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If a square is made up of four points connected by straight lines, and a triangle of three, how many points are necessary to form a circle? The Tomlinsons are three now: Father and twin daughters, but they were never a square. When Connie was alive, she shaped them into a circle, backs to the outside world, love and a sometimes frantic sense of joy held securely within.

After she drove into a freeway underpass, Paul, Ellie and Helen floated like lost balloons. The twin girls were only ten and clutched at routine. Paul made the sandwiches. He stood outside of the bathroom and listened to be sure they brushed their teeth. He allowed himself few tears, and never when they might hear him cry. By nature he searched, for people, answers, truth. He was a highly regarded missing persons detective in central New Jersey, and while he kept working after he lost his wife, he began to lose his daughters, little by little, year by year, until he couldn’t remember exactly what was missing.

As the girls became teenagers, their lives moved forward in tandem. But Paul’s days remained overfilled with thoughts of his wife: her photo at the bedside, in the hall, in the kitchen on the fridge, in his wallet, on his desk at the precinct. Each day, he moved from one photo to the next as meditation, or church, the order of things, holy water at the door, the expected pauses, crosses, kneeling, standing, and then, with a peaceful heart, heading back out into the world. But within his routine, there was no peaceful ending. He saw Connie in his daughters’ faces as they learned to drive, apply makeup, use hairspray without coating entire rooms.

Paul was always there for them, always watched over them. He’d kept them safe, that much he knew. And wasn’t there something true about some distance between them based on gender? Not just daughters, but twin daughters. He couldn’t know if he’d failed them, and didn’t really want to ask, especially since they appeared intact, even happy, twenty years old now and gone off to share themselves with the world, as happy young people with potential do. He went so far as to feel proud of them.
But of himself? Paul was forty-seven and too young to be sitting like a stone in the den of his comfortably average home. Too young to hang his Sunday on the girls’ usual calls home to say they were fine (terrible word, fine - overused to gently push people away, to gloss over trouble). He hoped, but couldn’t know without closing the distance between him and his daughters (so much harder than he’d hoped once he realized it needed to be done), that Helen was not spinning out of control, her life no more than a series of near misses and flamboyantly poor choices, and that Ellie, his good girl, would find the success she sought with an often ruthless sense of self-regulation; that she might also laugh and dance; that he had not failed to teach her the value of joy.

It was 1995 and everything was changing. His daughters spoke about computers, and he hen-pecked on an old typewriter. He was good enough at his job that his shortcomings at work over the past six years went almost unnoticed. The guys had always said he had a magnet in his gut for the missing, pulling them in: sons, mothers, uncles lying in dumpsters, daughters running from demons. Maybe, he thought. Maybe back when the girls were young and life full of promise and magic. Now, ten years after his wife’s death, he could see his failures as if he’d just been given his first pair of glasses, with thick, soda-bottle lenses that spared nothing. At work, the unacceptable: a five-year-old boy still missing, frustration scratching at Paul’s neck like a coarse wool sweater.

The phone refused to ring. Paul looked around the den. What could he be proud of in this home? He had survived loss, sure. But ten years later, how could anyone forgive his refusal to get up out of his warm armchair and allow the world, the same world within which his daughters fought each day to define themselves, to touch him?

The quick answer: They couldn’t. He couldn’t. He stood to make his way outside for a short run, part of his woefully belated fresh start. He wanted his girls to be impressed and to trust that he’d stepped out of the fog, though his footing was still tenuous. He wanted to know them again, to love them better. But he didn’t know the danger ahead. For all their closeness as twins and survivors, the fissures within each daughter would be tested as they grew into women the winter of their twentieth year. Paul would be made to run around with bandages and first aid spray as if they were still girls and he would find that he might not have the tools to repair them.










ONE
Helen Tomlinson should have been named something more fierce, more exotic, like Ophelia or Letitia, or even Serena, for the irony. She had come screaming into the world on her twin sister’s heels and had rarely, if ever, felt inner serenity. The only thing she liked about her name was that it allowed her a bit of anonymity, which she enjoyed not because she had much to hide, but because she never knew when it might be necessary to reinvent herself. She could shed friends and obligations like a satin evening coat.

On this particular October morning, the sun shone into Helen’s fifth floor walk-up, warming her back and the seat of her thrift store chair, burgundy velvet, with claw feet. The sun was less flattering to the chair than to her and to Ryan, the lately lover and would-be friend. His long hair was not quite dry and glistened, even in the thin light.

Ryan held her chin like a piece of exotic fruit, feeling with his long fingers the hard bone and the very thin layer of soft tissue. “The face that moved a thousand ships.”

She turned away. “Shut the fuck up. And it’s launched. Not moved.”

“Whatever. The point is, you know you’re beautiful.”

“You say that with such scorn. Like I should be ashamed, or like it’s just hilarious to you, the thought of being me.” She had done nothing to improve her appearance today, just a perfunctory wash of the face and teeth, black hair twisted into a messy knot as was the fashion in the nicer sections of Brooklyn. Helen lived just around the corner from the latest gentrification, close enough to feel gritty by comparison and not so far as to feel afraid to live alone.

Ryan stood, stretched his lovely, loose body up towards the low ceiling, pulled down a fleck of peeling, yellowed paint. “This place is a piece of shit.”


She nodded. “Looks are over-rated.” She moved to the sink to wash an apple. “It’s a good apartment. No lead in the paint. Good airflow. Good light.”


“Is that new?” Ryan pointed to a painting of a tulip, the kind with the jagged edges, which were enlarged and twisted in the composition. Brown rained from the tips, the color of earth and blood.
“Yes.”

“You didn’t say you were painting again.”

“No.”


“Don’t get annoyed. I like it. You should do more of those. Enter them over at that gallery where Billy’s working. What the hell is it called?”


“Gallery Two,” she said, somewhat irritated that she knew the name and at the urgent, high tone she used when she spoke it.

“Yeah. Gallery Two. Do you want me to call him?”

“No.” She made much of washing the narrow countertop, digging into the stained grout with an old sponge. “What’s with all the pressure, Ryan?”


“Didn’t mean a thing, Helen.” He lightly drummed the couch with one hand; a musician, hands always engaged in subtle, meaningful motion. “Look, whatever, I was just trying to be supportive. You have a lot of talent and you’re working at a desk at fucking Pratt and I know you want more. You just seem sort of stuck.”


He didn’t know shit, she thought, and he knew far too much. “I don’t see you filling out those grad school applications. Define stuck. Seriously. Go.”

Her eyes were frighteningly cold at times like this, and he wondered how much she might have changed during her time abroad. Helen had to have enough space to allow him, anyone maybe, to orbit around her. Ryan remained hopeful. They’d been together almost six months now, and he’d truly missed her when she was in Europe. He tried to make himself into what he thought she wanted because he’d never felt so alive than he did when they were together. It wasn’t just her beauty. It was the paint under her fingernails and the way she’d curl into a ball against his side when she slept.

A siren outside rose and fell and Helen thought of her father, as she always did, even though she knew he didn’t ride duty anymore. In theory at least, working Missing Persons was a cushy desk job for a detective his age, but he didn’t use the advantages. He worked long hours like he always had, she and Ellie at home alone wondering why it was enough that they were safe in the carefully secured house.

What was it that held men like him tethered to their desks? Passion, she had to think, or despair; though she wasn’t sure she’d ever really seen her father exhibit either of these. She’d seen shadows, in photos from before her mother died, but neither the photos nor her memories of her mother felt real now. Connie Tomlinson was an obstacle to her father’s forward movement and, generally, prompted more bad memories than good. Who drives into a concrete wall?

“You thinking about your Dad?” Ryan asked.

“Yeah. I guess so.” She took a paring knife from the dish drainer. She kept only two of everything in her apartment, mismatched and worn. Plates, one geometric design in rust and black, one floral, porcelain, with gold around the edges – someone’s wedding china, once. She sometimes made Ryan, or other men, eat from the floral, just to fuck with them.

“You picked the wrong city to get away from your childhood, you know.” 

Helen sliced the apple into equal sections and cut out the seeds. “Who says I’m trying to escape anything?”

“You always flinch a little, from the sirens.”

“Always?”


“Yeah.” He crossed his arms and looked at her, almost a glare. “It’s kind of nice to know you worry about someone. I know I’ve never made you twitch.”


She pointed the knife at him. “Last week, in the shower. Your memory is short, my dear boy.”


He smiled. “That’s not what I mean.”


Helen shrugged, put her apples into a coffee mug with “I’m with stupid” printed on it, and added a scoop of mayo.


“I’ve got to go. And –” he pointed at the mug. “ - that is so vile it’s almost unforgivable.”


She smiled, not at him, and leaned against the worn Formica countertop. “You better go then.”


As he turned to leave, she thought she saw a glimmer of sadness, or mere distraction, she couldn’t quite tell. He’d been around too much, she thought. Better to keep things loose. Less to worry after, less to break, less to clean up.


“I’ll be at the Metro tonight. I’m sitting in with Eddie and Jackson.”


She nodded. “Have fun. Make sure they pay you this time.” Ryan was better than either Eddie or Jackson; he was meant to play lead guitar, or solo, but he failed to stand up for himself and Helen felt the failure was a character flaw, the sort of thing that cost a man respect.

He paused at the door and turned back. “So, Eddie and I were just talking about our lease. It’s almost up and he’s thinking of moving back home to save up some money.”

Helen stared carefully into her mug of apples and mayo.

“What do you think about me staying here for awhile, or we could get a bigger place, if you want. Doesn’t have to mean anything major, Helen. Save us both money, spend some more time together. Maybe you could work less and paint more.”

“Now?” 

“Well yeah, now.”

“I can’t,” she said. She glanced furtively at his face, but he was not looking at her; he could not see the flush rising in her cheeks as if she’d been slapped, or caught stealing candy.
He pushed against the wall with his palm. “Not surprising, right? I should know better.” He shook his head.

“I’ve only been back here what, nine months? I think you know by now, I need my privacy. It’s nothing personal.”

“Nothing personal? It’s all personal.” He waved her away with one gifted, strong hand. “Forget it. I’m gone.” The steel door slammed behind him, leaving the apartment quiet, save the sounds, intruding through the open window, of taxi horns, diesel trucks, and the occasional siren.

Helen stood like an old wooden masthead on a ship, leaning slightly forward as if she were testing the strength of the air around her to hold her in place. He was a good person. He was talented. She wouldn’t be lying if she said she loved him.

He’d mentioned the idea of living together a month or two ago and she had laughed into her beer and said maybe, someday. This time he was serious. She should be flattered, she thought, but instead felt cold and rigid. He would know about this cold if he shared her apartment. How could he help but be disgusted by her inability to tolerate another person in her home, day after day; her dark days impossible to hide from someone sharing her bed with oppressive regularity? Not even Ellie really knew what Helen was like now.

Helen slowly finished her snack. She would be late for work, but she felt a irrational scorn for Pratt, and Ryan had only added to it. She’d only been there six months, and already she’d fallen for and been dumped (unofficially) by Rufus Jaspers, king of etched photography featuring, in more than one piece, Helen’s breasts. He’d gone on a promotional tour to San Francisco, at which point she’d started spending more time with Ryan, who at least wanted to be with her. Fucking Rufus, she thought. He was too old for her anyway. Too old, too successful, too full of himself.

She pulled on her favorite jeans, Levi’s that still had some guy’s name sewn in red thread inside the pocket, maybe by his mother before he left for college. When she was bored, or anxious, she would run her fingers along the bumps of the stitching and wonder if Emmet Black had once done the same thing. If anyone might understand her, she thought, he would be named Emmet and would probably still live at home with his mother.

She locked her precious apartment with her one lone key and ran, nearly losing her balance, down the stairs to the street, all of Brooklyn’s color and grime wrapping around her like a welcome blanket. She had traveled to Morocco and Crete, taught herself and the Rathsman children, for whom she had nannied, the history of Rome, wandered Vatican City looking for God (didn’t find him), and still she believed, firmly, that New York was the only place in the U.S. for a person of her eager spirit to live. The city offered the perfect mix of despair, dirt and rising up; immigrants and artists; a place where no one knew she came from a bland middle-class neighborhood in Jersey.
Whether gift or flaw, Ryan was right about Helen’s beauty. She wore no makeup and still people turned to look at her, women and men. Some of the women stared, then looked away, lips pursed. But some admired her like a painting, and even if she shouldn’t, she always liked that they looked so carefully at her skin, a fair olive, and her big eyes, Audrey Hepburn kicked a little into biker territory, and fattened up.
She passed the small grocery and waved to Mrs. Larusso, who ran the place herself since her husband died a few months back. Helen had run the store for her on the day of the funeral. She’d felt more useful and successful that day than on any day since. 

Mrs. Larusso yelled to Helen: “Where is your coat?” and Helen laughed. She liked the feel of the air on her skin and wore only a wool scarf around her neck for warmth. She passed black men, Latino women, children in strollers, and she thought that she was part of it all, of this community. But she knew none of them. Not even Mrs. Larusso (whose attempts to mother Helen would inevitably fail). The only person she’d ever allowed to mother her was Ellie and other than Ryan, she had few friends her age. She’d lost track of many while she traveled abroad with the Rathsmans and never quite reconnected.

When she first returned from their travels, Dave (a.k.a. Mr. Rathsman), was a frequent visitor to her apartment. He brought her gifts. It was all a little pathetic, she thought now, but he watched her move like a jewelry box ballerina. She painted while he was with her and though he knew nothing about art, his adoration of her as she worked made her feel like a real artist, every flick of the brush imbued with magic and sex.

She hadn’t told Ellie about Dave, or the affair with Rufus (which was really dickhead Dave’s fault because she had to do something to get over him). Ellie was so proud of her, back in New York with her own place and a job too! But she was sure Ellie had no idea how much Helen missed her; how alone she could feel when the city turned on her.

Mid-morning and Helen thought: Where would Ellie be? History of rich white men? Philosophy of rich white men? Or that one class about women, what was it, gender and economics? Helen thought it would be cool to meet her for lunch one day, to just show up on campus and completely freak Ellie out. They lived in such different worlds.

TWO
Ellie hurried to class. The air was full of change, summer’s humid slackness moved along by the crisp of autumn and today, suddenly, the first gusts of winter. Below her feet the flagstone pathways were older than she could comprehend at twenty, struggling across Princeton’s campus under the weight of her plans for the future. She had maintained since she was twelve and had successfully closed a wound on her sister’s forearm with scotch tape and a kitchen towel that she would become a doctor and heal people. Her mother, watching from heaven, would be so very proud.

All of this teetered and trembled in the face of the truth of her latest Organic Chemistry test score. She had never in her life seen a ‘D’ written in red on her schoolwork and the sight of it turned her stomach. She carried the paper in her pocket and crushed it with one hand, as if she might squeeze the red right off and change the truth. She would try to see the professor later in the day and fix this.

She was later than usual as she approached the McCosh building, tall and imposing as a cathedral. Amos Cullen, one of the walking wealthy (trust fund kids from Exeter or Choate), nodded a hello. Amos had some kind of misplaced interest in her, or maybe he just liked to make her uncomfortable – she wasn’t sure. He was far too beautiful and walked with a sort of practiced nonchalance, his standard-issue J. Crew khaki pants as rumpled as his oxford cloth shirt. He had no need to hurry. His family had been walking the flagstone pathways for generations and they would catch him if he fell. He held the door open for Ellie and called her Ms. Tomlinson and she immediately began to sweat. 
Room 20 in McCosh Hall was stuffy; full of nearly two-hundred murmuring students there for Psychology 101, a bloated everyman’s class she hated. She needed the credits to move forward as a pre-med student and the easy grade to help her average, which she now needed more than ever. She peeled off her coat and took a seat in the back. On her armrest, someone had carved: “Life is a bowl of shit,” which disappointed her. She liked the old stuff. Walt Whitman quotes or bits of wisdom about communism.
She looked up when the cuff of a winter coat brushed across her head. Amos Cullen settled in beside her.
“You saved me a seat. Thanks.”

Ellie nodded. “No problem.” She refused to look at him. He’d already made her break into a clammy sweat once.
“You still hate me, eh?” he asked.

“I don’t hate you. Why would I hate you?”

“If you could see the harsh way you always look at me, you’d understand.”


Ellie shook her head and flipped to a blank page in her notebook. “Amos, we have nothing in common. We don’t have the same friends. You’re not serious about school and I am. I don’t mean to look ‘harsh’ or whatever, but maybe I just don’t understand you.”


“You mean my type? You’re actually a snob, Ellie Tomlinson. Who knew?”


She felt her underarms sweating. She wasn’t really angry at Amos, more at Organic Chemistry; at herself for allowing failure to creep so close. Amos might be right about her snobbery, she thought, but it didn’t matter. He was just another obstacle; another of the social challenges she felt she had repeatedly failed at Princeton. She preferred to keep the status quo: depend on herself above all, keep her current friendships intact, her family important but at a slight distance.

Amos leaned closer to her. “You should go out with me just once, to make up for the snob thing.”


Ellie glanced at his perfect, patrician face, the kind of face that would break your heart, and the way his t-shirt rested on his not-in-high-school-anymore chest. “You’re not serious? Don’t you limit yourself to Cap and Gown girls? The ones with the good shoes and good breeding?”
He smiled at her. “I like your shoes.”

The lights in the room dimmed. “Shh,” Ellie said. “Pay attention.” Amos was undeniably hot, but she had committed herself to the pursuit, however ill-advised, of Julius Vandergrift, the kind of boy who would be a great leader one day. Amos didn’t, and couldn’t, mean anything to Ellie. And yet he turned up everywhere, like a J. Crew ad on the side of a bus.
Dollinger fed a slide onto the overhead projector and sighed. Bipolar Disorders I, II and III. “Now people, I want you to understand that this is the sort of disease no one talked about for years and years, the sort of untreated nightmare that likely led to the deaths of great minds like Virginia Woolf, Van Gogh, Hemingway. I realize that all of us suffer from what may be called mood swings. I’ve seen you travel from happiness to morose brooding in one sitting here, after all.” Laughter rippled through the big room, up to the carved ceilings and gothic arches, warming the stone. “But what I want from you is a clear understanding of the differences between ordinary mood swings, classic depression, and a true manic-depressive illness, which I’m sure you all read about in your text.” She looked over her reading glasses at the two-hundred students before her. “I expect that you have.”


Ellie had read the pages. Amos Cullen? No way in hell, she thought smugly. Across the aisle and a few rows down, Cynthia Wu, Ellie’s closest friend, was waving to Ellie and motioning that they should get coffee after class. Cynthia looked from Ellie to Amos and smiled to say, Oh lucky you. She meant it. Cynthia wasn’t a big fan of Julius Vandergrift.
Cynthia was also the exact type of girl Ellie expected to see on Amos Cullen’s arm. They all had met freshman year and headed, socially, in different directions. Only this year had Ellie allowed that Cynthia might be more than poise. Cynthia was well-traveled, well-spoken, and beautiful like a doll one might lock away behind glass and only occasionally take down to stroke the porcelain of her cheeks, the heavy skein of black silk hair.

Amos shifted in his seat. Ellie listened to Dollinger drone on about mania and sexual compulsion. She thought of Cynthia’s mother, who had been diagnosed with every mental disorder a polite doctor in New York City could mention out loud. 

They became friends because of Cynthia’s crazy mother. Ellie was up late studying (fruitlessly, she now knew) and found Cynthia in the bathroom, crying. Cynthia’s father had called. Her mother, whom she called Marjorie with great contempt, had run off with her best friend’s husband. They were hiding in Bermuda, but she’d be back eventually and Cynthia could just see her storming into the house as if she still deserved to be there. 
She said her father was one of those men whom everyone adores, especially Cynthia. He cooked and had always been available to Cynthia, while her mother (‘fucking Marjorie’) traveled incessantly. She ran a small boutique and went on buying trips to Paris and China and Milan. Cynthia always thought she stayed away longer than she needed to and now, she said, she knew she was right. Her anger and sorrow surprised Ellie – the raw honesty of it and the way she allowed Ellie to comfort her as if they were old friends. And so they were, suddenly. 

Ellie had struggled a little with the idea of near hatred of one’s mother, as she’d have done almost anything to have her mother still alive. Ellie’s mother hadn’t betrayed anyone, but nonetheless her mother left her when she drove into that concrete underpass just before Helen and Ellie’s tenth birthday. She hadn’t chosen to leave, and this was logically clear, but the harm was done just the same. Ellie watched her father fail over the years to be happy on his own and to provide the love their mother would have. In this way, perhaps, Ellie and Cynthia understood each other instantly, even if they didn’t understand the forces at work.

Dollinger was unbelievably dull today. Bipolar disorders weren’t complicated. Ellie had already memorized the basics and thought she could have skipped the lecture altogether. Amos’ leg touched hers and she refused to move away because to do so would mean she had noticed. She felt an alarming need for touch.

Unlike the tinny, fire-alarm sound of a high school bell, the welcome, round ring of Princeton’s hourly bell chimed. The bell rang from within a stone tower with a padlocked door. One of the traditional pranks was to steal the clapper from the bell – as if, by doing so, academic time would stop and the students would be free to drape themselves across the lawns and benches, humming bits of popular music or musing about life’s inequities and that new guy from California, the one with the tattoo.
Dollinger began packing up her slides to return to the safety of her office. She tried unsuccessfully to neaten her hair and Ellie thought that perhaps Dollinger was an older version of herself – a social misfit who had found a place to sink into the comfort of her own intellect. This sort of comfort was one of the things Ellie had wanted from Princeton. A place of her own; not New Jersey, not full of the responsibilities of home – her father’s loneliness and her sister’s needs. She hadn’t counted on the social awkwardness of running into the Amos Cullens of the world. She hadn’t planned to care what the hell they thought.
Amos said, “See you around, Ellie,” and smiled and though she looked really, really hard, she couldn’t find any dishonesty or irony in his expression.

“Maybe you’ll come by T.I. this weekend. We’ve got a new band coming in from the city. What kind of music do you like?” T.I. stood for Tiger Inn, Amos’ traditionally raucous eating club.

She couldn’t make her brain produce the name of a band, which was just irritating. “I don’t know. Everything, I guess.”

“Perfect.” He clapped his hands together. “We have that kind.”

She laughed, caught herself, and shook her head. “We have a thing at Tower, actually.”

“Oh. Sure. You and Vandergrift, right? Saving the world one politician at a time?”

“That’s an obnoxious thing to say.” Tower Club was full of future politicians, but they weren’t all soulless jerks like the old guys in D.C.

“Maybe,” he said. “But you can’t get a word in to save your life if he’s around. You’ve got to give me that.”

Ellie was flabbergasted. “Do you even know him?”

Amos smiled. Not the smile she liked. “Freshman year. We were roommates in the zoo.” He stood up. “I know him. And I know you’d have a hell of a lot more fun at T.I. on Saturday. I’m like a fortune teller. I know things. I know you’re friends with Cynthia Wu. I know you like to put ice cream in your coffee.”

She snapped her bag closed and looked up.

“Yeah. I used to watch you in the dining hall last year. I mean, not like some kind of perv.”

“No, of course not.”

Cynthia had snaked her way through the other students to meet Ellie. Amos turned to Cynthia and said that she should drag Ellie to T.I. to hear Shattered Earth play on Saturday. Cynthia smiled with exquisite poise. “Maybe,” she said. “We’ll check our calendars, but thank you ever so much for the invitation.”

“Later,” Amos said as he sauntered out into the cold.

Cynthia gently elbowed Ellie. “He’s really got a thing for you, El.”

Ellie sighed. “Doesn’t matter. Helen’s coming this weekend. We don’t want her anywhere near T.I.”

“Oh, I think maybe we do.”

They moved out into the cold. Helen was coming.

Cynthia knew Ellie only from Princeton and Helen only through a multitude of stories. Stories upon stories and still, Cynthia couldn’t really know what it was like to be Helen’s twin, to have slept tangled together for most of their lives and to have watched and worried and orbited around Helen. Ellie hadn’t known there were other suns until now. Ellie looked at the gothic beauty of the chapel and the library as they walked in search of coffee and hoped that Cynthia would never see where she grew up. Surrounded by the old, Cynthia was new and fabulous and all Ellie’s. Taking Helen out of the equation, Cynthia was the best friend she’d ever had.
Ellie and her sister both carried with them the desire to be better than and different from suburban New Jersey. It wasn’t about money, or cars or furniture – it was the ordinariness of the place. Neither girl could pinpoint why they weren’t selling real estate or bath products at the mall like girls they knew in high school. Could have been growing up without a mother, or with a father who told them about his cases while forcing them to listen to Miles Davis. Could have been something inside them. For Ellie, it almost didn’t matter why. She came to Princeton because her mother did (one of the early classes of women, treading new ground). She came to fulfill her potential and without considering any other course (as Helen had, floating around Europe with a temporary family and a couple kids she claimed to enjoy; coming home tan, and tattooed).

Cynthia talked about a movie she wanted to see, something with subtitles and emotional angst. Ellie traced lines of stone, counting blocks of granite without meaning to. She thought about telling Cynthia about her midterm, but she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t tell anyone. The social order was a weighty cloak around the campus, touching each student, even the rebels and saying: Hush now, behave, strive, follow tradition, read these ancient texts and prepare to become someone great.

THREE
Paul Tomlinson sat at his pale green monster of a desk and read through his notes from the morning. Thanksgiving was only a week away and he added potatoes to a list he’d started in a separate notebook. He wanted Thanksgiving to be perfect, to show the girls the changes he’d made recently and, hopefully, to find out what their lives were really like now. At work, he’d turned things around. After stagnating for five years, he felt his energy, his gift of insight, rise back to the level they’d been before Connie died. Closed cases faster, up for a promotion. Except for this Kaplan matter. A boy missing for a week now with no leads – nothing but the father’s relentless phone calls. He dug in his pocket for a Tums just as his partner Randall walked by.

“Want a soda, T?” Randall asked.

“No. I’m fine.”

Randall studied Paul. “You look tired. Why don’t you call it quits for today? Shit, you closed three files last week. Nothing new you’re gonna find in the same chicken scratch you been staring at for hours.” Randall kept one hand on his round belly, as was his habit. He was funny, a regular guy’s guy, unlike Paul who was known to listen to jazz on an ancient pair of headphones. Still, Randall was a loyal friend. They’d watched each other’s backs for a long time.

Paul shook his head. “Not yet. I want to make a couple more calls.” 
“All right, buddy. I’m outta here. See you tomorrow.” Randall ambled down the narrow corridor to the bank of lockers where they kept their coats.

Randall was probably right - there was nothing new to be learned from the papers on his desk, but Paul followed a system he’d developed early in his career: Look, look again, turn the page sideways, look, look, look. Anything less would be wrong, both lazy and dishonorable, and above all things, Paul was an honorable detective. The laziness disguised as grief he’d yet to make up for.

A few minutes before six, he got a page, a visitor without an appointment. One of the young guys, watching the girl’s ass all the way, led her to Paul’s desk. He recognized her right away. Sonja Kaplan, the key suspect in the disappearance of her half-brother, Ishmael Kaplan, the very child haunting Paul. Seven days was a long, long time for a five-year-old boy to be gone. Seven days usually meant the worst.
Sonja at first glance looked fragile - thin and dark and haunting. Even attractive, he thought, sweeping aside the sentiment as a mere observation. Why had she come in? She looked relatively calm today. He’d interviewed her after a night in custody for suspected kidnapping of her brother and she had seethed and screamed and cried, her hair a lank black, eyes lined heavily like a lot of the young girls in Jersey. She grew up in an Orthodox Jewish community on the fringe of East Orange, and though she had no official address, she appeared to live in a ramshackle house in Trenton, along with a rotating group of kids her age. Paul had found no sign of the boy at the house and after her release, he had her tailed for forty-eight hours to no avail.
She approached his desk. “Thank you for seeing me, Sir.”
Paul nodded. He studied her; cautious, always, in his assessment of young women who might remind him of his daughters and engender a false sense of compassion. After her first interview, he had placed her in a category of the dangerous, the sharp, resting her in the knife drawer in the kitchen of his files. He thought now that he might have been wrong.
She chipped at the peeling paint on the backside of his desk as she talked, and when she looked directly at him, he was startled by the intelligence and beauty in her eyes. She said, “Mr. Tomlinson, I know that you may not believe me, or understand me.” She glanced at the photos of Ellie and Helen. “But I think you can,” she said. “I think you might, so I’m here.” 

He leaned forward and dropped his shoulders so as to appear earnest and open-minded.  “Go on,” he said.

“I’m sure my father has told you what he thinks of me.”

Paul didn’t answer.

“You can’t believe what he says, or anybody else there. You understand how insulated they are.”

“Yes,” he said slowly. The Kaplans’ Orthodox Jewish community took care of its own. They rarely left their four-block area, each supporting the businesses of the others, the butcher, the grocer, the family physician who kept secrets for a living. The community would do its best to quietly fix the problem: chastise a man given to violence, pray for and keep watch over him, counsel his family, offering both shelter and camouflage, which in some cases infuriated Paul, along with the condescending nature of a corrupt rabbi’s smile and explanation that not everyone could understand their way, as if the issue was one of religious freedom. “It’s hard to imagine a boy disappearing from such a tight-knit community.”

She said nothing in reply.

“Tell me more about your father,” he said.

She sat taller, as if she’d rehearsed this part. “He’s not what he seems. I guess that’s the most important thing to get. You meet him and he’s charming and well-dressed. But underneath, something changed in him after my mother died, or maybe later. I can’t be sure when.” Her voice softened slightly. “He wasn’t always like he is now.”

“How so?” He wanted to keep their conversation light and easy, like new friends.

“When my mother was still alive, we lived in a regular neighborhood. We went to temple, but conservative, not orthodox. She had breast cancer. He sat with her constantly at the end, and he was a decent father. He worked a lot, but if he had a bad temper, I wasn’t really aware of it. Then again, I was a teenager and my mother was dying, so there’s a lot I may have missed.”

Paul nodded. “I’m sorry for your loss.” He thought of the girls. He couldn’t remember any details about their grief beyond the funeral and their horrific first Christmas without Connie.

Sonja shrugged. “It was a long time ago, right? Thirteen years.”

“You seem pretty tough. I’ve seen people who never completely recover from a loss like that.”

Sonja looked away. “I’m not impervious to pain, if that’s what you’re thinking. I just had to keep going, and our lives changed so drastically that there wasn’t much time for anything but trying to adapt.”

“Okay, so how did things change?”

“We moved in with my aunt, my father’s sister, who lived in a strict Orthodox community. Well, you know what it is. You’ve been there, I’m sure.”

“I know a fair amount. I visited your parents’ house the day Ishmael was reported missing. I recognized the traditions, the old ways, the lines marking inside and out.”

Sonja crossed her arms. “Yeah. So you know it’s really different. Dark on Fridays. Wigs for the women. Menstruation something shameful, at least in my aunt’s house. I just remember being ushered into another room with very little explanation. I don’t know. It might have been different if I was raised that way, but I didn’t understand. And I was hitting adolescence, right? So a new slate of rules and regs was like torture.”

Paul said that yes, he remembered that age and some of the difficulties, but had to watch himself. He wasn’t there to relate to her childhood, other than as a tool to determining whether she, at twenty-six, had it in her to take her brother and hide him well. “So, at that point you were an only child.”

“Yes.”

“Then your father met your stepmother.”

Sonja sighed. “Yes. He was 40, she was 25. Ayala wanted children. She had grown up in the community and was very obedient and quiet. At the same time, my father was working his way up in the community. And I can’t explain it, but at some point, he just changed. Maybe it was always in him, waiting. I don’t know. Maybe it was the idea of a new baby in the house.”

“Your brother.”

“No. Before Ish, she was pregnant, and he was supposed to be happy, but he wasn’t. Something was going on with his business, but I didn’t know or care, really. I was in high school. You know, ready to get out of there.”

Paul nodded. Normal to want to leave, but not to snatch your brother.  “Okay, so there’s pressure.” 

“Then he turns into a monster, but only sometimes. He’s careful to keep how he treats her secret, even from me, but one night she overcooked the chicken. He’d had a business associate over. She told him she was really tired, you know, because she was pregnant, and he started screaming about her having an affair and letting the house fall apart. I hid in my room, and I’m still ashamed about that, Detective. He was shaking her and I could hear the times when she’d hit the wall next to a photo of my mother because the glass would rattle. And then I heard her fall.”

Paul watched her carefully for signs she was lying.

Sonja went to work on the chipping paint in earnest. “She screamed. I ran out of my room but my father held out his hand and it was like he was a wall, like a force field from a science fiction movie, and I just backed up into my room. I heard her crying. I heard them get up later and leave for the hospital.” Sonja shook her head. “She lost the baby. Everyone was told that she fell when she got up for a glass of water at night. No one spoke of it in the house again.”

Paul chewed on the end of his ballpoint pen.
Sonja had placed her hands on the desk top as if she needed him to either believe or forgive her. “So, after that, everything was different for a little while. Ayala got pregnant again, with Ish, and everyone was happy, supposedly. He didn’t hit her, I’m pretty sure, but he was so cold and mean. Completely irrational. Ayala is beautiful. Other men do look at her. She’s young. But he knew that when he married her.”

Paul nodded. “Did she ever try to get any help?”

“No. Not there. It’s just not done.” She shrugged. “Maybe I should have tried to help. But she’s just so . . . so weak. I despised her for it, whether or not that’s fair.”

“Because she didn’t leave.”

“Yes.”

“You’d be surprised how often I hear similar stories, and how rarely women leave, especially when there are children.”

Sonja nodded. “I get that. And for her, she’ll probably never be able to have any more kids. I heard her say that on the phone once. She spends all of her time and energy with Ishmael. She makes his clothes. She sits with him when he works on his Hebrew. Everything a good Jewish mother should do.” She shrugged. “He’s the only good thing she has.” 

Paul noticed her use of the present tense, suggesting that Sonja did not consider Ishmael permanently missing. “What about you? Why aren’t you a good thing?”

Sonja smiled. “I was a teenager when I lived with them, and I left as soon as I could. We never really knew each other well. Honestly, I thought she was embarrassing, her clothes and the way she’d walk with her head down like an old woman. She’d grown up being taught to be meek and quiet. Perfect for my father.”

“You’re angry at him. Even though you weren’t that close to her.”

Sonja cleared her throat. “I care about her. And Ishmael is my brother. He’s the sweetest kid of all time and he doesn’t deserve to grow up with a father like ours.”
“So you decided to protect him. To save him.”

Sonja rubbed her temples and glared at him.

“Okay. Let’s ignore that question for now.” Paul cleared his throat. “What made you think your brother was in danger? Maybe this is all between your father and Ayala.” He felt dirty saying this, because it didn’t excuse the way this man treated his wife.

She continued to glare and glower, pausing to decide her next move. “I was visiting recently. My dad was out and I helped Ayala make some cookies. Anyway, I went to wipe off his shirt and he winced when I touched him. He had a huge bruise on his back, and one near his shoulder. Blue and yellow and horrible. As far as I knew, my father had never turned on Ishmael. And Ayala told me a couple months ago that my father had really changed, that he’d stopped drinking and been to counseling and they didn’t fight anymore. That he missed me. She actually stood in the kitchen and told me that, without flinching. I should never have believed that crap.”

Paul leaned forward. “So you’re angry at her too.”
“Hell yes, I’m angry. Ayala is young and stupid maybe, but her own son? To not protect him? To lie? How is she better than my father? So maybe Ishmael’s better off now. You could imagine that, couldn’t you? That he might just be better off?” 

Paul allowed a small, sad smile. If everything she said was true, then yes, the boy needed protection. But there were right ways and wrong ways, he tried to explain convincingly. But she rolled her eyes and said, “Are you serious?”

He was weary of social services himself these days, the incompetence and delays and report-filing and constant personnel changes. “I can’t agree officially, Sonja,” he said. “But yes, there are weaknesses in the system. Here’s the thing: At least in the system, we know where a child is, roughly what he needs and we can try to get those things for him, whether protection or medicine or shelter. What about Ayala? She’s his mother and has no idea where he is.”
Sonja crossed her thin arms and in doing so, framed her bosom. One of the buttons on her shirt had come loose and there was the lace of her bra and he looked away for a moment. Something had loosened inside of Paul, but he quickly dismissed it as an inappropriate but common reaction to an attractive woman. The more they talked, she looked less like a girl. 

“I’m sad for her. But you’re a detective. What if she’s the one that took him somewhere else? Look, I took Ish for ice cream. I dropped him off with Ayala and she was vacuuming. That’s all I know. She’s his mother, but she’s a child herself. She obviously wasn’t as careful as she should have been.”

“And you? How did you get so world-wise? Do you plan to be the mother now? Do you understand how, even if the law would allow this, your life would be changed?” He asked all of these things in a rush, and a bit of desperation seeped out with his words. He’d heard her ice cream story before and it came off the same way now: As a very clever semi-strong but bullshit alibi. Ayala had seen the boy when he was dropped off and gone back to cleaning, but she hadn’t seen Sonja leave and neither had anyone else. “You’ll end up in jail and your brother will be back where he started.”

Sonja smiled. “I’ll do what I have to,” she said. “That’s what family should be about. I have a good job. I have good friends. I’m not some druggie living on the streets, Detective. Just because I dye my hair black, I’m not a delinquent.”

“That much I believe, Sonja. That much I believe.”

“So, you’ll back off a little?”

He was both incredulous and sad. “No, Sonja. How could you think that? It’s not my job to help you. It’s my job to get the boy back. And to prove he’s been abused, if I can. It’s my job to turn you over to the prosecutor if I can prove you kidnapped him. It’s my job to feed your family to the social services sharks and let them tear it all apart.”

They sat in a deadlock for a few moments.

“An honest cop,” she said. “Who knew?” She sighed. “I’m relieved, though, that you believe me. About my father. It’s a mitzvah for you to tell me the truth.”

“I’ll still see that you’re prosecuted if you don’t return him and we can prove you took him, Sonja.”
“I know. I know you will.”

He nodded. “Thank you for coming in. This wasn’t what I expected.”

“No, it wasn’t,” she said as she stood up. The squad room was nearly empty. Paul stood to be polite and she reached out one hand. He offered his, she took it into both of hers and held on tightly for a moment. He was unreasonably, ridiculously sorry to see her go. Paul sat down with a thud. His cheap chair creaked and groaned.
He was taken with Sonja Kaplan, completely and irrationally; the life in her eyes, the sadness. Had he really tried his best to extract the truth from her? Could he have better used the connection between them to break her down and to recover the boy? He ordered another tail, but his gut hoped they wouldn’t find her, for her sake. Yet could she actually take care of the boy?

Sonja Kaplan radiated warmth. Life. She was full of the stuff he was missing. He was forty-seven years old and lucky genetically – didn’t gain weight easily and had a full head of hair, yet he hadn’t even dated since Connie died, except for one night with a frightening woman in the meat-packing business that had scared him off the blind date circuit years ago. How had he lived as if shot through with Novocain for so long? Ten years, he thought. Ten years only the outline of a man.

FOUR

The weekend before Thanksgiving break, Helen came to Princeton to see Ellie. She’d come once before she left for Europe, when Ellie was a freshman, and Ellie had hoped, a little, that Helen would decide college was a good idea. Now, Helen said she planned to apply for a scholarship at Pratt. A great start, Ellie thought, hopeful for her once-aimless sister.

Ellie and Helen set out for Prospect Street, where the eating clubs held court. The clubs were both a place to eat and social hubs for upperclassmen; each house an odd mix of carefully carved banisters, portraits of old, austere gentlemen, plaster cornices and columns, and the stickiness and insistent smell of old beer, sometimes heightened by traces of vomit, depending on the revelry the night before.

Helen locked arms with Ellie, as if to seal their new, adult-ish version of friendship. Ellie smiled. She’d missed her sister’s warmth and come-what-may attitude. She wondered  what Brooklyn-cool Helen would think of Julius Vandergrift, and of Ellie’s eating club, Tower, a place of  wannabe politicians and lawyers (drama kids in Terrace Club, baseball players in Dial Lodge, beautiful people in Cap and Gown, trust-funded boys in Ivy, and so forth). Tower required a sort of rush process called bicker, which Ellie had endured because Julius and his friends were bickering too and she wanted to stay as close to him as possible. She’d been accepted and as a result, she now saw Julius daily. Not that she was getting anywhere with him as a result.

They were great pals. Talked for hours about politics. Played an ongoing, fiercely competitive card game called Setback and had kissed once, a year before, when they were both drunk, but they’d laughed about it the next day and she was pretty sure she’d overdone it with the laughter and made it all the more difficult for anything similar to happen again. She hadn’t yet figured out how to undo her reaction; to make it clear that she wanted to be with him. 

Helen was deep into a soliloquy on Brooklyn’s superiority to the other New York boroughs. “You should see Ryan’s parents’ apartment, El. It’s unbelievable. He so didn’t want me to know this, but it turns out that he’s a trust-funder. Of course, his parents are dead, which is tragic, but he’s got all this cash and he can be the musician-of-the-mostest and not worry, which is great and all for him, but his friends kind of hate him a little for it I think. I don’t care either way. I just like his hands. Really good hands, El. You know what I mean?”

“I think I’ve forgotten.”

“Okay, well that blows. We need to find you a guy tonight.”

“Helen, don’t. I’m serious.”

“Okay, okay. Fine. I won’t do anything to embarrass you.”

Promises she couldn’t keep were one of Helen’s specialties.

“Hey, let’s pretend I’m an exchange student from, I don’t know, Paris?” Helen said.
“You can’t speak French.”

“Good point. Okay, how about Romania? Very exotic and naïve and in need of help.”

Ellie watched her breath turn white in the air. “You’re exotic enough as is, trust me. This is Princeton. You’ve got a couple middle-eastern princes and a handful of surfers from California and the rest are New England white-bread rich kids. I mean the ones you’ll see tonight. There are others, the smart, geeky ones, but they’re in the basement of the math building or the library. They don’t go out.”

“Well, we shouldn’t hold that against them. Geek power. Right on,” Helen said loudly, on the way up the stone path to the club.

Ellie cringed a little and pulled open the heavy oak door. Inside, kids clutched plastic cups of cheap beer. Music filtered out of poor-quality speakers mounted in the corners of the front room, once someone’s parlor. Several people waved to Ellie and stared at Helen in the same way that heads turned when Cynthia walked into a room. Ellie had thought she was used to this phenomenon, but it stung a little now.
Cynthia hurried over. “Hey there, Ellie,” she said in an awkward pseudo-southern drawl. “Where’s your beer, honey?”

“Are you kidding?”

Cynthia leaned in and spoke in a silly whisper. “I’m trying out for “Our Town” and Kelly Lipton told me I’d have a better chance if I picked up a southern accent. Don’t you like it?”

Ellie shook her head.

Helen laughed. “I love it.”

Cynthia swooned. “This must be your far-superior-in-taste sister, Ellie. She’s fabulous.”

“But of course she is. Cynthia, Helen. Helen, Cynthia. Worship each other at will.”

Ellie went to fetch beer from the basement, home of the beer kegs and a stately wooden bar smoothed by the hands of a hundred years’ worth of rich kids resting, drinking, and communing with each other. Ellie chugged a full beer then took three more with her upstairs. She found Helen and Cynthia deep in a discussion of a small shop in the City where vintage Chanel jackets could sometimes be found. Helen promised to take her and Ellie frowned. Cynthia was her one good friend, besides Julius, and there was no frigging way she was sharing with Helen. The beer and clubs were fine, but not Cynthia.

Helen took her beer. “Bless you, dear.”

“No trouble.”
“You don’t get tired of this place? Really?” Helen asked, licking beer foam off her finger. 
Cynthia leaned against the wall under a tarnished brass sconce. “Hell yes,” she said.
Ellie smiled. She felt like she’d only just begun to settle in at Princeton, and Cynthia was already moving on.

“Hey,” Cynthia said. “Let’s go over to T.I. They’d love to see you there, Helen – someone new. It’s still mostly male members, and it’s loud and fun.” She looked at Ellie. “Please,” she whined.

Ellie felt so damn nervous and then so damn stupid about feeling so nervous. Tiger Inn seemed to command a level of cool she didn’t have. Amos Cullen cool. Cynthia and Helen cool. But she said, “Fine.”
“Why don’t you want to go, El?”

Cynthia leaned towards Helen. “The guys are hot and dangerous. Ellie’s afraid she won’t be able to resist them.”

“Shut up.” Ellie pushed Cynthia towards the door.

“Oooh,” Helen cooed. “This is going to be fun, I can tell. I can smell the pheromones from here.”

They were just about to open the door when Julius Vandergrift strolled in. His nose was red from the cold and he was talking excitedly, as usual, to one of his roommates.
“Hey,” he said to Ellie. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Oh yeah? Why?”

“We’re having a poker tournament at midnight with the Cloister team. Winner gets a keg. Are you in?”

Poker. Her heart sank a little, but she didn’t let it show. She was damn good at covering her feelings, especially the ones that mattered. “Not tonight,” she said. “My sister’s here.”

“Where?”

Ellie grabbed Helen’s arm and spun her around. “Here. Meet Helen.”

“Oh,” he said. He looked nervous, shifting his view back and forth between them.

Cynthia took hold of Ellie’s arm. “We’re leaving. Say goodbye.”

“You two don’t look anything alike,” Julius said.

Cynthia rolled her eyes. “Fraternal twins, Julius. Don’t they teach you anything useful in philosophy class?”

Julius raised his chin a notch. “Define useful.”

“Not tonight, dear.” Cynthia yanked both girls towards the door.

Ellie turned to say goodbye, but Julius had already disappeared into the crowd.

Cynthia laughed as the door closed and the cold hit them hard in the face. “Fuck, it’s cold,” she said. “Don’t worry Ellie, I didn’t scare him away. I would if I could, but I didn’t.”

“So that was him,” Helen said. “He’s cute, Ellie. Looks harmless.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning nothing. A nice boy. Not my type, obviously, but you’re much more sensible and God will one day reward you for your good judgment, I’m sure.”

Cynthia laughed nervously. She could sense, but not understand, the tension between the sisters: twins hitting womanhood at the same time and facing very different challenges.
Ellie held her jaw tight. She hadn’t expected to want Helen’s approval exactly, but she hadn’t wanted to hear the truth either. Ellie was a sensible girl, and Julius was no more than her friend. She was getting nowhere with him and wondered if she just wasn’t his type. He could be looking for a Helen, she thought then, and felt ill.

Across the street and a few houses down, Tiger Inn looked like a decaying gingerbread house, shutters hanging askew and missing. Two guys were out on the lawn, one shirtless, impervious to the cold, playing a Frisbee and beer game. Howling and laughter floated out the thick walnut front door as it opened and closed. The interior, floor a checkerboard of black and white linoleum, walls lined in solid walnut, could have been stately and handsome if not for the overwhelming reek of stale beer. The Violent Femmes were playing in the basement, and Helen walked to the stairs and started down. 
Cynthia laughed. “Don’t be shy now, Helen.”

“Oh, sorry,” she said.

“No, no. You’re fine. Keep going. Beer’s that way.” Cynthia glanced at Ellie as if to say, I see what you mean.

They passed ten framed photographs of members of years past. In the fifties the men wore thin ties, and in the twenties, thick, striped woolen sweaters. Ellie stopped to look at the older black-and-white photos. Helen reached back up for Ellie and pulled her down to the dungeon, singing “Blister in the Sun” with just the right carelessness.

Pool tables flanked both ends of the main room. Neon signs hung from the ceiling. In the middle of the room was a ping-pong table with cups of beer at each end for beer pong, the kind of game that necessitated an open-door policy in the nearest bathroom. The girls stopped to watch. If you could hit the ball into the other person’s cup, they had to chug it all before you ran around the table once (in which case, they had to drink more). There were also plastic trash cans at the ready. Not glamorous, not sensible, but maybe fun, Ellie thought. She’d always been good at ping-pong.
Amos Cullen was playing pool and he looked at Ellie and nodded hello. No wave, nothing so demonstrative. Just a little nod and a half-smile before he went back to studying the table. Not that she cared. She certainly didn’t want to have to spar with him in front of Helen.

Despite her not-caring policy, she watched Amos concentrate, watched the tightening of his muscles when he moved the cue. She felt a numbness in her fingertips that meant if she drank enough beer, she just might follow him home. But she wasn’t Helen, she told herself. She was holding out for something real.
A tall bronzed-statue sort of guy appeared with beers in malleable plastic cups. He looked Greek, or maybe Italian. He wore a carefully-tattered Oxford-cloth shirt and jeans. Helen looked away, but she was clearly taking his inventory: Every scrap of clothing, body part, word spoken. They stood next to each other and looked like they belonged on a yacht together.
“So, are you ladies here with a member?”

Cynthia shook her head. “We just waltzed on in,” she said in the southern accent. Ellie couldn’t help laughing.

“Nice accent,” Greek-boy said.

“Is it that bad?”

“No, no, no. I mean, maybe. I guess it depends on what you’re going for,” he said.

“Oh, forget it,” Cynthia said in her normal voice, which was very polished and appealing. “I’ll be an extra again. I might as well get used to it.”

“Ah, drama. Tough business,” he said.

At this point he’d paid no attention whatsoever to Helen, which was exactly the right way to play things if he wanted to take her home later. Of course, he might be more interested in Cynthia, Ellie thought uncharitably, but then Cynthia saw someone she knew and slid over to say hello.

Helen’s beer was empty. “Refill?” she asked.
“What’s it worth to you?” he asked.

“I’ve got twenty cents and a subway token in my pocket.”

“I’ve been offered worse.” He turned and disappeared into the tap room.

Helen looked at Ellie. “He is so fucking hot. Oh my god. My thighs are blushing. You should go home with him, Ellie. Really. He looks lonely.”

“He so does not look lonely.”

“Okay, but he is hot. Admit it.”

“I’m not blind, you goober. But he’s too gorgeous for me, Helen. Not my type.”

Helen nodded. “You’d hold out for that Julius guy with the scarf.”

“What’s wrong with his scarf?”

Helen shrugged. “I just thought it was kind of goofy. But he was attractive, I guess. Just not hot.” She pointed at a beefy blond guy, linebacker material, with a round pink face. “How about that one? He looks like a ton of fun.”

“Stop it. I do have standards.”

Helen laughed. “Keep drinking. They’ll go down.”

Greek boy came back with beers for Helen and Ellie and introduced himself as Marc. He and Helen fell into a serious conversation about Brooklyn versus the Village and where to get the best pizza and did she want to meet him in Chinatown sometime because he knew of a back-alley place in an area where you might see a woman carrying a live pig across the street in her arms. Helen’s eyes glowed. They leaned into the wall and angled themselves toward each other.

Ellie looked around. She saw Cynthia sitting on a vinyl-covered bench. “I’ll be back in a minute,” she said to Helen. Cynthia moved over to make room for her. “Quick work, that one,” she said.

“Yeah. She likes the Mediterranean ones. And she can do whatever she wants here. She doesn’t have to worry about running into them in class.”

“Good point. Maybe we should spend some time around NYU or something. Or drive to Penn. My Dad’s bringing me a car next week.”

“Excellent plan. We can suit up with condoms and plastic gloves and go find ourselves a nameless boy.”

Cynthia put one hand on Ellie’s arm. “I think the gloves might cut down our chances.”

“You think?”

Cynthia looked towards Helen again. “So is she going home with him?”

“Probably.”

“My friend Ben knows him. He said he’s a good guy; won’t chop her up and stow her under his bed or anything.”

“Good, good. I feel better.” Ellie chugged the rest of her beer. “Cynthia, tell me the truth. Have you ever just hooked up like that, with someone you didn’t know, and then slept with them?”

“With someone I didn’t know. Not exactly.” 
She looked sad then and Ellie regretted her question. “Did I . . .? I’m sorry. Never mind.”

“No, no. PMS. I’m just moody.”

They sat without talking for a few minutes. Ellie got up with their cups and took them to the bar for refills. Amos appeared beside her, startling her as usual.

“You look great tonight,” he said.

Ellie shook her head.

“Seriously.”

“Thanks.”

“Who’s your friend?”

Ellie paused, confused, then understood that he meant Helen. Of course he would have noticed Helen. “She’s my sister.”

“Oh. I think she’s losing her tonsils to the Greek.”

Ellie laughed. “The Greek?”

“Just a nickname. He has this whole suave thing going. We give him shit for it, but I guess it works.”

Ellie glanced at Helen and Greek boy, liplocked and flushed. “Guess so.”

Amos frowned. “Do you want me to break it up? I mean, are you worried about her?”

“No,” she said quickly. “Let her go. She’s different. Very artistic and reckless and fun. You know, my opposite.”

“Ha. That’s funny. What are you, fifty?” He leaned gently into her.

Ellie felt his warmth and wanted it, but his words pissed her off. She’d started with the comparison, but now she wished she hadn’t. “You should meet her. She’s probably your type.”

“Ouch. Shot down again.” He smiled a little and motioned to his buddy behind the bar. “Refills for the lady, please.” And to Ellie: “I guess I’ll see you in class.” He turned away without waiting for a reply.

Ellie felt shaky. She took the beer back to the table.
“Thanks,” said Cynthia. “Nice chat?”

Ellie shrugged. “You know, the usual patronizing fun. But Cyn, something’s wrong, I can tell. You sure you don’t want to talk about it?”

Cynthia tapped her fingers against the cup. “I should tell someone, I guess.”

“Tell someone what?”

“About Francis. I should tell someone, and I know I can trust you. Most of these kids are idiots. But you’re so solid. You’ve probably never let anybody down in your life.”

Ellie leaned back. “Sure, that’s me. I’m an angel. My soul is filled with sweetness and light. I tried to read Catcher in the Rye and I just didn’t get it. All that talk about depression and betrayal. What was he talking about?”

“Okay, enough,” said Cynthia. “I was trying to give you a compliment, you shit.”

“Sorry. Enough about me, though. What’s the big confession?”

Cynthia smiled. “I am so hungry. Maybe we walk to the WaWa? Or pizza?” She pointed to Helen, who was now playing pool with Mediterranean boy while a few others worked at seeing down her shirt. “What do you think?”

“I’ll go see.”

Helen wasn’t leaving. Ellie started to tell her to be careful but Helen gave her the death-stare, which meant that if she didn’t drop it immediately, there’d be hell to pay.

The night had turned colder. Ellie glanced at Cynthia as they walked. Cynthia was very, very quiet.

“Cynthia. Babe.” Ellie put on her Jersey meathead accent. “You gotta talk about it, you know?”

“I haven’t, though. Never.”

So this was not an idle secret. This one had teeth. “Seems to be pulling you down, Cyn. You know, it might be a good experience to have, sharing something so private – the kind of thing you’ll be helping people do in your practice one day, maybe.”

“Wow. Very persuasive, logical. Different from me.”

Ellie thought, Well, does that mean back off? She replied in a nervous, sardonic tone she hadn’t intended. “Okay. That sounds ominous. Are we talking hair color or something else?”

Cynthia laughed and couldn’t stop laughing. Tears ran down her cheeks and she wiped her face with cashmere gloves. She sat down on the stone steps underneath one of the many famous archways across campus. Above them, gargoyles leered. Ellie sat beside her.

“Francis Templeton,” Cynthia said.

“The history professor? The hot one?”

“The very one.”

“Okay, go ahead. I’m now prepared to be shocked and titillated by your story.”

Cynthia shook her head. “It’s not just a story. It’s the kind of career-ending thing that happens under the radar all the time. And he’s not a bad guy, not really. Anyway, just promise me you’ll never speak of this to anyone. Not Helen, not anyone.”

“I promise. I don’t tell Helen a lot of things, Cyn. There’s no twin magic between us, no communication by osmosis.”

“Of course not. I just meant that even someone who doesn’t seem related to this place could still hurt him, or me.”

Ellie leaned towards Cynthia so that their shoulders were touching. “I won’t hurt you. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”

Cynthia looked up then and her eyes were filled with tears. She nodded. “Okay, so I’ll just get this out. I took his pan-Asian history seminar. I was nearly failing and I went in to see him one afternoon for help. I seriously did not understand how I could have a D going into finals, but apparently I don’t have good critical thinking skills, or I can’t write a decent fucking paper. We worked out a deal. If I studied like hell and got an A on the final, he’d give me a B- for the class. I did it. The final was short answers, not the critical essay I’d totally fuck up again. I went back in to see him and he was very strange, his hands were shaking and he kept knocking things over on his desk. Turns out his wife had left him. And there I was all full of hero worship for him and his tweed jacket and jeans thing. You remember, right?”

Ellie nodded. She remembered.

“I told him how sorry I was. That he was young and gorgeous and would find another, better wife, and he got so calm after that. He looked at me as if I were an angel and had just changed everything and I fucking loved that. He looked at me that way for months. I met him at the apartment he had above the Arrow and he was so great. He worshipped me, and then he didn’t. He would disappear for weeks and I wouldn’t have any idea where he was. Then he’d come back and be all tortured and I’d jump back in and rescue him. Such an idiot.”

“No, Cyn. No. You’re not an idiot. He should never have let any of this happen. You know that, right?”

“Well officially, yeah, I know it. He’d get fired if anyone knew, etcetera, etcetera. But it’s not unheard of. I thought . . . Well, I thought for awhile that we might become one of those exotic couples who tell stories later in life about how we met and that love overcame scandal.”

“I guess I could see that. Like Woody Allen, except not creepy.”

Cynthia wiped her eyes and sniffled. “Woody Allen. I never thought of that. Wow. I’m in the hall of shame now.”

“Stop it.”

“I know, no self-pity. It’s just so hard, Ellie. Sometimes I see him walking across campus and I forget that we’re not together anymore and I get butterflies and want to kiss him. Can you believe that?”

Ellie nodded. “I can. But . . .”

“But what?”

“Well, what happened? Did you get tired of him?”

“Hardly.”

“Did he hurt you, Cyn? That’s not okay. Fuck his career.”

Cynthia stood up. Some other students were making their way home and she didn’t want to be sitting there when they passed through the arch, so the two girls moved on. Ellie steered them towards the WaWa, a convenience store with a small deli counter that served hoagies and chili cheese dogs. Hot dogs and Entenmanns cake were a necessity at this point in the evening.
“He didn’t hurt me.”

“Okay, then what?”

“I thought I was pregnant. I expected him to . . . I don’t know, to rescue me and fix it all. Marry me, maybe. Or at least ask. You know? He could have at least asked.” Here she began to cry again, and Ellie stopped to put her arms around Cynthia. She envied her friend the ability to cry out her sorrow, and Ellie was proud to be the one to soak up the tears. “I’m so sorry, Cynthia. So, so sorry.”

Cynthia sighed into Ellie’s shoulder. “I feel better, I think. I really do. Maybe I just needed to tell someone. Like a snake sheds its skin.”

Ellie linked their arms. “And now we need extremely fattening, barely digestible food from the Wa.”

“Can we have cheese fries?”

“Absolutely. We can have a trough of cheese. And a Milky Way. I need chocolate after that story. Maybe donuts. I’m not sure yet.”

“You don’t think I’m pathetic?” Cynthia asked.

“No. I think he took advantage of your age, your beauty, all of it. I think he’s a pig, and a fool to have let you go, though it’s a good thing. Better to know now, you know? You’ve moved on. You’re strong. You have to focus on that.”

“Sure. Mostly I know that. Elliot is my new prototype. Solid, normal, simple. And blond. I needed someone blond.”

Ellie laughed. “And he’s a trust-funder, isn’t he? He can buy you houses in Fiji or a penthouse in New York maybe. You two can have matching Rolls. What could be better?”

“Exactly. A new frontier.”

There was still sadness in Cynthia’s voice. They slipped into banter about boys their own age and what they wanted to eat and how fucking cold it was. Ellie was thinking throughout that she was lucky to have found Cynthia and to have this night, just like it was: The smell of snow and artificial cheese and beer, the color of the lamplight and flagstone shadows, Cynthia’s white cashmere gloves, Ellie’s wool hat and new boots, all of it preserved like she was looking back, years later, only it was now. Helen and the Greek guy. Amos Cullen playing pool. The quiet of the campus as they crossed it twice. Chocolate cake. They’d forgotten forks and grabbed handfuls of the stuff, laughing like lunatics. Cynthia’s pain was real, but it already seemed long ago. Telling a secret could do that; change time, stretch it. 

FIVE

Helen didn’t see Ellie before she left campus, and she didn’t talk to Greek boy or leave her number. She snuck out of his room before dawn and took the first train back to the city. Her apartment was lonely and menacing in the morning. She tried to sleep, but it wouldn’t come.

She had set up an easel in a corner of her apartment, and the odor of paint thinner wove itself into her thoughts. She dragged herself out of bed. She was still playing at being unaware of the deadline for applying mid-year for a fellowship at Pratt, something she had a better shot at than most because she worked there and, for better or worse, because of Rufus. She was playing at not caring if she got in or not, that now or later were no different, but these were all lies.
She needed at least three more pieces to submit. She had two which were good, but not astounding, and certainly not enough to suggest a body of significant work. There were nights in summer, full moon nights, when she slipped into a creative frenzy and craved the work, just craved it. But there was no sure way to command the productive times to come. 


The early winter sun crept across the apartment, and she thought, why can’t I be in Italy or Spain, fucking a man with smooth olive skin and long hair? She had wrapped herself around the lazy sensuality of the Europeans and missed it now to the point of aching. The apartment looked weary instead of vintage, dirty instead of gently distressed. She began to cycle through an old-friend sort of inner conversation which went something like: You’re fine. You’re just different. All artists are different and all have periods of inner darkness. Creativity comes from the dark. It’s all okay. You are fascinating and dark and mysterious. It’s all okay.


She had six primed canvasses. She had paint. She had brushes and paint thinner and sketches. Fuck, fuck, fuck, she thought. Where was her drive? Mother-fucker, shit, and fuck a duck, where was it? She washed on generic, muddy color to dull the white. She’d learned that the mud was actually a superior starting finish as the white of the canvas was artificial. With a sheer brown, she was required to find color which was glorious and pure. Glorious and pure, she thought, letting the words percolate in her mind. She wanted nothing less. But who was she to think she was capable of art so true, art that was good?

Rufus said once that she had talent, but she wondered now if he only said it to get her in bed. And what was good, anyway? No one fucking knew. Good followed fashion in New York, and good was provocative, new, daring, cohesive, vibrant, honest. Rembrandt was good, but dead. To be good now, you didn’t try at realism like Rembrandt, you strove to be different in a city with walls everywhere slung with canvas squares.


Helen sat down on the floor and began to scratch out numbers in charcoal on the  newspaper spread under the easel. She wanted to estimate how many canvasses hung in Manhattan. She needed, fiercely now, to know the number and so she brainstormed categories first: homes, restaurants, art galleries, art museums, art student apartments, art schools, businesses, law offices, universities, and under each she tried to guess at how many relevant walls there might be. She pulled the phone book from under the big velvet chair and sent flying a family of dust people. Restaurants, looked like five-hundred, and maybe half would have some sort of artwork, and would she count prints? No, she decided, because she wanted to grasp the magnitude of individual, original work hanging up out there, lingering past its time or just now blooming, all of it bravely standing up to be judged, loved or hated or worse, cursed by ambivalence.


Two hours passed quickly as she sat on the floor and scratched out numbers. She wiped charcoal on her face as she tucked her hair back, and on her pants when she clutched her knees. She liked the feel of the charcoal on the newsprint, which seemed to complement the former and invite the charcoal to slowly erode into one-dimensional words, numbers, lines and shapes.


She decided on two million in the end. Two million to three Helen Tomlinson originals. Shit, she needed to change her name. Call herself Olive or Clossette, a one-word name. She would prance around in a feather boa and not much else, if she were Clossette, or all in green if she were Olive. She would take quirky to new levels and step in and out if the costumes of the working artist, confusing everyone. Is she one of those emotionally erratic artists or not? I heard she was just another girl from Jersey and she’s been copying someone from Pratt, a young genius, something ‘tipper’ I think. Can’t remember. Anyway, I saw her at Payless Shoes looking at motorcycle boots and pink vinyl stilettos. 
Helen wanted to be a fascinating girl; being a woman she could wait for. Womanhood felt weighty and irreversible.

She left the charcoal dust on the floor. She smeared her dusty black fingers on the canvas. Her old art teacher Mel would get a kick out of this, she thought. They could spend hours considering the movement of her hands over the canvas, the meaning of the shapes leaching out of the charcoal dust, the anger and frustration. Or was it motivation and genius? She picked up a brush and slashed at the canvas with red and ochre and made a hideous mess. Never paint when you’re angry, she said, mimicking a drunk-driving commercial from high school assemblies. 

How could she paint every day if not this day? How could she be in the same room with all of these thoughts of empty space and futility? Could she really keep working behind her little desk at Pratt, filing and stapling and photocopying paper with no artistic significance whatsoever? She was pretty sure Ellie knew that her devil-may-care attitude was mostly bullshit. Ellie probably thought she was a total fuck-up – showing up at Princeton all full of herself and leaving with Greek guy while Ellie and her nice, smart friend and the nice boy in the sensible scarf shook their heads.
Fuck, fuck, fuck, she thought, and placed the plastic lid on her paint thinner-filled coffee can. She could create nothing. She climbed back into bed. Later, near 7 p.m., she wandered out into the street and walked for miles, watching people, smelling new tar and subway exhaust and sausages. She bought one and ate it with mustard as she walked. She was sweaty and limp when she returned home, and having worked so hard to protect her space from Ryan, she scoffed at the idea that her apartment was home. Home was in New Jersey, where she’d be in a few days, eating turkey and pretending to be just fine.
She looked at her canvas, muddled like her. Muddled and frightened. Had she made a huge mistake by refusing to go to college like her sister? Ellie’s life made sense and was pointing towards something. Ellie was the kind of girl parents were proud of. Helen had a shitty job and a shitty apartment. Everything she was hinged on bravado and she was running low. 
SIX

The Sunday after Helen’s visit, Ellie walked quickly up the stairs with her shampoo and other bath crap in a cracking plastic carry-all. The women’s bathroom on her floor was full and anyway she preferred the showers one floor up. The stairs were cold and grim, fluorescent lights and concrete with the occasional bit of graffiti, written in small letters. There was a bit of Poe: “Beauty of whatever kind, in its supreme development, invariably excites the sensitive soul to tears,” and while she thought she was over-emotional, the quote made her sad as she ran her fingers along the wall day after day. She always wondered who had written it and had they survived Princeton and were they now happy.

She heard the slam of the heavy metal door upstairs, footsteps, and then saw him: Amos Cullen. Ugh. Why now, in her bathrobe?

He stopped, half blocking her way. “Hey,” he said, with his usual, practiced nonchalance.

“Hey,” Ellie answered, and kept climbing past him.

“Wait. I want to ask you something.” His voice, always a little scratchy, sounded raw as if he’d overdone it screaming on the sidelines of a rugby match.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “What?” 
“Come up to our room after your shower. We’re having a little get-together. Nothing major. My dad sent some wine from California – sort of a tasting thing.” He waved his hands to wipe away her concerns. “No shots, no puking, all very civilized.”

Ellie fought against a blush, and the desire to lean towards him, which would surely be a colossal mistake. She told herself to keep it together. “I don’t think so,” she said.


“Why not? Even you have to take a break from studying.” He climbed one step up towards her and she could smell a subtle cologne, deodorant, whatever. “You should give me a chance,” he said. “It’s the charitable thing to do.”

She should have laughed and kept walking, but she didn’t. Amos Cullen shone the light on her pathetic evening: No plans, no friends, no boyfriend. She said: “Charitable, huh? You are so full of shit.”

“Yeah, but I’m charming. Come on, say yes. Come see if I really am the asshole you think I am.”

She was getting nowhere with Julius. Her relationship with a soccer player from high school had long ago flamed out. And she hadn’t been pursued like this in a long time, if ever. “Okay, just for a few minutes,” she said. “I have to meet some friends later.” Lie, but she thought it was worth it to set up the safety net.


He smiled. “Good. Twenty minutes and I’ll be back. Going to get some crackers and stuff at the WaWa. It’ll be great. Trust me.”

Sure, trust Amos Cullen. She must be out of her mind. But it was Friday night and she’d been meaning to learn something about wine anyway. The chemistry interested her, tannins and aldehydes and the complexities born of time and a patch of soil’s legacy. Helen would say she was thinking way too much about this, and she’d be right. But for Ellie to walk alone into a room full of Amos Cullens was like heading downhill on skis for the first time.

She showered, spent some extra time getting up her nerve, because now, it really was a dare. She put on jeans, a new too-tight pair Helen made her buy. Hard to argue with Helen about how to look hot. 
Just some wine, Ellie told herself. Just to prove she wasn’t chicken. Sweater on. Blue, her favorite, with little shell buttons on the sleeves, and slip-on clogs (which horrified Helen, who had called her Heidi and offered to braid her hair and teach her to yodel), but Ellie thought wearing them might mean she wasn’t trying too hard.

She knew exactly which room was his because she had seen him hanging out of the windows plenty of times, yelling down to one of his buddies in the courtyard. She knocked, wondering if she should just go in, if knocking was stupid and she didn’t know it. But he answered and cleared his throat and actually seemed as nervous as she was.

The room was empty, Pink Floyd on the stereo. The four boys who shared the room had hung an old wool Princeton banner from 1927 behind the couch, which was leather and much nicer than the cast-off Ellie and her roommates had. On a sturdy wooden coffee table were several bottles of wine and two glasses. The enormous television in the corner was off and the two small bedrooms on either side of the common room were dark. The floor was covered in a Kilim carpet – Native American looking – something her Dad would have liked and which lent the room a homey feeling.


After her survey of the room, she looked up at Amos, who stood fidgeting a little, something she had never seen from him. “So, it’s quiet, isn’t it Amos?”

He shrugged. “Everybody else bagged out on me.”

She crossed her arms. “Doesn’t speak well for your ‘trust me’ line.”

“I just wanted you to come up. I knew you’d never give me a chance out at one of the clubs, Ellie. And probably not with a bunch of people here either.”

“Probably not.”

“I’m just going to pour some wine.” His hands shook a little as he fumbled with the corkscrew. 

She sat down on the slick surface of the couch and waited for her wine. He’d gone to some trouble to get her there and Julius sure as hell wasn’t in full pursuit. She appreciated his focus on the uncorking, the pouring. “May I see the bottle?”

“Oh, sure. This is a Cab, from Napa. My Dad bought a share in the winery I guess.”

The label was lovely, a pastoral scene with a red barn off to one side. “Looks nice. I’d love to go to Napa one day. I’ve never even been across the Continental Divide.”

“It’s nice out west. Better than over here. Less serious, though. Maybe not your thing.” He swirled the wine in his glass, sniffed it and sipped, just like he knew what he was doing. He’d seen his Dad perform the ritual enough times. 

Ellie smiled; she let the seriousness comment slide. “Is there really a point to the swirling?”

“Honestly?”

“Yeah. How about we try a little honesty.”

“I have no idea.”

She nodded. “You look good when you’re honest. You should try more of it.” She glanced at the couch. “It’s okay if you want to sit down.”

“Are you okay with the music? Want something else?”

“It’s fine. A classic, right? I was expecting Barry White.” Her sips slipped into the range of gulps. The glass was solid in her palm, very grown-up. She liked the cab, the warmth, and she settled back into the couch.

“Not really?” he asked.

She laughed. “Not really.”

“You’re pretty when you laugh. Really pretty. I remember freshman week seeing you in the dining hall and you were laughing with your friends. I’ve tried to get your attention ever since.”

“You’ve been obnoxious ever since, mostly. What were you thinking?”

“I just get nervous. I’m not really like that.” He reached for the bottle and refilled their glasses.

Nervous she understood. Besides a couple crackers, she hadn’t eaten dinner. Now the wine meandered through her, both slowing and lightening her. She reached for the possibility that she might shed her nervousness; that she might, for now, forget her history of stilted, unsure encounters with boys. Forget Julius. Live on the Helen side of life.
Within a half-hour, she had forgotten herself as a pathetic, overly-studious girl and slipped into normal, fun young woman, as she’d imagined the caricature. She was cool, relaxed, sexy, and this was her, really her. “I love this wine,” she said.

“I feel a lot of love in this room,” he said.

She laughed and drank more. She felt a lot of everything, and a lot more than she had expected. He seemed, now, like a nice guy, a little nervous, really trying to impress her, and he thought she was pretty. When was the last time anybody said that to her, besides her father? They were slouched down on the couch, their feet up on the coffee table and the music louder, or so it seemed, as her thoughts and vision began to blur. 

“So can I kiss you?” He was looking straight ahead, not making a move.

She thought about it, weighing the risk, which seemed small. She’d find out, if nothing else, if she still remembered how to kiss. “Yeah,” she answered. “You can.”

He turned her face to his with the tips of his fingers and gently kissed her. The faint vinegar and berries of the wine floated in the air between them like an invitation to tip back the bottle and really take in its flavor, each from the other.

They fell into a tangle which could not be blamed on the wine, or the music. He kissed her with his hands in her hair. They kissed as if they’d been doing it for months and had already worked out all the kinks. They pressed their bodies together like magnets. She didn’t want him to move. This was something she had never felt, and had even imagined was impossible for her, as if there were different models and hers was not wired for this kind of physical desire. She pulled Amos’ shirt up over his head and let herself go for once, let herself be undressed and carried to the floor; Amos was stronger than he looked.

Maybe it was the wine, maybe hormones, maybe a sense of acting outside of time. They moved slowly, exploring each other, feeling the music and moving from the floor to sitting again as they made love. She couldn’t get close enough to his skin. His body, the muscular layout of it, was surprising, a thrilling discovery, and she found herself running her fingers along each muscle, reciting the names: pectoral, latissimus dorsi, deltoid, rhomboid, like poetry in her mind. She laughed then and he did too, though his laughter was forced and completely reactionary.

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Nothing. Just my mind.”

“Ah.” 


They were silent other than small sounds of surprise and pleasure. He climaxed, she did not, but she didn’t care, not really. The whole of it was good enough. Much better than the few fumbling attempts she’d endured in high school. They lay close to each other on the floor, still not talking, waiting for their breathing to settle.

He tentatively reached for her, trailing his hand along her stomach. “Did you?” 

“No. Sorry. But it’s okay, really.”

“Don’t apologize. Just let me try something.”

She began to protest in her usual overly formal manner but he touched her and gently circled with one finger. Her upper lip went numb and her arms pressed down into the floor. Holy shit, she thought. He’d found the spot. She didn’t want him to stop, ever. Her hips moved of their own accord. She moaned. None of this was within her control. He bent to her nipple and she went over the edge, shaking and arching in a series of perfect, lovely shudders. She couldn’t feel most of her face. She couldn’t move. She was panting and he sighed with pride.


As she lay there the cold crept in and jogged her back to reality. She was grateful to him, or should be, she thought, but did it have to be Amos? She hardly knew him and began to resent him just a little for finding his way to such an intimate place in her soul.

Ellie sat up, her back to him. “This isn’t like me, you know.”

“Okay.”

“I just want to be clear about that.”

“Okay.”

Ellie sighed, her head clearing rapidly and her skin good and cold now.

“Do you want a blanket? You’re shivering.”

“No. I should go.”

“Are you sure?”

Ellie nodded and began to collect her clothes and slip them back on, cursing the jeans. What had she just done? What did it mean? She looked around the room, taking snapshots for later, and one last look at Amos Cullen, bare-chested, sitting up and waiting for something from her that she could not, would not, offer him. “I’m going to go now.”

“Ellie . . .” He seemed to not know what to say.
She shook her head. “Bye Amos.” She knew she looked sad, a little shell-shocked, and she was leaving him confused, or maybe he didn’t give a shit and was just happy to have gotten laid. Another girl, another wine tasting, another night of Amos Cullen’s bullshit. She talked to herself along this vein all the way down the stairs, back to her own, quiet room, where she began a new course of self-criticism: Slut, stupid, no condom (she was on the pill and pretty good about taking it, but he could easily have a disease), why hadn’t she waited for someone she cared about, why was she any better than him, and so on. The thing was: He was more than she’d thought. They had connected and he’d been nothing but decent and she would no longer be able to despise him in the easy way she had for so long. She didn’t sleep for hours and when she did, she had not changed her clothes and woke up smelling of his skin.

SEVEN


It was the Monday before Thanksgiving, Paul’s lists made and shopping done. Nothing left to do but work until the girls made it home. He had a new file open: A mother who had left her family, three kids, and no one knew why. He didn’t know that she’d left, actually, but he suspected so. She disappeared in the middle of the night with no signs of foul play. The husband seemed fairly benign, the best friend a little shifty. The kids cute, but young. A difficult time for any mother. Still, it was unusual for a mother to leave her children without a word. Paul had a dark sense of foreboding about the case, as if his failure to find Ishmael Kaplan meant he’d slipped into a time of real failure, despite his long hours and new healthy habits. As if he were being punished.


He called Helen. Ellie he shouldn’t bother until Thanksgiving, but Helen just might want to talk.


“Daddy? What’s up?” she asked.


“I just wanted to talk to you. When are you coming in?”


“I don’t know. I guess Wednesday. Unless you want me to come earlier. Or later. Ha.”


He cleared his throat. “I thought maybe you could come Tuesday night, if you have Wednesday off. I’m thinking of repainting the kitchen. Thought it would be right up your alley.” He could hear her tapping a pencil. “I thought it would be nice to spend some time together. Hear about things in the big city.”


“Really?” She sounded suspicious. “Is there something going on?”


“No. Just painting. You can pick the color.”


“Oh goody. How exciting.”


He sighed. Why was this so difficult? “Fine. If you don’t want to do it, that’s fine.”


She laughed. “Anything for you, Daddy. Look, I have to go. I’ll see you by Wednesday morning at the latest. Love you.”


“Love you too, H,” he said, but she had already hung up. She seemed to be moving at light speed and he was an old, clueless tortoise, dragging around a houseful of crap on his back.


He pushed back his chair. Couldn’t sit, spinning his wheels, any longer. He grabbed the Kaplan file and headed for the Oranges. No one knew where Sonja Kaplan was now. His tail had lost her on Saturday and there was no sign of her little brother. Paul wanted a chance to talk to the boy’s mother alone, and he just might get it mid-day on a Monday.

Paul drove through East Orange’s modest business district and into the Orthodox Jewish neighborhood where the Kaplans owned an immaculate brownstone within the limits of the Eruv. The Eruv allowed its inhabitants to move freely within its boundaries on the Sabbath. On a block outside the Eruv, a Jew as observant as Ayala Kaplan would be stuck in her home for more hours than even Paul could tolerate. He parked on the street, put his department placard on the dash, and rang the bell of the Kaplan’s home. It was early afternoon and with any luck, only Ayala would be home. The boy had been missing now for eleven days.


He heard a vacuum stop and footsteps. Ayala Kaplan, dressed in a modest calico dress, opened the door. Her face was flushed from her work, her hair damp at the temples. Paul remembered her pale and racked with fear. Now he could see that she was, as Sonja said, a beautiful woman.


She didn’t remember him at first. She’d met several members of his team the day of Ishmael’s disappearance. “Oh,” she said, and leaned on the door frame. “Oh.”


“I’m not here with bad news,” Paul said quickly, as he watched her cheeks pale.


She nodded and began to breathe again. “But not good news either?”


“I’m sorry, no. I was hoping we could talk a little more about your son, his interests. Sometimes a mother knows things about her children that don’t show up on our paperwork because they’re hard to put into words, or don’t seem important at first.”


Ayala looked behind him and up and down the street. “Come in, please. We can sit in the front room.”


He followed her inside. She gestured towards an antique upholstered chair next to the front window and he sat. She was uncomfortable having him there while she was alone. In her community, a woman would never entertain a man alone, and it was hard to know in what instances an exception could be made. Still, he had to put her in this position to get what he wanted. She’d be a different person altogether in front of her husband.


She sat across from him, glancing at regular intervals out the window.


“Is this a bad time?” he asked.


“No. Of course not. What else have I to do now, detective? I can think of nothing but my son.” She laughed bitterly. “My house has never been so clean.”


He wasn’t surprised to feel her anger, but could see that it was new to her, that the loss had toughened her. Paul said, “Ayala. I want to ask you something difficult. I need you to be honest. Truly honest.”


She nodded.


“Who do you think took your son?”


She looked out the window again.


“Your husband? Another member of the community? Sonja? A stranger? Ayala, please.”


“Maybe all of those. I feel like I’m losing my mind. I can’t trust anyone if I think these things about my family and my people. I injure them with my doubt. And yet, I want so badly to find him that my mind will think anything and I can’t stop it.”


Paul attempted to look reassuring. “You are absolutely normal to feel that way. You’ve suffered a terrible loss, a violation of your home.”


Her eyes clouded with tears. “Yes,” she said quietly.


“So again, if I asked you who, and no one else was listening and you just said what your instinct – your mother’s instinct – told you. Who would it be?”


“Sonja,” she said, inhaling sharply.


Paul nodded. “Thank you.”


“But I spoke to her, detective. She swore to me that she didn’t do this. I can’t believe that she would bring this pain to our home.”


“She has problems, though, yes? She’s not a happy young woman.”


Ayala looked at her hands. “Now none of us are happy. Would she want this? I don’t know.” She looked up at Paul. “You weren’t surprised by my answer. So do you believe she did this?”


“I don’t believe or not believe when I investigate a case. I operate based on fact and probability and patterns I’ve seen again and again. In this case, she doesn’t fit the profile of a kidnapper, and I have no evidence to suggest that she has the boy. We’ve watched her and seen nothing.” Paul leaned slightly forward. “But in some cases, action is taken based on fear. Fear for a child, or a woman. This is a pattern I know all too well.”

Ayala sat rigid and silent.


“I know about your fall; about the baby.”

She looked at him vacantly, as if he weren’t real. “No you don’t,” she said.

Paul thought then that this woman could be damaged enough to have hidden away her own child just as easily as Sonja. The things we do for family. He thought of his new case, of a mother who would leave hers. He thought of what he’d do to protect his own. He was struggling, unusually so, to put such sentimentality in a box and examine it later. He knew he should push back against her emotional withdrawal. He readied himself, and then the front door creaked open and slammed shut.

Saul Kaplan stormed in, cursing to himself about a lost shipment of paper plates. He saw Ayala and stopped, then looked at Paul and narrowed his eyes. Paul thought of the Nature Channel. The territorial side of all men was running strong in Mr. K.


Paul stood. “Mr. Kaplan. Paul Tomlinson. Missing Persons.”

Kaplan nodded, looked at Ayala. She held up one hand to say that no, the worst had not happened. She started to speak, but he shook his head no.


“Ishmael is okay?” he asked.


Paul said, “I wish I could answer that, sir. I came to assure you both that we are continuing to work our hardest to find him.”


“Bullshit,” he said as he threw his coat on the floor. “I call every day and no one has anything to say. And now they send you.”

Paul stood taller. “I sent myself, Mr. Kaplan. I’m the lead detective on this case. Ishmael is my responsibility.”

Kaplan lifted his chin. He did not apologize for his outburst; a man accustomed to losing control without consequence. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to have a son missing? Our future, gone. Look at her.” He pointed at Ayala. “She’s a mess. She’s not the woman I married. Every day I lose more of her.”


Paul carefully avoided looking at Ayala, who sat like a piece of furniture of steadily depreciating value. Whatever character she was building was of no use to her husband.

Kaplan paced. “What are you doing now? Today? What?”

“I’m here. I want to know more about the day Ishmael disappeared. And about him. His room, his toys. Where did he go to play? Did he ever leave the house alone?”

“No, never,” Kaplan said. “Ayala knew to keep him in her sight at all times. They went to the community center to see other mothers and children, to the park. All within the Eruv. He knew better than to ever leave. I told him about the world; about people who don’t understand us. Ayala said I would scare him, but we can see now that she was wrong, can’t we?”

Ayala began to cry, wiping tears on an old-fashioned handkerchief. Kaplan glared at her and she endeavored to cry quietly.

Paul glanced at the photographs on the wall next to him: Sonja as a young girl, Sonja and Ishmael, a wedding photo of Ayala and Saul Kaplan, and an embroidered saying from the Talmud: “A man without a wife lives without joy, blessing and good.”

He thought of Connie. Looked back at Kaplan. “We will continue to do everything we can. You can help by reaching me if anything, absolutely anything, comes to your attention. We doubt very much that this is a traditional kidnapping. We’d have heard from a kidnapper by now.”

“Which means what?”

Paul hesitated. “Which means we look at other possibilities.” He didn’t want to say the worst, a pedophile, sociopath, a man living in shadow and unlikely to be found. He didn’t need to say it anyway. They all understood the possibility. And he didn’t want to say that Sonja had come to see him and all but confessed, and that he’d lost her and, possibly, the boy as well. If she’d done it, there was still a chance she might bring him back, overwhelmed by the burden or just scared.

Kaplan said, “I told you people where to look. It’s the only thing that makes sense. I can’t fucking believe it, but I know it’s her. My own daughter. She’s clever, detective, but everyone makes mistakes. Soon enough, she’ll make one and we’ll have our boy back.”

Paul nodded. He despised being called “you people,” as if he were a carbon copy of every mediocre detective on the force. “We have kept a close eye on her, sir, as best we could. We don’t know where she is now. Again, if you have any new information, I need to know.”

He shook his head. “No. Nothing new. She’s changed her address. But I’ll find her.”

“Be careful, Mr. Kaplan. You don’t want to take this on by yourself, do you understand? Amateurs can ruin an opportunity to retrieve a child, and I know you don’t want that.”

Kaplan held his lips tightly together. He wanted to punch Paul, no question. Paul was worried about Ayala, who had sunk down in her chair and closed her eyes. When he left, would she receive sympathy or rage? 

Paul said, “I should go. Thank you for your time. Mrs. Kaplan, thank you.”

Kaplan followed him to the door. “Don’t come here unannounced again,” he said. “I know you know how to reach me. Visitors are not welcome here when I’m at work.”

Paul smiled slightly. “Most people don’t consider me a visitor.”

Kaplan seethed, unable to come up with anything suitable to say. Instead, he slammed the door. Paul stood outside and listened to him stomp around, cursing, yelling at Ayala, her wailing. He waited for some time. As far as he could tell, Kaplan did not touch her. He called her a deceitful whore and a fool, but he didn’t hit her. Small blessings, Paul thought. 

He walked slowly back to his car. He was unable to determine what would be best for this family. Wasn’t his call to make anyway, but he was less and less inclined to think of Sonja Kaplan as a villain. Even Ayala, who thought Sonja snatched her son, didn’t hate her for it. The fact that a mother felt such near ambivalence was both critical to the investigation and thorny as a matter of emotion, ethics, and his understanding of family.

There was no physical barrier around the Eruv, but nonetheless Paul felt as if he’d driven through a Formula One banner when he left East Orange. He headed home to make notes from the visit. As he drove, he thought about the home he just left and the sadness he felt there. He was a man without a wife, and could not agree with the Talmud entirely, as his life was not completely without joy, blessing and good. Kaplan’s wife could not infuse his home with goodness, Paul thought, and yet he was damn lucky to have her. Living without a wife could make joy a dull, faded thing, as if one looked at life through the scratched lens of an old camera.

His daughters were once a source of joy. He’d be wrong to expect them to fill the void their mother left behind, but without meaning to, he had allowed them to do just that and given little back. The Talmud must also say that children are a blessing, he thought. And while one would never consider which to sacrifice, a life blessed with a wife or with children, he imagined that losing a wife had to be less painful. In the faces of people he worked with, he measured sorrow, and there was nothing as horrible as telling a parent their child had been found dead. Not even the hope of a reconciliation. On these days, he felt like a thief.
EIGHT

Autumn was fading into winter and the cold had settled into Helen’s soul, bringing darkness and a strange, strangled feeling of unrest. Across the city, Christmas decorations demanded peace, joy and love. She sat at work on the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, wondering if she should leave for Jersey that night. Apparently, her father wanted to bond with her, or, god forbid, discuss her future. No, what she really wanted was Ryan, the warmth of his hands and the way he sang to her, but he was not returning her calls. Helen Tomlinson wasn’t used to men not returning her calls.

Helen took a break from filing and began doodling with such fierceness that she broke her pencil lead twice. When was Ellie heading home? Helen called her sister on the company phone, even though it was long distance. She had a studied way of sidestepping ethics, as if they were merely a nuisance and not the choices that define a person. If pressed, she would ask, with great charm, what the big deal was about one phone call? Everyone else was doing it. Life in the city was expensive, face it. You had to take your opportunities when they presented themselves.


She got Ellie’s voicemail. 

“You better fucking call me back, Ellie. Right now. I need to talk to you.” But as she was leaving this charming message, Ellie called back.

“Sorry, H. I just got out of chem. lab. I smell like sulfur and I swear the professor thinks it’s funny.”

“Ellie, Ellie, Ellie. Didn’t I say you should avoid that evil place?”

“Yes, you did. And yet I’m still here.” Ellie sighed. “So exactly how glamorous is your existence right now?”

“Very. Elbow-length gloves. Platters of caviar. Limo outside waiting to take me shopping at Neiman’s. You know, the usual.”

“Ha, ha. But really. You just disappeared last weekend. I thought maybe you’d taken off to Zanzibar or something. In which case, I’d have kicked your ass for not telling me. You can’t leave me alone with Dad for Thanksgiving. It would be cruel.”

Helen twisted a strand of hair around her finger. “I haven’t gone anywhere good, though I picked up a travel brochure for San Francisco. Looks fab.”

Ellie groaned. “Like you need another trip. What about the scholarship thing? New York the perfect place? Was all that a bunch of crap?”

“Eat me,” Helen said, more wounded by Ellie’s questions than she wanted to admit.

“Whatever. Look, I’ve got to get across campus to a preceptorial. Can I call you back later?” Ellie was moving at light speed, full of coffee and fear.
Jesus, a preceptorial, Helen thought. Why would she do this to herself? Didn’t she know how ordinary, organized life would disappoint her? “Sure, El. But when are you heading home?”

“The last possible moment. I can’t deal with Dad right now. He’s gone from Eyeore to some kind of Prairie Home Companion wannabe. It’s weird. He says he’s making the pies this time.”

“He wants me to help him paint.”

“Pictures?”

“Yeah, nudes. No, pinhead, the walls.”

“Oh.”

“What, are you jealous?”

“No. I don’t want to paint. I look like shit in overalls.”

Helen laughed. “I still say you’re jealous. Daddy wants to bond with me and not you.”

“I have to go learn things now.”

“Of course you do. I’ll look out for our father until you arrive.”

“Nice of you. Really. And tell him I’m making the pies. I don’t care what he says. I’m only coming home for the pies and I’m not eating them burned to a crisp.”

Helen listened to the dial tone until it slipped into a fast busy signal that hurt her head. Only coming home for the pies. Helen knew what she meant, but she didn’t like some of the truth. Ellie hadn’t just moved on from Elizabeth, New Jersey and their ever-grieving father. She’d moved on from Helen, too.

Until they were in their teens, and sometimes after that, Helen routinely climbed into Ellie’s bed to sleep at night, and Helen still didn’t like to sleep alone. If she could take some time off and go stay with Ellie, she would. No one would have to know. She could bring in a blow-up mattress and just wander around the nice green lawns all day, watch the leaves fall, drink coffee in the student center, just like Ellie. Just like any other twenty-year-old college student. Except that she wouldn’t go to class. The thing in Ellie’s veins that made her wake up every morning and walk in line with the others, taking notes and memorizing bits of history, well, it just wasn’t in Helen.
They weren’t identical twins, but all of their memories ran parallel; softball games, the onset of puberty, every birthday party (they’d always had them together and until high school, shared every friend). Helen had called hoping to hear some excitement in Ellie’s voice. She regretted the weekend, the Greek guy, leaving without a goodbye. Maybe Ellie was mad. She’d apologize as soon as Ellie made it home. They’d drink beer and watch old movies and braid each others’ hair. It wasn’t too late for all that, was it? Time couldn’t just run out on tradition. 

Helen alphabetized a stack of applications and stuffed envelopes full of rejection letters. She had a vein on the back of her left hand she’d never noticed before and began to sketch the topography of her hand on a piece of scrap paper, but it was all too static. The pulsing of the vein was the thing, and the thinness of her fingers. Helen’s drawing looked like a bed of snakes. She folded the paper into tiny cube. Looked again at the filing. Unfastened and re-fastened her hair. Pasted sticky notes along the length of one leg of her jeans and ripped them off again.
She drank some lukewarm coffee and turned to another pile of applications with missing pages. She had a long list of phone calls to make to applicants who forgot their checks, or their social security numbers, or their name, in one case.

Helen called the number and a young voice answered. Helen explained the mistake. The girl, Abigail Martin as it turned out, all flustered and babbling, apologized and offered to send a fresh copy and was Helen sure it was alright? Good God, the desperation, Helen thought and felt vaguely sick about it. Yes, it was all fine, Helen said. She understood how much Abigail Martin, driven creative soul, wanted to be admitted.
Helen could fill out an application, just like Abigail Martin. Each day, she left Pratt without the paperwork, and blamed this on the lack of a real studio, because she still didn’t have enough pieces ready to submit. She used to paint after hours at Pratt and talk through her work with whoever else was there, but she hadn’t been in the studio for weeks now. Rufus the great was back in town. She really didn’t want to run into him, or have him judging her work.

No one knew what a coward she had become. Her dank little office seemed to swell and breathe, waiting for her application, laughing at her. The place would suffocate her, she thought, if the deadline came and went and she had to keep coming to work. She still had a little time. Maybe she could pull it off.
She decided it was close enough to Thanksgiving break, even though it was still morning. She stood and picked up her canvas messenger bag. In it she shoved her coffee mug, photo of Ellie and Dad, stash of gum and cigarettes and tampons, and all the post-its and paperclips she had in her desk, just in case she decided not to come back. She left a note for her boss: Sorry, had to go. Sick. Will talk after break.

She stamped Abigail Martin’s application High Priority and as she left, she smiled at the receptionist out front, just like she always did. “Nice hair today, Irene,” she said. Irene changed her color on the first of every month, this time electric blue. One of Helen’s theories was that a person could not rebel by coloring their hair odd shades of the rainbow if the person followed such an anal-retentive schedule. A true rebel was random. 

She saw Rufus on the other side of the lobby, talking animatedly to a young student, a boy this time. He stopped in mid-gesture and waved at her as if they were old friends. He looked good for his age. Graying at the temples, but tan like Greek guy and with hands like the best artists and musicians, like Ryan. Not like Greek guy. Ryan had both of them beat, if she could fix things with him.

Helen waved over one shoulder at Rufus the great, who, thankfully, was leaving soon for Europe, and let the door slam behind her. Outside, the sun was shining, filtering down through the awnings, touching the street and setting off sparkles in the asphalt that were almost beautiful. She stared at them, wondering if there was a pattern to the shiny pieces and decided that no, they were random too.
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