out of her skin with pride at this reference to her romance novel. He was glad for her, but the mention of his romantic alter ego pained him in ways he couldn't name but could feel all too sharply.

"We can call him D.C. for short," Millie said. "People will think it's for the city, but we'll know."

"Or we could call him Dex," Maia said.

Leigh swallowed, aware of a growing tightness in his chest. He thought of the first day of school, back when Franklin still called him the duke's dark son and Maia the American heiress. He simply could not bear the impossible gap between then and now. Lately, his skin hurt all the time and he was forever blinking, the way you do when something's in your eyes, or the sun's too hot.

"What do you think?" Maia asked Leigh. "D.C. or Dex?"

He could still build his universe on Maia, who continued to smile when she saw him, and whose smell he inhaled whenever she was close enough to touch. But other people had crawled inside this world, and there was no denying that he couldn't look at his beloved without also seeing Oliver Lexham and Kevin Staines.

"D.C. seems good," Leigh said, telling himself he saw agreement, not disappointment in her eyes.

The best he could do for her was this dog, who barked when Maia called his new name. It was a high, yappy bark, totally unexpected from such a large animal, and it made them laugh.

But even that tiny success was threatened when Esme discovered her cat hiding under the bed and quaking in terror. Esme and Charles had a huge fight, with Maia's mother wanting to get rid of the dog.

"Charles thinks that the cat will get used to D.C. and should be forced to suck it up for a few days," Maia said. "So of course Mom is livid with him."

Leigh had already guessed that Esme was never thrilled when her husband took too active an interest in Maia's well-being. In fact, the growing evidence (fixing her lunch and driving her to the shrink) that Charles Rhoem was doing just that had been one of the reasons Josh wanted Maia to pack her bags for Closson Hall. Josh, who had witnessed Esme's wrath over his own affection for Maia, thought sparing her a second round of it was a good idea.

"Do you want us to keep the dog for you?" Leigh asked, wondering how upset Janet and Clayton (not to mention Bubbles) would be if D.C. were to suddenly appear in the house.

"No," Maia said. "I want my mother and her cat to suck it up."

This didn't seem like the wisest course of action, but Leigh was beyond trying to guess, evaluate, or judge her actions. He felt his connection to Maia slipping away under the weight of all he didn't know, and he had no idea of how to get a firmer grip on it.


~~~


The days passed, as days will, until Thanksgiving was no longer just a holiday in the distance but here, only one day away. Millie and Janet made pumpkin cupcakes, and Millie brought a dozen into school to share with people. That Wednesday always had a holiday air to it, what with classes usually ending an hour or so early in order for people to get a start on their travels or their cooking.

At lunch, Leigh watched as his sister neatly arranged her offerings on a heavy flowered plate, wiping away smudges of icing. Franklin ate his cupcake in two bites, but Leigh cut up both his and Maia's, knowing it was easier for her to swallow small pieces.

From the corner of his eye he saw Jonathan Kimber sit down between Diana Jane and Kevin Staines. Millie waved to Preston Gavenlock, who came over with his lunch tray, scooting into a chair next to Franklin.

"Hey, kid," he said to Millie. "Are these all for me?"

"One each," Franklin informed him.

"Preston gets two," Millie said. "For being exceptional."

Kevin's old girlfriend, Beth Goldman, walked by them and accepted a cupcake from Millie.

"I used all organic products," Millie said.

"I just did my whole history paper on sustainable farming," Beth said. "Organic is its own industry now."

Beth asked Franklin something that Leigh didn't hear because a comment of Franklin's from what seemed like ages ago was suddenly demanding attention. On the video Leigh hadn't seen but that Clayton, two lawyers, and Franklin had, Oliver was talking to someone behind the camera.

There had been someone else in the room. Someone filmed what happened to Maia—someone smart enough not to answer any questions. Someone sick enough to run a camera while a drunk girl and two drunk boys displayed what happens when everyone forgets the rules about drinking and sex.

It had to be Jonathan Kimber, Leigh thought. Although Maia had said they'd left his house. Plus, he had wanted to call a cab before Oliver offered to drive her home instead of Diana Jane. Leigh looked at Maia, who was picking up her last piece of cupcake.

"Who ran the camera?" he asked, keeping his voice low, hating himself for asking but needing to know. "Who was the third guy?"

"Are you kidding me?" she asked.

"Who was it?"

He knew that asking questions wasn't what Maia had in mind when she said she wanted to put it all behind her.

"Did you see him?" Leigh asked. "Do you remember who it was?"

"What difference does it make?"

He wasn't helping, he knew that, but he couldn't shut up, as he was unbelievably sick of not knowing. Not just not knowing what to do, or what was right, or how to behave, or where to apply for school, or how to live in the world. Maia was wrapped up in his hopes and meager plans for the future, although he wasn't sure how that had happened. Or why.

She would always be someone who made him want to know more. Guys not that different from Leigh had done something unspeakable to Maia. It was as if they had defaced a sculpture.

Leigh needed to know more about how they did it and why.

"Who was it?" he asked again.

"It doesn't matter," she said. "He's apologized like a thousand times."

"He apologized?"

Leigh's voice rang out, and more than half of the cafeteria grew silent—a lull that was immediately swallowed up by trays being moved and the resumption of lunchroom chatter.

Someone at the table stood up, finished lunch tray in hand, and Maia's eyes followed the shift and then snapped back to Leigh. She didn't even have to say his name, and in the time it took to think Preston Gavenlock, Leigh had jumped over the table and empty chair.

People talk about events slowing down in moments of duress, panic, or alarm, but really they speed up. There is no time to think, and all useful awareness vanishes, hovering outside of you, like an observer. That this was probably exactly how Maia had felt with Kevin on top of her was not a thought that reached Leigh until it was all over.

He and Preston hit the floor with a thud, and Preston wasted his advantage by rolling on top to speak instead of to hit. Leigh always knew that if in that moment Preston had apologized, things would have gone even worse for him. But what he chose to say—"I didn't touch her. I swear."—didn't improve his chances any. Leigh didn't even bother, with the guy practically on his chest, to attempt a punch.

Instead, he brought his knee into Preston's back, and then, as Preston fell forward, his face twisted, Leigh punched him. Hard. Punched him hard a lot—until they rolled too close to a table and Preston landed one on Leigh's face, and now the blood everywhere belonged to both of them.

The problem with fighting outside of a boxing ring is that it's hard, messy, and terrifying. Leigh didn't think—he simply tried what he could. There was no room for anything but movement and two thoughts, which alternated like knives through his mind: I'm going to die and Kill him! Everything else was irrelevant.

People were screaming and standing on chairs, and the school's one security guard hauled Leigh up while Mr. Wynne, the strict firster, grabbed hold of Preston.

"I will kill you!" Preston screamed, although it was not clear if he was talking to Leigh or Mr. Wynne.

Leigh, somewhat shocked to have been picked up with such ease, felt his blood cool as the other man's chest pressed against his back. Nothing would be gained by involving a stranger who outweighed him, and Leigh took his satisfaction in the swollen and bloodied face that stared at him.

Preston, bruised, furious, and not at all happy at the limited damage he'd managed to do, broke free of Mr. Wynne, charging for Leigh. As Preston's head hit him in the stomach, Leigh felt the man holding him stagger back. He had one clear thought—Kill him!—before grabbing on to Preston's back as the guard's arms dropped away.

Released from all doubts and uncertainties, Leigh let himself be brought to the floor, and got hit in the face three times before rolling over and banging Preston's head against the floor. Leigh could feel the side of his own face swelling up and his mouth oozing with blood; Preston's nose and shirt were covered in it.

Later, Leigh would learn that the guard had hit his head against a table edge, and that Preston, while breaking Mr. Wynne's hold, had dislocated the man's jaw. There was no one to stop them—to stop him—until Preston, who had been banging his knees into Leigh's back ribs, became, suddenly, still.

Leigh, already having sharp pain when he drew a breath, looked behind him, then back at Preston.

The heaving chest did not move, and the sound of wet, ragged breathing that had been driving Leigh crazy had stopped.

Someone ran over to them and knelt on the floor next to Preston.

"What is wrong with you?" a furious voice demanded.

The someone was Maia. Leigh tried wiping his eye—the one not swollen shut had something in it. He peered at his hand. Blood.

"God, I trusted you," she said, turning to Leigh, her face a mask of disbelief. "I trusted you."

Maia put her ear to Preston's mouth. People moved around the three of them. Mr. Wynne, an ice pack pressed against his jaw, was on a cell phone he'd had to borrow from a student. The security guard told Maia to move. To Leigh, he said, "I wouldn't be young again, no, I wouldn't."

Maia moved over to Leigh and touched his face, her hand coming away sticky as he probed his mouth for where he was bleeding.

"Don't," he said, meaning don't touch, he was covered in blood, he would get it on her.

It hurt to talk, and his mouth felt funny.

"Your lip's split," she said.

Behind her, men in uniforms moved into place. A man felt Preston's pulse, and opened his eyes to peer at them with a pencil flashlight. Somebody else wrapped a band around his arm. The men shouted numbers at each other.

"This was so stupid," Maia said. "What were you thinking?"

"Honey, move out of the way," one of the men said.

They had put a brace on Preston's neck, had an IV bag going, and were getting ready to move him onto a stretcher. Maia stood up.

"I wasn't, really," Leigh said, but no sound reached his ears. The pain when he moved was not that different from when he'd bruised his ribs last year, only it was sharper, more intense.

"I didn't want this," Maia said. "This makes everything worse."

"Can you move?" one of the men asked Leigh. "Hey, how many fingers?"

He held up three, the number the hand in front of him had extended. A pin of light flashed in each of his eyes.

"You're coming with us," the man said. "That eye needs stitches."

Leigh nodded. They would find out soon enough that he was going to need help standing up. Maia stood to get out of the way, and what was left of his good eye froze while his hand shot out to hold her leg still.

There was blood seeping across her socks, and the sight of it scared him. Over the past three months, Leigh had expended a lot of effort in trying to take off her socks, but she removed her bra more readily. She knew he wanted to see her scars and she wanted to hide them.

"I would never have told you," she said once, "if I'd thought we'd ... you know."

"Fall in love?" Leigh had asked her, running his hand up her leg. "Fall madly in love?"

"Right," she had answered, giggling. "I'd never have told you about my stupid feet if I had known we'd wind up stupidly in love."

"Desperately," he said.

"Truly," she said.

"Forever."

"And ever."

He had, in the end, left her socks alone, allowing them to protect her hurts and injuries. But on the day that he shattered Preston Gavenlock's right cheekbone, blinded him in one eye, and gave him a concussion, Leigh understood that while it hurt to breathe, far worse than anything else was the blood all over Maia's ribbed yellow socks.

It was probably Preston's, from when she had knelt by his head, but Leigh had bled from his mouth throughout the fight, so who knew whose blood it was staining her feet, ruining her socks. The medics squirted saline into Leigh's open eye.

"Inflamed vessels, but pupil's clear," one of them said. "What's your name?"

Leigh opened his mouth but decided not to answer. His tongue, which would need three stitches, was too clumsy to work.

"It's Leigh Hunter," Maia said. "Is he going to be okay?"

Whatever the man who was taping Leigh's ribs said, it didn't much matter.

The answer was no.



chapter twenty-three

friendly fire

Millie, who insisted on going along when the medics helped Leigh into the ambulance, called her mother, who met them at the county hospital.

Janet, after saying Jesus Christ, what were you thinking, was very helpful, explaining that the pain was because, yes, he'd bruised one rib, but broken two others. They didn't think his eye needed stitches after all, but his tongue did.

She would talk to the floor nurse about getting him some painkillers.

Somewhat reluctantly, he asked about Preston. Leigh's hands felt sore and he was oddly upset at how easy it had been to damage Preston's face. Knocking someone out was harder than it sounded but easier than it should have been.

Janet said that Preston had come to in the ambulance, thrown up, gone under again, and now had a fever. The fever was a bad sign, but the vomiting a good one. She was going to call Clayton now. Did Leigh have any questions? Did he want a mirror? They'd done a good clean-up job, she told him, but he was going to have a hell of a bruise along his right temple.

When Janet left him to go in search of a place where her cell phone would work, Millie came to stand beside her brother.

"I wish you'd done it to Oliver too," she said. "And Kevin."


~~~


It took three days for doctors to give Preston an all-clear. He had flatlined twice, would need reconstructive surgery on his face, and had a detached retina, permanently damaging his vision. Rumors flew around school, parents phoned each other, and lawyers were hired. Leigh remained at home while the administration debated his fate: suspension or expulsion.

Thanksgiving, at least in the Hunter household, was skipped over, save for some cupcakes and bowls of cold stuffing. Leigh, his mouth full of stitches, ate Jell-O, broth, and slices of soggy toast.

No one called Lillian, and Leigh had the impression that his father was afraid of telling her anything until he could present it as an entire story. At the hospital, Clayton had asked what had possessed him, and all Leigh had to say was "He shot the video."

There were no more questions from his father, as if he accepted what had happened without being able to judge it. Although when Janet said they should do any and every thing to prevent Leigh from getting expelled, Clayton said, calmly, "He beat a boy unconscious. I'm not sure he should get a pass on that."

Clayton still felt that it was only Maia's choice whether to tell anyone about what had happened to her.

"Unless the Gavenlocks think about pressing charges," Clayton said. "Then I'll have to tell them. They won't want his involvement entered into the legal record any more than I want an assault and battery conviction for you."

Maia's despairing and repeated phrase I trusted you rang through Leigh's mind.

"She doesn't want anyone to know," he said. "I'd rather go to jail."

"You'd get anger management," Clayton said. "Expulsion is more of a worry right now."


~~~


By the weekend, Leigh's face looked fairly normal, if one ignored the blue and yellow marks along his eye. His tongue had reduced in size and he could speak, although the impulse to scratch at his stitches made it hard to think. He had eaten almost no solid food for three days, and while Leigh had no appetite, his body was screaming for a meal. He wondered how in the world Maia's mind had managed to beat her desire—her body's will—to eat.

Taking what was left of his nerve and the fragments of his bravery in hand, Leigh walked over to Maia's house. Charles Rhoem answered his knock and they studied each other for a minute. Leigh was afraid that Maia's second stepfather might try to keep him out of the house.

"Looks like you're healing up," Charles said. "She's out back teaching that monster-size dog how to fetch."

Leigh walked into the garden, trying not to think of all the time he'd spent there, when it had been easy to see her. D.C. happily trotted away from Maia and the Frisbee she was holding. Leigh held out his hand so the dog could lick it, remembering how he and Millie had found success and failure when training Bubbles. Maia's dog licked his hand, sniffed at his crotch, and then lay down on the ground.

"You know how small dogs think they're German shepherds?" Leigh said. "Maybe D.C. thinks he's one of those tiny poodles that nap all the time."

"Maybe," she said. "How's your mouth?"

"It's okay," he said. "Weird, but, you know, fine."

Silence, and then awkwardness grew as neither of them spoke.

"I wish you hadn't done it," she said, finally.

"I know," Leigh said.

"You know," she said. "Well, that's great. I'm glad that you know."

Leigh tried desperately to think of the exact right words to explain that he meant he also wished he hadn't done it, that he would chop off his foot—even the good one without the stress fracture—rather than hurt her. And that he would give, or do, or give up anything in order to erase the sound of her voice saying that she had trusted him.

"And to do it to Preston, God," Maia said, all her unhappiness bursting out. "He had the least to do with it, and, I mean, who cares, but at least he felt bad about it. At least he was sorry."

Leigh's entire body braced at the mere mention of Preston's apology, alerting him that he had not spent all of his rage in the fight.

"If you had to pound the crap out of someone, why not Oliver Lexham?"

Leigh spoke quickly, relieved to have words and slightly surprised she hadn't already guessed.

"Preston's the one who knew better."

"Of course," she said, but sounding even angrier than she had before.

Perhaps Leigh had explained himself badly, and he added, hoping to get it right, "I'll never be like Oliver or any of those guys. But Preston, sure. Preston's not so different from me. He's a friend of mine."

He saw her lips press together and considered the possibility that she was thinking that he'd put his "friend" in a coma.

"Was a friend, or I thought he was, or, that's not it," Leigh said. "Preston could have stopped them. He knows that, and he should—"

"You made this all about you," Maia said. "What I wanted was for it to be private. And all about me."

He stood still, sure she was wrong, but afraid she was right.

"I am not some totally innocent victim here," she said. "But I'm not totally at fault for that bad night, and, God, I wanted to figure it out."

She tossed the Frisbee into the faded decorative grasses that Leigh remembered having moved a few times over the summer. She clicked her fingers at the dog and paused on the steps leading up to the deck.

"I needed to figure it all out," Maia said. "By myself and in private."

"No one will know," Leigh said.

"I don't know what to say to you," she told him. "I know you didn't mean it. But now ... now I don't know."

"Listen, even if Preston's parents press charges, I will never say why I hit him. I'd go to jail before I told anyone."

Maia's head tilted slightly as she studied him. Leigh couldn't read her expression. Amused? Annoyed? If he'd once felt closer to her than anyone else, he no longer did.

"I'd never let that happen," she said. "I don't even want you suspended."

"No one will ever know," he said. "I promise."

Her hand reached out and touched his face. Gently, although it was gone before he felt it.

"But I know," she said. "And that's bad enough."

Leigh watched her and D.C. go into the house. It was not particularly gratifying that only the dog looked back at him.


~~~


On her first day back at school after the holiday, Millie came home saying that Oliver Lexham and Kevin Staines were playing dumb about what had happened. They'd been called in, along with Jonathan Kimber, to the headmaster's office and sworn up and down that they had no idea why Preston Gavenlock and Leigh Hunter had tried to kill each other in the cafeteria.

Millie told Leigh that this was horribly unfair and wrong.

"If they expel you, you won't live here anymore," Millie said, sitting on his bed, her shoulders slumped.

Leigh remembered, with more shame than he felt about putting Preston in the hospital, that he had moved to Calvert Park to be near his sister, whose father had died only eight months ago. How had he let things fall apart this fast?

"I'll go to public school," he said. "Don't worry."

"Clayton's already told Mom that the minute Lillian finds out about any of this, she'll yank you to Maine really fast."

"She won't find out," Leigh said.

"Unless you get expelled. Then he'll have to tell her."

"I won't get expelled. I promise."

For obvious reasons, Millie didn't put a lot of stock in her brother's promises, and took her woes to Franklin. Who simply couldn't believe the mounting damage his brother had caused without paying for any of it.

Leigh never knew whose idea it was—Franklin's or Millie's—but he found out soon enough what was done. Franklin played the video for Diana Jane Gilbor, who did just what he hoped she would. She left the Staineses' house (Leigh would always wonder how Franklin had convinced her to go there), called Oliver's father, and had a private conference with her firster, Ms. Kestell.

By the third day in December, Leigh was looking at a ninety-six-hour suspension, which Calvert Park Prep was happy to consider as already served. But Leigh would have preferred being expelled, even if it meant Lillian finding out everything. Because as a result of Franklin's showing the video to Diana Jane, Maia went from trying to put what she called that bad night behind her to living with everyone having an opinion about it.



chapter twenty-four

provisional agreements

Calvert Park Prep was located in a small suburb, but it was part of a wide, close-knit circle of private schools located throughout several of Maryland's counties. As the story of Maia's rape spread, different versions appeared and certain details were told as gospel truth. In one version, GHB was slipped into Maia's wine; in another, five boys had sex with her; and in yet another, she'd asked them to make the tape, wanting to become a sex star via the Internet.

Some thought her story showed what could happen when boys got out of control. Others pointed to it as part of an obvious lie told by a girl with morning-after regrets.

Leigh, watching and listening to this happen, finally understood why she had elected to skip a trial. The swirl of rumor, speculation, and judgment was like reliving that bad night every day. Throw lawyers into the mix, and it would have been that much more toxic.

What he also understood, as Maia sat apart from him at lunch, refused to meet his eye in the hallway, and stopped coming to the house for dinner, was that she would never forgive him. Leigh was forced to assume Maia had found another way to visit Josh, since Leigh's e-mails asking if she needed a ride went unanswered.

He wanted to tell her she was wasting her time being mad at him. Leigh was already mad enough at himself for the both of them. He heard from Janet that a radio talk show in Baltimore had discussed the alleged date rape during a segment on how technology was changing not just dating but all the ways in which dating could go wrong.

No names had been mentioned, of course, but Millie reported that a link to the radio show's audio was flying around the school population via IM and e-mail. Leigh wasn't sure how things could get much worse. He studied for his exams, got the stitches in his tongue taken out, and sent his applications to six colleges he picked by randomly opening a guide book.

The school in Ohio was impossible now. Any college seemed impossible. And pointless.

Leigh tried watching the DVD of the 2002 World Cup that Pete had given him over Labor Day. Leigh had thought France would win that year, but it was Brazil, for the fifth time in a row. Watching the highlights was boring, because the goals were never, for him, at least, the highlight of a good game. But there were no clubs Leigh cared about on the three channels that brought soccer into Clayton's house.

For the first time, zoning out with soccer failed him, forcing Leigh to turn his attention back to the war. It too had become worse in almost every way, and especially difficult to follow. In a way, this was good, as it made it impossible to dwell on how Preston had been the only person with whom Leigh could talk about what was happening in Iraq. He had to focus on what he was reading, not on any conversation he wasn't having.

If he missed Preston, he missed the guy who had been his friend. Not the guy who'd shot the video.

As Leigh navigated through the newspaper stories of power transfers, bombings, and attacks, he picked one news source—the paper Clayton read each morning—and began noticing bylines. Leigh realized, in a way he hadn't before, that reporters were living in Baghdad or Basra or, more likely, the Green Zone. They weren't simply writing about the war from a newsroom somewhere in an American city. The same names would show up again and again, and after Googling them, Leigh understood that just like everyone else, reporters had jobs and bosses. And, as in school, there were assignments, and Leigh supposed that reporters got a kind of grade based on how well they captured what was true.

Not that anything true seemed to be coming out of Iraq. He tried to imagine himself in Iraq, not as one of the teenagers on the Kuwaiti border whom he'd thought of in March, but as a reporter assigned to figure out what had happened when. Leigh didn't have the slightest idea about how events were investigated but suddenly wanted to learn. He was disgusted that something as important as a war should be happening without the consequences of it being broadcast everywhere.

Was getting away with it now allowed on a global level?

For a few hours on the Sunday when the news channels were full of Saddam Hussein's capture, Leigh thought that maybe, finally, something had happened. An end or a new beginning, he couldn't tell, but at least it was a clearly stated goal that had been accomplished.

Maybe it would all be over, the army would come home, and the reporters sent somewhere else.

Leigh watched TV in the kitchen that day, perched on the counter while Janet and Millie moved around him, making a batch of Christmas cookies. He had gotten up early to go running and discovered that, for the second morning straight, his father had already left, presumably for the office.

"What's Dad got going at work that he's there all weekend?" he asked Janet, and she shrugged, as if it happened all the time.

Instead of running or even helping with the cookies, Leigh watched the news and ate the misshapen ones that his sister slipped him. When the same clips of the hiding place began playing over and over, Leigh told Millie he'd take her to a movie when she was done baking, and then went upstairs to finish his homework. Exams would not be given until after the Christmas break, but there was still a lot to keep up with.

Leigh spent the afternoon trying to write about Winesburg, Ohio. What he really wanted to do was build an entire essay on the sentence "Tom had seen a thousand George Willards go out of their towns to the city." Leigh thought he should discuss how ordinary lives, which Winesburg, Ohio was sort of about, are like romance novels. Every life had the same basic story, made different—or special or unique—only by details.

After six false starts, Leigh decided he didn't have the brains to make his point well enough to get an A. He felt keenly how disappointing he must be to his father right now. Since he couldn't take back having put Preston in the hospital, Leigh wanted grades that wouldn't cause Clayton any further worry. So he wrote about the manifestation of despair and loneliness in the life of a small town, as imagined by Sherwood Anderson. Obvious, but a safe bet for an A.

It was Millie who knocked on the door with the news that Leigh's father was home and wanted to speak to him.

"Oh, Christ," Leigh said. "Am I in trouble?"

"I don't think so," Millie said. "Mom says he's spent all weekend getting you out of trouble."

Leigh looked for his father in the sun porch, but it was Janet who was there, using the computer, and she said, "He's waiting for you in the dining room."

"Thanks."

"Leigh, remember that he only wants what's best for you."

He went, with mounting dread, into the dining room.


~~~


When Clayton began to speak in the same clear, easy manner he had used for their talk about car insurance, Leigh knew his father had found a way to view him as a problem.

His son had become a crisis, and now Clayton could manage him.

"The Gavenlocks are still making a lot of noise about charging you," Clayton said. "But the video has scared them and they've agreed to a deal."

"What kind of deal?" Leigh asked.

"They wanted Maia to sign a document in which she relinquishes her rights to ever press charges."

"You're kidding."

"No," Clayton said. "A lawyer has drawn it up."

"But she decided not to go to court," Leigh said. "So why would she have to sign that?"

"The Gavenlocks were clearly afraid that she might change her mind," Clayton said. "And, I believe, although I can't prove it, that the Lexham boy's father was involved in their decision."

"Well, let them charge me," Leigh said. "I don't care if I wind up in jail. There's no way she's signing that."

"It's done," his father said, quietly. "She's signed it."

Leigh was quiet as this new reality settled over him.

"How could you ask her to do that?" he said, finally.

"Charles and I explained it to her," Clayton said.

"Why?" he asked. "Why would you do that? It's ... wrong."

Leigh caught himself chewing on the inside of his mouth and quickly stopped, almost gagging at the recent memory of his stitches.

"Jesus, you said I'd get anger management," he said. "I'd do that happily a thousand times over."

"That was when the Gavenlocks were talking about assault and battery," Clayton said. "But because of the extent of Preston's injuries, his parents were ready to add grievous bodily harm and, if they could manage it, criminal negligence."

"Well, what does that mean?" Leigh asked. "A year? Two?"

How long was a tour of duty in Iraq? Could he manage two years behind the walls at Cumberland? That endless supply of his good fortune that Leigh barely understood should run out. It seemed only fair.

"There's no way I'd let you risk going to prison," Clayton said.

And back it came, that mixture of luck and luxury, as invisible as air and blood, only this time it belonged to Leigh at Maia's expense.

"Let me?" he asked. "You don't get to let me."

This wasn't a car trip, after all. Insanely horrible things had taken place, and even more insane ones were waiting their turn. Criminal negligence? Relinquishing her rights to press charges?

"I'm your father, which means I get to protect you," Clayton said. "And it's not as if she were chomping at the bit for her day in court."

"But asking her to sign that makes me more important," Leigh said.

"To me, you are more important," Clayton said.

"I don't understand," Leigh said. "Why make her sign something when she had no intention of charging them?"

"I am under the impression Lexham senior was concerned that his boy might wind up in court," Clayton said. "I think this was all a precautionary measure, but the chances of charges sticking to you were too great to risk."

"Oliver," Leigh said.

"Excuse me?"

"It's the name of Lexham's boy. The one who did it. Mostly did it."

"Yes, Oliver Lexham," Clayton said. "His father is ... How does your mother put it?"

"You've told Mom? I thought you didn't want Mom to know unless she had to."

Leigh wondered how it was that Lillian knew anything about this mess and hadn't phoned him or, more likely, shown up at the door to find out for herself exactly what had happened.

"No, no, I haven't told your mother," Clayton said. "I'm waiting for my nerve to arrive."

They both laughed uneasily.

"If she gets mad, it will only be at me," Leigh said, for once in his life not caring about his mother's opinion.

Maia had signed a legal document so that he would be safe. This was wrong on every possible level.

"It remains to be seen with whom she will be most furious," Clayton said. "But that absurd expression of hers...'a piece of work.' Lexham Senior is a real piece of work."

"You should meet the son," Leigh said, but he didn't feel so confident saying that.

He barely knew Oliver Lexham. Franklin's tormentor and the guiding force behind what Kevin did to Maia was also, according to many people, a great guy. And Leigh remembered how often Oliver had avoided him after their first meeting—perhaps indicating that Oliver knew he had been wrong and was embarrassed about how he had treated Franklin.

"And yet it wasn't him you attacked," Clayton said.

Who was Leigh to judge Oliver? Before meeting Maia, he himself had been widely considered a great guy.

"No, it wasn't," Leigh said, knowing he would never regret what he'd done to Preston, even though the aftermath of it had been a disaster.

Even if Preston had suffered far more serious injuries, Leigh would never shake the image of him, camera in hand, just watching as Maia's bad night unfolded.

Would things have been better for Maia if Leigh had gone after Oliver? Maybe. Lexham Senior—the piece of work—would have tried everything to put Leigh away, not pausing to ask for a signature from a girl whom his son had, months ago, briefly dated.

"Anger is hard, or at least, I find—I find anger very hard," Clayton said. "As your mother has no doubt told you, I am bad with ... at those sorts of things. Emotions and such."

Leigh waited as his father paused, seeming to collect himself.

"I'm sorry to have passed any of this on to you," Clayton said.

"Everyone is bad at them, Dad," Leigh said. "It's hard, you know, to feel ... feel things."

"Well, I'm sorry it isn't easier for you—for us," Clayton said.

"She'll never forgive me," Leigh said.

"Maia, you mean?" his father asked, and Leigh nodded.

"You loved her."

"I do, yes," Leigh said, objecting to his father's use of the past tense but wondering about how true either statement was.

After all, since he had discovered what had happened to Maia, were his actions those of someone who loved her?

"Does she know—I mean, that I didn't know, I would never have," Leigh said, aware that he was in danger of crying.

In front of his father.

That could not happen. People could break down on him all they wanted, but Leigh Hunter, if forced to cry, did so alone.

"I made it quite clear to Maia," Clayton said, "that you had no idea of what the Gavenlocks were asking."

"I appreciate—I'm grateful," Leigh said, in control of himself again. "Thank you."

Clayton said Leigh's name and followed with a slew of sentences peppered with Well and But perhaps and, ending, finally, with, I don't mean to, as you see, want to intrude. Leigh waited patiently, relieved to have left crisis status and become, once again, a person who caused Clayton emotional difficulty.

Maia, it turned out, had enrolled at Closson Hall. And it was his father's considered opinion that Leigh should make an effort, as it were, to, perhaps, if he were able, to make the time, outside of school, you see, in private, if that felt comfortable, to say goodbye.



chapter twenty-five

valediction

Esme Green answered the door and looked down at Leigh with a quizzical expression. Unlike her daughter, Esme was model tall, and the heels she had on made her almost three inches over six feet. In that moment, Leigh discovered what a lot of men before him had: he didn't like having to look up in order to meet a woman's eyes.

"It's the boyfriend," Esme said. "Hello."

"Ma'am," Leigh said. "May I see—"

"She's upstairs," Esme said, and walked past him out to her car.

Leigh paused at Maia's door and then knocked, only somewhat heartened to hear her say, "It's open."

She was packing. An open suitcase lay on her bed, the walls were bare, her movie posters were in bubble wrap, and boxes stood in front of her bureau and bookshelves. Her hair was down, and when she turned from the closet, her hands full of shirts, black strands hung on either side of her face like a frame.

"Leigh," she said, letting the shirts fall onto the bed.

"Maia, I—Maia."

She walked toward him and put her arms around his neck, her face pressed against his chest. Slightly stunned at the onslaught of affection, he let his arms settle across her back, ignoring the ache from his ribs. The shelf over her bed was bare. It was where she had kept the pile of Ned Morland's postcards, a picture of her mother's parents, and a silver bowl from Josh.

He struggled for something to say, as the words I'm sorry, I'll miss you, I wish, and I love you all collided in his mind, crashing against his heart.

She spoke into his shirt so that her voice was muffled and what he heard was "I'm ginning for building coals."

"What?"

Leigh stepped back, not knowing it had been the last time he would ever hold her.

"I'm going to boarding school," she said.

"I know," he said. "Dad told me."

"That was nice of him," she said. "I thought he might rather we didn't, you know, see each other."

"Maia, about the Gavenlocks—I didn't want that."

"Of course not," she said. "But it's been a kind of gift."

Maia began folding the shirts and putting them in the suitcase.

"After all, if they thought I had no case at all," she said, "they wouldn't have cut a deal with your father."

"But that's just it," Leigh said. "You have a good case, you could have won, and I screwed it up."

"But I don't want to win," she said. "I want to forget it."

Maia looked at him for a moment.

"Right now, I'm just a bunch of parts that are a mess," she said, and ticked off a list, "Cutter, self-mutilator, anorexic, crazy, anxious, drunk girl."

"Poetry lover and dedicated gardener," Leigh said, wishing it didn't sound like they were writing her obit. "Friend to both big dogs and other people's sisters."

"Ferociously afraid of germs," Maia said.

"A loyal stepdaughter," Leigh said.

"Yes, but a terrible daughter," she said.

He wondered if he should point out that it was more that she had terrible parents. Esme and Ned made Clayton look like a great parent.

"I just won't add raped to that list," Maia said. "Not until I decide what happened."

"How about beloved girlfriend?" he asked her. "Can you add that?"

"Leigh, don't," she said, her sorrow swirling down his ears. "I can't."

He felt his chin tighten and a burning pricked his eyes; he half turned, as if to lean against the wall, fingering the switch for the overhead light.

"Ever since that night, all I've wanted to do is open up my skin," she said. "It's been almost impossible to think of anything else."

Leigh could feel the most alarming sound—a cry? a scream? a cough?—trying to come up, and he pressed the side of his hand against his teeth.

"But, you know, I'd promised you that I wouldn't," Maia said. "And I kept that promise, and I will keep it."

The sound melted, and he stopped the pressure from his hand.

"Only I can't always be signing contracts or swearing to other people," Maia said. "There's no point if I can't trust that I'll do what I've promised."

"So, is that why you're leaving?" Leigh asked. "Because you can't trust me?"

"It's not about you," she said.

"I know," he said, miserable, mortified, and desperate to know what it was about.

She smiled, asking, "How could I not trust you?"

It didn't sound like a question that Leigh could or wanted to answer.

"Think about it. You beat up Preston, which was a disaster, but because of it, I wind up signing something that proves everyone believes my side, not theirs."

"Stay, then," he said. "What are you going to do at boarding school?"

"Learn how to be the girl who eats because she wants to, not as part of a bribe," Maia said. "Become the girl who says Thanks, no when invited out drinking with guys she doesn't like."

"You do eat," Leigh said. "And if I had been here instead of in New York, you would have said no."

He wanted to grab her and scream It was not your fault over and over again, until she believed it. Although, in light of what had happened when the story spread to other schools and to the radio, maybe Maia already knew that and had, nonetheless, made the choice she wanted.

"If I stay here, I'm always that girl who Kevin Staines nailed on video," Maia said. "And all I'll learn is that I toughed it out."

In the same way that Leigh had wanted her to go to court, he now wanted her to be wrong. But here in Calvert Park, Maia didn't have much hope being anyone but the girl who lived in a house with Esme Green, furious at yet another husband for caring about her daughter. The girl who visited a prison once a week. The girl whose boyfriend had gone berserk the moment she became the girl who was raped by some boys she knew.

"Closson Hall isn't just an all-girls school," Maia said. "It's for screwups. I visited it last weekend. It's nice. And I won't be the craziest one there."

"You're not crazy now," he said. "Maia, you're ... you're amazing. Can't you tell?"

"Maybe I am," she said. "I felt that sometimes with you."

That was good, but probably not good enough to keep her here.

"But somewhere between now," Maia said, "and when I used to go camping with Josh, I sort of lost my way."

Leigh, in that moment, so far away from any road of his own, knew that he was totally unable to give her a map.

"Can I call you?" he asked. "Or come visit?"

"No," she said.

All that was left for him to do was something never done by the hero in a romance novel. Clearly, Leigh would not be going to war or to prison, and he had already failed to both protect and defend Maia, but what he could do—what he would have to do—was let her go.

"I love you," she said, which was unexpected. "But, I can't—I just can't."


~~~


They probably talked some more after that. The question of blame was, he thought, kicked around. Leigh couldn't quite believe that two months before he'd been organizing his college plans around her and now he was watching her pack. Now he was calmly accepting that if he ever saw her again, it wouldn't be because he was her boyfriend.

When he left, he said, Goodbye. She'd made it clear that he couldn't kiss her or hug her one last time.

"If you touch me, I'll never let go," she told him at one point when it looked like he might reach for her.

By way of farewell, what she said was I'll see you.


~~~


When Clayton finally phoned Lillian, she and Pete, as Leigh expected, drove down. But she didn't ask him anything, only saying, "Your father says that in spite of your appalling lack of judgment, you did the right thing."

Pete hugged him—hugged him!—right in front of Clayton, saying, as if it were a natural greeting, "I'd like to tell you that love gets easier, but it doesn't."

Both of them made a point of mentioning, quite casually, that if he wanted to finish high school in Maine, he could. They all, Janet and Clayton too, went to dinner at the same place where Leigh had taken Millie on her birthday. As she bit into her dessert, Millie whispered to him that there were entirely too many parents at the table.

"It's like you have four," she said.

How could he explain that what looked like an embarrassment of riches to her was for him four people whose trust he risked betraying? He couldn't, so instead he asked her if she would let him buy that kite for Franklin.

"You can give it to him for Christmas," Leigh said.

He felt that he owed Franklin something. Not for showing the video to Diana Jane Gilbor but for having taken D.C. off Maia's hands. Charles Rhoem had been willing to keep the dog while she was at Closson Hall, but with only Esme at home to look after it, the animal seemed destined for the pound.

"He'll know I couldn't have afforded it," Millie said.

"It can be from both of us," Leigh said. "After all, I wouldn't give him a Christmas present if it weren't for you."

Pete, Janet, and Lillian were talking about health care in Sweden and hospice services in Canada. Leigh thought that the last time Clayton had said anything was when he'd ordered his meal.

"Franklin will love it," Leigh said to his sister.

"You're leaving, aren't you?" she asked. "Lillian's not even going to have to yank you."

Until Millie spoke, Leigh had assumed he would tough it out at Calvert Park. That he would find a way to ignore Oliver Lexham and Preston Gavenlock. That he would finish high school and go to sleep every night in his father's house. A small part of his body's silent space was preoccupied with hoping that Maia would return and find him waiting.

The rest of Leigh, his body and his mind, looked at Millie.

"I think I am," he said. "But I need your permission."

"There're so many thing I'd change," Millie said, "but nothing about you."


~~~


The next day, Leigh went to Georgetown to buy the kite. For Millie he got a set of wind chimes with a squirrel as the object that bumped against the cylinders, causing the waterlike sounds.

The school would let him take his exams right away instead of in January. Leigh suspected that they were relieved to see him go. He thanked Ms. Kestell for the A on his art project, saying he didn't deserve it but was grateful all the same.

Leigh packed. He iced his foot, taped it along with his ribs, and ran through a pain so sharp it approached a kind of beauty. Sometimes, as he watched his breath being exhaled in bursts of white vapor, he thought of Preston and wondered if he shouldn't try to see him before leaving town. But the only thing he wanted to say to Preston was I will never forgive you. And probably that was all Preston would want to say as well. So, better it be left at that, with no attempts to mop up, sew, or mend the mess they had both left on the floor of the cafeteria.


~~~


Clayton came into Leigh's room one night and sat on the edge of the bed. His hands stayed in his lap, fingertips pressed together. Leigh, his boxes taped, his packing done, closed his textbook and waited. He'd like to make his leaving easier on his father, but short of turning his life into a permanent crisis, Leigh had no idea how to reach the thoughtful, resourceful man buried deep inside of Clayton.

"Do you remember the first time I showed you how to shave?"

Leigh nodded. Of course. When he'd still lived with Lillian, Clayton had let Leigh play-act shaving using foam and the handle of his toothbrush. When he was about twelve or thirteen, Clayton got him a safety razor and walked him through various ways to approach what would eventually be a daily ritual. They both had skin that got inflamed if they used cold water or skipped the foam. Leigh's face hurt whenever he saw Western movies in which the actors used creek water and a straight blade.

"You told me that it didn't matter if I rinsed the razor in running water or if I wanted to fill the sink," Leigh said.

One took less effort, Clayton had said, but was more wasteful.

"Before I met ... until your mother and I got married," Clayton said, and Leigh braced himself for a story of love found and then lost and how everything worked out.

Because why else mention Lillian? And what did his mother have to do with shaving?

"I always thought that everyone else had some kind of guide they followed," Clayton said. "One that explained how to be around people, how to treat them."

"You treat people fine," Leigh said, and it was true.

His father was stilted and odd and maybe not the right person to be with if you were crying over your ex-husband's death, but Clayton dealt with people fairly. He was, Leigh supposed, what people meant by kind.

"What I eventually decided, what your mother helped me to see," Clayton said, "is that when you're shaving, the only thing that matters is that you can live with what you see in the mirror."

Leigh made his face as blank as possible while his thoughts tried to move past What the hell?

"You don't have to always like it," Clayton said. "I wouldn't trust a man who loved what he saw every morning, but make sure you can live with it."

Well, that helped to explain. For his father, shaving was a moment of daily accountability. What guided his behavior with others was knowing he had to face himself in the mirror. Only do what you can live with was Clayton's creed. Leigh was tempted to remind his father that he didn't yet shave every day, but there was no call to be a jerk when Clayton was doing his best. It was his last chance to work on their bond, as Janet had put it three years ago when she'd asked Leigh to move to Calvert Park.

"Okay," Leigh said, wondering if he should add Thanks. "Okay, I'll keep that in mind."

"Millie will miss you," Clayton said. "Janet too. It's been, well, she says it's been ... a joy having you here."

Leigh wanted to laugh. Or maybe just wait to tell Maia this and then they could—oh, God. How long before she stopped weaving into his thoughts? Angry with himself, Leigh said with more edge than he meant, "I'll miss you too, Dad."

"Okay, then," Clayton said, getting up and pausing by the door. "Okay."

Leigh watched him go. With Clayton there would be no talks like with Pete, and certainly no hugging. But if Leigh were in trouble, his father would be somewhere close by, working on a Canadian visa or its equivalent.

That was something he could count on. And if on some morning while shaving, he saw the shadow of failure or error in the mirror, well, then Leigh would know that what mattered was finding a way to live with i t.



chapter twenty-six

on water

During the dinner party in the huge apartment high above the city, Leigh felt certain that there was no way to live with Maia Morland being so close and yet so beyond his reach. He realized that his failing her was the shadow in the mirror. One that he saw daily but could not bear to notice. With something akin to dread, Leigh remembered what Janet had told him when Millie's father died.


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


He had believed her. At seventeen, he'd had no reason to question the older woman's experience when it came to the end of love. But looking at Maia now, Leigh lost faith in his stepmother's statement. While he knew his heart wasn't breaking, the mere sight of Maia Mor-land had cracked something inside of him.


~~~


At the wide, almost laughably long table, Leigh was seated directly across from Maia. It would be more accurate to say that Maia was seated, quite on purpose, next to the guest of honor, with Leigh carelessly placed between Kathleen's boss and the wife of a German banker. The banker himself was several seats away, near the head of the table, across from Kathleen and next to the party's host. Kathleen's boss, somewhat understandably, couldn't be bothered with Leigh, but the banker's wife was more than happy to talk about a recent shooting on a college campus.

She had been reading in the American papers that people thought each student on campus should have been armed. That it was the belief of the Americans in charge, that more guns would mean less shooting. Could this be right?

Leigh sighed, not really wanting to talk about gun laws, but he tried explaining about the NRA and how restrictions differed from state to state. If this party had taken place two weeks before, he would have been in a conversation about the behavior of (and outfits worn by) British sailors released from Iranian captivity.

The conversation at parties was always the same; only the details were different.

The banker's wife, Liesl Klein, spoke at some length about guns and violence, making a variety of obvious points, which allowed Leigh to listen without paying much attention. He was watching and listening to Maia, who was having an involved conversation with the guest of honor, a Ms. Anne Rudling. Anne Rudling was at the party in order to raise money for a foundation that collected the forensic evidence necessary to prosecute war crimes.

No, that was wrong. The foundation fundraised for organizations that did the forensic collecting needed by and for tribunals.

Leigh thought of Franklin and Kevin Staines's mother, who had worked for a fundraising firm. Once Oliver Lexham and his friends went off to college, had Mrs. Staines gone back to work? Franklin and Millie were still friends, Leigh knew, but the status of that friendship was in constant flux between romantic and platonic. Leigh dragged his mind back to the table. It was clear, based on what he overheard, that Josh Pierce's money was the target, and it explained Maia's proximity to Ms. Rudling. Josh had been scheduled to attend and had had to send an associate to accompany Maia at the last minute.

Leigh ate his salad, and the fish course, and then the braised veal, all served by a staff of five. He registered that Maia Morland, although surrounded by people, was eating her entire meal with ease. He watched her throat to check; no problems swallowing.

He was entirely unprepared to be so close to her—if he'd wanted, he could have easily put his foot on hers—and yet so unable to reach for her. He had thought the only visual memories left from that year were the bloody socks, paper tape on his room's crown molding, and a romance novel lying in a rain puddle. But it turned out that his body's silent space had absorbed much more: the times he'd breathed in against her skin, seen her smile, or traced his hands over her burn marks, secure in the knowledge that he would never let harm befall her again.

Leigh was careful to keep an eye on how often he let the staff fill his wineglass. Maia, he noticed, put her hand over her glass and shook her head no whenever anyone offered her wine. As Anne Rudling turned to a conversation with the man on her left, Maia caught Leigh looking as she, once again, refused some wine.

She leaned across the table and beckoned with her finger for Leigh to do the same.

"I always tell people I'm on antibiotics," she said, with an easy smile, "but you'll be glad to know that I have a no-drinking rule when I'm going to be around men I don't trust."

Leigh allowed himself a quick glance around the table. "Who here don't you trust?"

"In this town?" she asked him, her whisper full of mirth and disbelief. "Every man I meet."

"You look beautiful," he whispered back, because it was true, and because if he couldn't touch her he needed some way to reach her, and You look beautiful seemed safer than It's killing me to look at you.

"Don't be ridiculous," Maia said.

"Okay," he said. "But you do."

"Well, thanks," she said, and sat back down in her chair.

Leigh saw her turn to the man on her right, but before Maia had a chance to start talking, Leigh leaned in and asked him, "Do you think you can explain how over thirty students died in a shooting spree? I'm doing a terrible job."

The man took the bait and began talking to Liesl Klein.

With ease and quickness, the banker's wife was guided away from talking about the sad, blighted campus and into a conversation about the significance of six Shiite cabinet ministers resigning from the Iraqi government. Leigh was awed and impressed at the verbal dexterity it had taken. Although, maybe it had simply required some attention or effort. All of his attention was currently taken up in debating the wisdom of pointing out to Maia that when they first met, the war had barely started. The past was, perhaps, not a great conversation starter with a girl who had been his girlfriend during the year she was ... whatever it was she had decided happened to her.

Since she hadn't gone to court, Maia could call it whatever she wanted and no legal decision would contradict her. While Leigh was casting around for something to say to her that didn't include the words It's killing me, Maia leaned across the table again and said, "I hear you're going to Senegal."

"Yeah, right after I graduate."

"You'll be a great journalist," she said. "I've never met anyone as focused on details as you."

"Well, that remains to be seen," he said.

"Everything remains to be seen," Maia said, and when she smiled a dimple on the right side of her face flashed out at him.

Had that always been there? Had Leigh forgotten how her face looked when she was happy? Had he simply never noticed it? He felt himself growing warm under his shirt and hoped he wasn't visibly flushed.

"I just meant that it was almost impossible to find a job," he said.

Leigh, after sending his résumé and clippings to every paper with a mailing address, interviewed with seven of them; but with no offers on the horizon, he thought he was going to have to look outside of journalism for a paycheck. Then, on Pete's recommendation, Leigh applied to a few places abroad—wire services, mostly—stressing that he could speak French and, for the most part, get by in Spanish. CNBC was launching an African bureau and hired him as a stringer to file stories on West African economic and business issues.

"With that lined up," he told Maia, "I begged this French newspaper in Dakar to hire me. And they did."

"Millie said you were e-mailing her in French so as to practice."

"You talk to Millie?"

But of course she did. How did he think Maia had found out about his job in Senegal? Well, he hadn't thought, actually. And, in four years, he'd always been careful not to mention Maia to his sister. Millie had been to visit him the year he'd spent in Montana, working for the Missoulian, and to Chicago during the two years into which he'd crammed three and a half years of college. Millie had been to see him several times here in the city when he'd transferred to Columbia.

Leigh, if asked, would have said he knew his sister really well. And yet all this time while he was floundering around, Millie had remained friends with the one woman he most desired to talk to, hear from, or see.

"I felt like I owed her, you know, to stay in touch," Maia said. "She loved me like I walked on water."

"I loved you like that," Leigh said, glad they were both whispering. "I would have done anything to stay in touch with you."

To be heard at this table, you either had to lean in and whisper or make everything you said a kind of pronouncement, and she whispered back, "No, you loved me like you walked on water."

It was like being hit, and Leigh looked down so that no one could see the mark on his face. His hands, which were braced on top of the tablecloth, were very close to Maia's. Her nails were polished, no sign that she had ever bit her cuticles until they bled. Their noses were almost touching as they talked, neither of them wanting to risk being overheard.

Instead, they were looked at and puzzled over.

"What are you two discussing so intently down there?" the host asked. "How to stop the war?"

The conversation about Iraqi ministers had turned into the inevitable one about the war and had spread across the table to everyone but Leigh and Maia.

"It's not a question of stopping," Maia said, sitting back into her chair, her eyes still on Leigh. "It's how to get out."

"That's what you were talking about?" Anne Rudling asked. "You weren't catching up on everything since high school?"

"Maia, you were in high school with him?" the host asked. "I remember your graduation as being all girls."

Leigh tried to remember his name. Andrew? Anthony? Josh Pierce's business partner, who had held down the fort when Josh was in prison. Anthony. Anthony Kearn.

"From the school before that," Maia said. "We were friends."

"I was her boyfriend," Leigh said, still furious over her comment about how he had loved her.

Let her deny it. Go ahead. She couldn't hurt him.

A murmur of how sweet and one God, I'm old, my high school boyfriend has five kids ran across the table. Leigh's statement of fact did have the one benefit of chasing exit strategy proposals out of the general conversation.

"Oh, he was more than my boyfriend," Maia said, smiling as if she had both a secret and a great prize to give away. "Leigh Hunter is one of the last, great gentlemen."

"Oh, my God," Leigh heard Kathleen Tahoe say. "You're that Maia."

"I am," Maia said, looking around to check.

Yes, she had a captive table. All eyes were on her.

"Some boys at our school were rather unkind to me," Maia said, in a bright, hard voice. "And Leigh put one of them in the hospital. My hero."

She almost pulled it off—the transformation of the mess unleashed by Preston, Kevin, and Oliver into a throwaway story—and in a few more years, Leigh had no doubt that she would be even better at presenting it as something that had never touched her. But not yet. Some softening in her voice or a dullness in her eyes gave her away, and the guests were silent, the way the cafeteria had been in the moments after Preston Gavenlock's body went still.

Something bad had happened to Maia Morland, and in the silence, the guests were trying to gauge it.

"My honor was restored to me," she said. "It was all very sweet."

That fixed any suspicion that she was not okay, and conversation rose up, with Liesl Klein asking Leigh about the American universities he had gone to and how safe he had felt. He told her that he had lived in a terrible neighborhood in Chicago but had always felt safe.

"I grew up in New York," he said. "Safety is all relative."

How to explain to her about how safe his parents had kept him? Ever since the war had started, Leigh had been young, strong, and in possession of perfect eyesight, yet the most danger he was ever in was the kind everyone faced when they got on the subway.



chapter twenty-seven

engraved

After a decent interval, as dessert, brandy, and espresso were served back in the living room, Leigh slipped into the bathroom across from the coat closet in the apartment's massive front hall. The apartment where he'd lived with Lillian would fit easily into the entrance area. But real estate was not on his mind, and Leigh dug his cell phone out from a pocket of his suit's confusing array of them.

Millie answered right away. She never left the house on Thursdays, recording and then watching her favorite TV show so she could fast-forward over the commercials. They exchanged hellos; she told him what was happening to all the characters and asked about his French. He managed to talk as much as was possible while in a bathroom full of embroidered hand towels and light fixtures with shades.

"Hey, Mill, you remember that romance?" he managed to get out over the sound of her blowing on her fingernails (she'd been painting them when he called).

"Which one?" she asked cheerfully. "I have like a thousand up in the attic. It's weird how I can never throw any of them out. I should donate or someth—"

"The one you were writing," he said. "The year I lived with you."

"Oh, yeah," she said. "The year Dad died."

His year marked by Maia was Millie's marked by Seth Davis. It was unbelievable that he had to be reminded of that. God, he could really be a thoughtless prick. Which he already knew, and hardly had to call his sister to discover.

"Did you ever finish it?" Leigh asked. "You know, writing it?"

"No, I don't think I did," Maia said. "It's hard to write a romance. Everyone thinks it should be easy because they're so obvious, but it's way hard to make them good."

"Well, do you remember what was going to happen?" he asked, ashamed to be asking, humiliated that he remembered the names Dexter Clayton and Meredith Franck. "How it ended?"

"Sure, of course I do," Millie said. "He saved her, he killed the evil earl, who was holding her captive for her money—not a good plot, but easy. And then, I guess they got married and lived happily ever after."

Someone knocked on the bathroom door, making Leigh turn a faucet on.

"You guess?" he asked.

"Well, that's how they all end," Millie said.

He turned on the other faucet, looking in the mirror as the tears, which he had held back on the day Maia left Calvert Park, fought their way out.

"Leigh, are you okay? You sound like an echo."

"I'm in the bathroom," he told her.

"I'm fine," he added.

There wasn't time to let them all cry out, so Leigh threw water on his face, pressed one of the linen towels against his eyes, and rejoined the party.


~~~


When it was time to leave, he went to get Kathleen's coat and found Maia waiting for him by the closet.

"I didn't mean that," she said, moving away from the door. "What I said about how you loved me."

The chandelier's dim light cast shadows from her earrings, giving him reason to stare at her neck.

"You might have meant it," he said. "And you're probably right. I did love you like that."

He pulled Kathleen's coat out from the hordes of black cashmeres. God, couldn't anyone own a regular coat? Like his fake tweedy one that had seen him through countless cold Chicago nights. Was he really standing less than a foot from Maia Morland, thinking about coats and the weather?

"You made me feel like I walked on water," Leigh said. "No girl—no woman—has done that since."

He should have stuck with the weather, a thought he had no time to finish, because he said, "But I also loved you. Just you, with all your crazy, amazing crap. I loved you more than I wanted to have sex."

Leigh paused, giving her time to answer or, more likely, walk away. But she was still, as if waiting.

"And I was seventeen, when sex is pretty much all that matters," he said, "so you think about that before you pass off what happened as a goddamn funny story about your high school boyfriend who failed to be a hero."

"Leigh," she said, her hand going up to his face and brushing something away.

"Or a gentleman," he said, his heart frozen at her touch, his body less so. "Or however you decide to tell it."

"I'm sorry ... it was an accident we met like this. I had no idea it would be so..."

"Difficult," he said, relieved that he felt no bitterness at how painful it was to see her.

Maia pointed to the coat. "Is she your girlfriend?"

"No, she's Pete's sister," Leigh said. "Kathleen Tahoe. She's my step-aunt."

"They got married?" Maia asked. "That's so great. Your mother still writes as Lillian Hunter, so I wasn't sure. And, you know, there's a limit to what Millie will tell me. She guards you, and so ... so I don't ask much."

Maia began to rummage through her purse. Small, covered in velvet and silver. From it she took a card case and a thin pen she had to twist open.

"I'm going to do something stupid," she said. "Which means it's up to you to be smart."

She wrote on the back of a card and then handed it to him.

"The number on the front is Josh's office, but the e-mail is mine," she said. "I traveled for a few years before starting college, and he had them made for me."

Leigh studied the engraved writing on the card in his hand.

"My cell's on the back," she said. "You do the smart thing, and don't call me."

"Don't you ever wonder?" he asked her. "Don't you wish you knew what it would have been like with us?"

He supposed he did mean sex. Being twenty-one hadn't really changed how much it mattered, but he also meant all the other parts as well. The ways she had loved him, the ways he'd tried to love her.

"Every day," she said. "I think about it every day."

Maia rose up onto her toes, one hand on his arm, and kissed him. Twice—one kiss on each side of his face.

A man who knew, among other things, what he wanted would know what to do with this card. Such a man would either throw it out or program the number into his speed dial.

Leigh put the card in his wallet. It wouldn't matter if he called her. They might run into each other or not. Millie might remain a conduit of information, but even Millie would grow out of the crush she'd formed in the months before her father died.

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

If he was lucky, he'd come to see it clearly. And that ache would no longer be for a first love or a lost one, but for a memory, full of pleasure and regret.
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Millie would grow out of the crush she'd formed in the months before her father died.


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


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