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I	can’t	tell	you	exactly	what	happened,	but	I	can	tell	you	part	of	it.

My	part.

I	once	 read	 that	you	should	always	write	about	what	you	know,	 that	what	you
know	will	tell	the	best	story.	What	I	know	now	is	that	the	stories	people	tell	are
always	 about	 our	 insecurities,	 about	 the	 things	 we	 left	 behind,	 and	 about	 the
things	we	wish	we	could	do	again.	The	real	story	isn’t	about	what	you	know;	it’s
about	what	you	wish	you	knew	then.

The	story	I	want	to	tell	leaves	some	stuff	out,	because	to	tell	all	of	it	is	too	true.
And	some	stuff	needs	to	be	kept	secret.

Here	is	something	true.	I	met	him	at	a	party.	His	name	was	Parker.	The	party	was
at	Jessica	Marino’s	older	brother’s	loft	in	the	city.	It	was	loud	and	dim	and	dirty,
the	way	 lofts	 are	 in	 your	 imagination.	 Jessica	 and	 I	 both	wore	 black	 eyeliner
smudged	 in	 thick	 clouds	 around	 our	 lashes	 and	 tore	 our	 tank	 tops	 into	 jagged
pointy	Vs.	Jessica’s	brother	mostly	ignored	us	and	we	hung	in	the	corners	of	the
room,	trying,	without	admitting	it,	to	make	our	faces	pout	and	suggest,	like	all	of
the	faces	we	saw	around	us,	like	all	of	these	faces	who	seemed	older	and	better
and	barely	noticed	us.

I	saw	Parker	when	he	came	in;	he	was	taller	than	everyone	else	and	wore	a	black
hat	tilted	low	over	the	left	side	of	his	face.	He	swaggered.	He	knew	people.	His
eyes	pierced	even	from	far	away.

He	looked	like	everything	I	wasn’t.

The	whole	room	was	dirty	and	a	little	bit	faded.	I	felt	like	I	wasn’t	supposed	to
be	there.	I	felt	like	in	that	moment	I	wanted	to	be	the	kind	of	girl	that	he’d	want
to	talk	to.	I	felt	like	I	wanted	to	be	a	rock	star.

Then	it	happened.	He	started	talking	to	me.	He	came	up	to	me	when	Jessica	was



in	the	bathroom	and	I	was	hugging	the	perimeter	of	the	room.

Hey,	he	said,	and	it	felt	like	I	was	dreaming.

He	asked	me	who	I	knew.	Up	close	his	eyes	were	cold-water	blue.	Everything
about	him	was	long	and	lean.	He	was	wearing	a	black	T-shirt	and	right	here	in
front	of	me	I	could	see	it	was	faded	and	thin	and	his	shoulders	pushed	through	it,
straining	the	thin	fabric.	His	hair	was	a	million	kinds	of	brown—pushed	up	on
one	 side	 like	he’d	been	 sleeping,	 or	 like	 the	hat,	 now	gone	 and	 forgotten,	 had
shaped	the	hair	it	left	exposed.

He	asked	me	where	I	was	from	and	I	said	something	about	Jessica’s	brother	and
I	wondered	why	he	was	still	talking	to	me.

Damn,	you’re	beautiful,	he	said.	 I	saw	you	right	when	I	walked	 in.	What’s
your	name?

Noelle,	I	whispered.
No-Elle,	he	said,	and	I	watched	his	tongue	pause	against	the	back	of	his	teeth

at	the	end	of	my	name.	It	had	never	sounded	like	that	before.

No-Elle,	he	repeated,	as	if	it	were	something	different.	As	if	it	were	his.

I	 can’t	 even	 tell	 you,	 that	 feeling	when	 someone	 calls	 you	 pretty,	 your	whole
face	feels	hot	and	then	the	rest	of	your	body	gets	hot	and	then	everything	around
you	turns	blurry.

How	come	I’ve	never	seen	you	before,	he	said.

And	 I	 knew	 he	 was	 older	 but	 it	 suddenly	 occurred	 to	me	 that	 he	 wasn’t	 that
much	older.	And	that	I	had	him	completely	fooled.	That	all	of	it,	everything,	was
in	my	hands.	 I’d	never	 felt	 that	way	before.	 I	 leaned	my	head	 to	 the	side	so	a
piece	of	hair	fell	over	my	eye.

*	*	*
The	thing	I	need	to	tell	you	is	that	before	this	night,	Keeley	Shipley	was	my	best
friend.	All	summer	she’d	been	away	from	home.	I	got	a	job	that	summer	at	the



Cree-Mee	stand	and	I	worked	with	Jessica	Marino.	I	knew	Jessica	from	school
where	 she	wore	black	eyeliner	 and	corduroy	miniskirts	 and	 seemed	 to	know	a
secret	 that	 nobody	 else	 in	 Geometry	 knew.	 She	 was	 the	 kind	 of	 person	 who
makes	you	feel	like	there	is	a	whole	other	life	out	there	and	it	is	way	better	than
the	one	you	are	living.	That	summer	I	rode	around	in	Jessica’s	car	after	work	and
we	smoked	joints	and	felt	bored	and	waited	for	something	to	happen.	The	whole
time	I	couldn’t	shake	the	feeling	that	something	was	happening	in	Keeley’s	life
and	it	had	nothing	to	do	with	me.

Keeley	was	my	first	friend—besides	Nadio,	my	twin	brother.	We	had	this	thing
that	a	lot	of	kids	don’t	have—this	connection	where	we	just	got	each	other.	Like
we	 were	 meant	 to	 be	 friends.	 For	 ten	 years	 the	 only	 person	 who	 understood
anything	about	me	was	Keeley	Shipley.	For	most	of	those	ten	years	I	didn’t	even
notice	 how	 our	 lives	 were	 different.	 How	 her	 sweeping	 house	 on	 the	 hill
shadowed	 ours.	 How	 she	 was	 so	 beautiful	 everyone	 just	 stared	 at	 her.	 How
everything	near	her	seemed	to	turn	the	color	gold—really.	But	the	thing	was,	the
thing	that	made	it	all	okay,	was	that	Keeley	never	seemed	to	notice	any	of	this
either.	But	then	she	went	away.	Then	she	started	to	live	this	whole	life	outside	of
our	life.	Then	my	brother	Nadio	and	Keeley	Shipley	fell	in	love	and	that	was	the
end	of	everything	I	knew.

The	night	I	met	Parker,	Keeley	and	Nadio	weren’t	in	love	yet,	but	I	think	I	knew
it	was	coming.	The	night	I	met	Parker	was	the	last	real	night	of	the	summer.	The
night	 I	 met	 Parker	 I	 was	 almost	 the	 same	 age	 as	 our	 mother	 was	 when	 she
bought	a	one-way	 ticket	 to	 Italy	and	met	our	 father	on	an	overnight	 train.	The
night	 I	met	 Parker	was	 the	 night	Keeley	was	 coming	 home;	 but	when	 Jessica
called	me	and	asked	me	to	go	to	this	party	with	her,	it	was	like	I	just	knew	I	had
to	go.	I	didn’t	leave	Keeley	a	message	or	anything,	I	just	went.	Like	I	forgot	that
was	the	night	she	was	coming	home.

Except	I	never	forgot.

My	 brother	 only	 remembers	 a	 photograph	 of	 the	 three	 of	 us	 meeting,	 but	 I
remember	the	real	first	time	I	saw	Keeley.	She	had	pale,	pale	skin	and	millions
of	 freckles	 and	 I	 thought	her	 face	was	 the	most	 amazing	 thing	 I	had	 ever	 laid



eyes	on—so	many	 tiny	painted	freckles,	and	white-blonde	hair—it	 turned	gold
as	we	got	older	but	that	first	day	it	was	almost	white.	Keeley	didn’t	hide	behind
her	parents	the	way	other	kids	did	around	us.	She	was	never	intimidated	by	the
fact	that	there	were	two	of	us.	She	just	walked	right	in,	and	she	fit.

Before	 that	 summer	 everything	was	 quiet.	 Everything	was	Nadio	 and	me	 and
Keeley,	everything	was	the	orchard	where	we	lived	and	the	hiking	trails	around
us	 and	 our	 bikes	 along	 the	 road	 and	 sleeping	 in	 between	 our	 houses	 in	 tents.
Through	 sophomore	 year,	 most	 of	 the	 time	 it	 was	 like	 we	 had	 the	 world	 to
ourselves.	 Then	 Keeley	 flew	 to	 England	 for	 the	 summer	 and	 Nadio	 started
running	 all	 the	 time	 and	 Jessica	Marino	 started	 to	 drive	me	 around	 in	 her	 car.
That	world	we’d	had	to	ourselves	wasn’t	there	anymore.	There	was	a	whole	new
one.

When	I	met	Parker	I	thought	I	could	make	him	fill	in	all	those	spaces	and	gaps
that	my	brother	and	Keeley	left	behind,	even	though	the	shapes	were	all	wrong.
I’d	never	seen	anyone	like	him—no	one	like	him	had	ever	paid	attention	to	me.

He	had	 tattoos.	Not	 just	a	 few	but	a	 lot.	Up	and	down	his	arms	and	across	his
shoulder	blades.	 I	only	saw	some	of	 them	that	 first	night,	but	 I	could	see	 their
points	and	edges	beneath	the	sleeves	and	above	the	neck	of	his	shirt.	I	tried	not
to	stare.

Hey,	it’s	okay,	he	said.	Look	at	them.

And	 he	 turned	 his	 arms	 over	 and	 pointed	 at	 them	 and	 told	me	where	 he	was
when	he	got	each	one—it	was	like	a	whole	history	of	his	life,	right	there	on	his
skin,	carved	in	with	needles	and	ink	and	painting	him	from	one	place	to	the	next.
And	there	were	so	many	places.

My	first	one,	he	said	about	a	huge	Celtic	symbol	on	his	right	shoulder.	I	got
this	 one	 in	Boston	when	 I	was	 visiting	my	 cousin.	You	 know,	Celtic	warriors
used	the	art	on	their	bodies	to	intimidate	their	enemies.

I	didn’t	know	that.



On	the	back	of	his	hand,	a	symbol	that	looked	like	swiftly	painted	lines.	He	put
his	palm	down	on	my	thigh	and	that	tattooed	hand	was	framed	by	my	jeans,	his
fingers	sending	chills	through	the	fabric.

It’s	 the	 Chinese	 symbol	 for	 fire,	 he	 said,	 nodding	 down	 at	 his	 hand.	 You
know,	its	warmth,	its	danger	all	at	once,	and	it’s	my—you	know	you	need	fire	to
cook,	and	that’s	what	I	do.

You	cook?	I	asked.	I	could	barely	concentrate.

Yeah,	he	said.

He	turned	his	hand,	lifting	his	fingers	from	my	jeans,	letting	the	breath	out.
On	the	inside	of	his	wrist	a	spiral	starting	small,	wound	tight	at	the	veins	at	his
wrist	and	then	unwinding,	snaking	all	 the	way	up	to	the	inside	of	his	elbow.	A
serpent.

You	know,	temptation,	he	said.

He	had	a	tattoo	that	ran	in	a	column	down	his	spine—it	said
what
does	not
destroy	me
makes	me
stronger

in	straight,	black	heavy	script.

What	almost	destroyed	you?	I	asked	him.

But	that	was	later.	That	was	a	different	night.	I	didn’t	see	the	one	on	his	back	that
first	night.

*	*	*
My	 brother	 and	 I	 are	 telling	 this	 story	 because	we	 realized	 that	 it	wasn’t	 one
story,	 but	 two.	 For	 the	 first	 time,	 the	 things	 that	 happened	 to	 us	 looked	 so
different.	Even	Keeley,	who	had	always	been	there	in	both	of	our	eyes,	suddenly



became	two	different	people.	I	always	thought	I	was	the	only	one	who	knew	who
she	was	exactly,	but	last	year	I	realized	I	didn’t	really	know	who	anyone	was—
Keeley,	Nadio,	much	less	me.

Keeley	had	been	 in	England	 all	 summer	 and	 the	night	 she	got	 home,	 I	wasn’t
there.	I	was	meeting	Parker.	She	and	I	had	never	been	apart	for	more	than	a	few
days,	not	since	we	were	five	years	old.	But	what	was	I	supposed	to	do?	Was	I
supposed	to	just	sit	and	wait	for	her	all	summer?

It	is	hard	to	picture	what	last	summer	felt	like.	I	know	I	was	someone	else	then
and	I	probably	couldn’t	have	imagined	who	I’d	become—who	we’d	all	become
—but	 now	 that	 I	 know,	 part	 of	 me	 wants	 to	 remind	 myself	 what	 it	 was	 like
before.	I	told	Noelle	about	the	way	I’d	written	to	our	father,	on	invisible	pages
but	with	permanent	ink.	We	need	to	do	that,	she	said,	we	need	to	tell	this	story,
even	if	the	pages	are	invisible.

Before,	I	only	knew	Keeley	as	an	extension	of	my	sister.	She	was	the	blonde	half
to	Noelle’s	brown—they	were	like	daytime	and	nighttime—each	in	need	of	the
other	one	but	 living	as	perfect	opposites.	Keeley	was	the	quiet	part	and	Noelle
was	the	bold	part.	That	was	how	I	saw	them.	I	knew	Keeley	in	a	way	that	didn’t
tell	her	and	my	sister	apart,	 like	each	of	 them	was	only	who	she	was	with	 the
other	one.	But	the	night	she	came	home	from	her	summer	in	Oxford,	that	night	I
couldn’t	even	see	how	they	had	fit	together.	Suddenly,	that	night,	Keeley	was	all
her	own.

I	 always	 thought	 I	 remembered	 the	 first	 time	 I	 saw	 her,	 but	 Noelle	 says	 I’m
remembering	a	photograph	and	not	 the	actual	meeting.	She	says	the	photo	was
taken	 later,	 after	we	knew	each	other,	 but	 I	 can’t	help	wondering	who	 took	 it;
Lace	 never	 thought	 to	 take	 pictures,	 she	 wasn’t	 that	 kind	 of	 mother,	 and	 I’d
never	 seen	 the	 Shipleys	 with	 a	 camera.	 Maybe	 they	 really	 did	 watch	 Keeley
grow	up,	or	maybe	there	never	was	a	photograph.	Noelle	just	tells	me	there	was
one;	I’ve	never	seen	it.	What	I	remember	is	a	darkened	entryway	in	the	Shipleys’



living	room,	the	white	border	of	the	doorway	framing	Keeley	and	my	sister—my
sister	 in	an	orange	dress	and	Keeley	 in	a	green	dress—and	they	were	 laughing
and	reaching	out	to	each	other.	I	was	in	the	background.	I	was	the	same	color	as
the	carpet.	I	was	watching	them.

I’ve	lived	at	the	bottom	of	the	orchard	my	whole	life.	The	place	where	we	live	is
strange	in	a	dozen	ways.	For	one,	we	live	in	the	gatehouse	of	a	sort	of	run-down
estate.	There	is	no	such	thing	as	a	groundskeeper	for	the	estate,	though	that	was
probably	who	lived	in	our	house	once.	It	belongs	to	the	college	now,	and	the	big
house	 and	 its	 land	 always	 goes	 to	 the	 chair	 of	 the	 Languages	 and	 Literature
department.	Our	mom	has	worked	in	the	college	bookstore	since	before	we	were
born,	and	a	 long	 time	ago	 the	chair	of	 the	Lit	department	saw	her	carrying	me
and	my	sister	and	two	bags	of	groceries	up	the	porch	steps	of	her	apartment	near
campus	and	said,	why	don’t	you	move	into	the	gatehouse?	There’s	a	lot	of	land,
it’s	great	 for	kids,	 and	 it	 sits	empty.	We	were	 living	 there	when	he	 retired	and
Keeley’s	dad	moved	in	to	take	his	place,	but	the	Shipleys	wanted	us	to	stay	and
even	asked	our	mom	to	help	take	care	of	Keeley.	To	me,	this	land	has	always	felt
like	all	of	ours,	although	later	I	realized	my	sister	didn’t	feel	that	way.

It’s	 strange	here	 too,	because	 in	 the	orchard	 there	 is	 absolute	 silence,	 far	 from
everything.	Down	the	hill	is	the	village,	where	the	college	claims	square	houses
and	brick	buildings	and	a	public	high	school	pulls	together	handfuls	of	students
from	spread-out	small	towns.	But	if	I	run	far	enough,	to	the	end	of	the	orchard,	I
can	see	the	dim	tired	landscape	of	the	city.	Our	teachers	and	the	Shipleys	always
talk	 about	 how	 the	 city	was	 once	 this	 great	 industrial	 capital,	 but	 now	 it	 isn’t
much	more	 than	boarded-up	windows	and	gray	streets.	 If	 I	get	on	a	 sputtering
public	bus	from	the	college,	I	can	ride	it	into	the	city	and	walk	the	spray-painted
sidewalks	 to	 a	 few	 cafés	 and	 restaurants	 and	 a	 record	 store	 and	 tall	 buildings
with	 filmy	glass	windows.	All	of	 these	businesses	 look	a	 little	 scared	 to	me—
their	polished	windows	cowering	in	between	broken	glass	and	plywood.

In	the	orchard,	we’re	sort	of	perched	between	gatehouse	and	big	house,	city	and
country	…	but	even	the	country	is	on	the	brink	of	being	bigger,	and	even	the	city
is	basically	on	the	edge	of	falling	apart.



Sometimes	I	feel	like	I	know	the	orchard	better	in	the	dark	than	in	the	daylight.
That	 summer	 I	 started	 running	 at	 night;	 there	was	 always	 some	 light	 from	 the
stars,	but	I	didn’t	need	it.	I	could	feel	the	ground	almost	better	than	I	could	see
the	path.	The	field	sloped	gradually	down	to	the	first	row	of	trees	and	then,	once
I	entered	that	first	row,	I’d	hold	my	arms	out,	falling	a	little	bit,	pushing	off	from
one	tree	to	the	next.	After	I	ran,	I’d	rest,	leaning	against	the	crumbling	edge	of
the	stone	wall—the	stone	was	cool	and	smooth.	 I	 loved	 this	part	of	night—the
darkest	part.	Some	people	were	scared	of	it.	Some	kind	of	light	always	filtered
through,	some	kind	of	sound	always	reminded	you	that	life	was	moving	around
you.	Sometimes	I’d	feel	around	me	for	a	stone	or	a	twig	and	throw	it	deeper	into
the	woods,	just	to	wake	up,	just	to	connect	to	something.

That’s	where	I	was	the	night	Keeley	came	in.	She	brushed	through	a	break	in	the
trees	 and	 then	 she	 was	 just	 standing	 there,	 like	 she’d	 been	 standing	 there	 all
along,	a	long	heavy	brown	sweater	wrapped	around	her.	The	sweater	was	thick
and	 old,	 but	 inside	 it	 she	 looked	 leaner	 and	 smoother	 and—different—like
someone	I	was	just	meeting	for	the	first	time.	She	smiled.	She	held	her	hand	out
then	she	dropped	it.

Hi,	she	said.
Hi.	I	took	a	step	forward.
How	was	your	summer?

I	looked	at	her.	It	took	me	a	minute	to	realize	she’d	said	something.	It	took	me
longer	to	realize	what	it	was.	A	piece	of	hair	fell	over	her	eyes,	longer	and	lighter
than	I	remembered.

Oh,	it	was	good.	Fine.

She	smiled.	Her	smile	was	always	easy.	She	pulled	her	hands	inside	her	sleeves.

Which?
Which	what?
Good	or	fine?

Was	she	being	funny?	I	tried	to	smile.



Good.	Good,	I	said.

She	pushed	her	hair	behind	her	ears.	She	moved	closer,	sitting	down	slowly	on
the	stone	wall.	I	turned.	I	was	standing	over	her	now.

And	Noelle?	she	asked.
You	haven’t	seen	her	yet?
Well,	I	came	to	see	her.	She	gestured	behind	her	without	looking.	But	then	I

saw	you.

She	paused.

And	I	wanted	to	say	hi.

She	couldn’t	have	seen	me.	It	was	dark.	I	was	deep	into	the	orchard.	But	I	didn’t
want	to	think	about	that.

Oh,	 she’s	 good.	 She’s	…	 she’ll	 be	 really	 happy	 to	 see	 you.	 I’m	 not	 sure
where	 she	 is	 but,	 you	 know,	 she’s	 really	 good.	 She’s	 been	working	 at	 the	 ice
cream	place.

I	couldn’t	sit	down.	I	pressed	my	foot	back	and	forth,	heel	toe,	pushing	the	mud
down.

I	could	tell	Keeley	didn’t	believe	me.

Will	you	sit	down	with	me?	She	patted	the	wall	next	to	her.
Okay,	I	said.	I	sat.
You	look	good.	She	looked	at	me	sideways.	What	did	you	do	all	summer?
Oh,	I	ran.

There	 was	 something	 about	 her	 voice.	 It	 was	 like	 she’d	 gone	 away	 and	 then
she’d	come	back	with	some	completely	other	person	inside	her	skin.

She	smiled,	laughing	a	little	with	her	lips	closed.

From	what?
Oh	no,	I—I	stopped.



She	was	making	a	joke.	She	was	joking.	What	was	wrong	with	me?

Me	 too,	 she	 said.	 I	 ran	 every	 morning—there	 are	 all	 of	 these	 fields	 in
Oxford,	grazing	cows	and	everything.	It	made	me	feel	less	homesick.	Maybe	we
can	run	together	some	time?

How	was	your	summer?	I’d	forgotten	to	ask.

She	 turned	 away	 and	 brought	 her	 sleeves	 up	 to	 her	 face.	 She	 stood	 up	 and
walked	back	to	the	line	of	trees.

It	was	summer.

Suddenly,	 I	 didn’t	want	 her	 that	 far	 away.	 It	 was	 like	 the	 air	 between	 us	was
getting	thinner	and	thinner.	All	of	my	muscles	and	joints	were	heavy,	burrowing
into	the	mud,	my	skin	didn’t	fit,	I	couldn’t	move.	Suddenly,	I	couldn’t	move.

She	turned	around.

Are	you	coming	back	up	to	the	house?

I	could	feel	the	mud	around	my	feet.	My	hands	on	the	cold	wall.

She	tilted	her	head.

Nadio?

I	couldn’t	move.

She	looked	at	me	for	another	second.	Then	she	came	back	toward	me.	She	knelt
down	in	front	of	me	and	pushed	her	hands	down	on	my	thighs.	She	 leaned	 in.
This	was	a	girl	 I	didn’t	know.	Who	was	she?	She	pressed	on	my	thighs	until	 I
could	feel	my	feet	and	started	to	move	them.	She	kept	pressing	until	my	feet	and
legs	and	hands	came	back	to	life.	She	kept	pressing	and	looking	at	me	with	her
hair	over	her	eyes.	I	lifted	my	hands	up	and	put	them	on	either	side	of	her	face.
She	breathed	against	my	hands	and	closed	her	eyes.	I	leaned	in	and	kissed	her.



I	don’t	know	what	happened	with	my	brother	that	summer.	I	wish	I	could	explain
it.	 It	was	 like,	 from	 the	very	day	Keeley	 left,	we	didn’t	know	what	 to	do	with
each	other.

Do	you	want	to	do	the	Snake	Mountain	hike?	he	asked	me	at	the	beginning
of	 the	summer,	 the	Saturday	after	she	 left.	We	always	did	 the	Snake	Mountain
hike.	 Lace	 would	 pack	 us	 granola	 bars	 and	 Keeley	 would	 make	 mozzarella
sandwiches	and	Nadio	would	carry	it	all	in	his	backpack.

But	I	didn’t.	I	didn’t	feel	like	hiking.

So	we	rode	our	bikes	into	town	and	got	iced	coffees	and	drank	them	on	the	porch
of	the	Coyote	Café,	but	we	didn’t	have	anything	to	say.	We	sat	on	the	porch,	our
legs	 hanging	 over	 the	 edge,	 plastic	 cups	 sweating	 in	 our	 hands,	 and	 I	 looked
down:	 four	 feet	 encased	 in	 black	Converse,	 and	 all	 of	 a	 sudden	 his	 feet	were
bigger,	his	feet	were	unfamiliar.

I’m	gonna	 see	 about	getting	a	 job	at	 the	Cree-Mee	 stand,	 I	 said.	 I’d	never
thought	about	getting	a	job	but	right	then	I	knew	I	needed	one.

Okay,	he	said.

He	looked	over	at	our	bikes,	 tied	 to	 the	post	office	fence.	It	 looked	funny,	 two
bikes	 tangled	 awkwardly.	 We	 were	 too	 old	 for	 bikes	 anyway.	 Young	 for	 our
grade,	we	had	to	wait	until	we	turned	sixteen	in	October	to	take	our	driving	test,
but	we	were	still	too	old	for	bikes.

I’m	gonna	go	for	a	run,	he	said.

He	kicked	his	feet	to	the	ground	and	started	toward	his	bike.	He	turned	around.	I
was	still	sitting	on	the	porch.

Hey,	Nole.	Tonight	let’s	go	get	a	pizza.
Okay,	I	said.	I	felt	relieved.

But	we	never	got	 a	pizza.	 I	got	 a	 job	at	 the	Cree-Mee	 stand	 that	morning	and
started	work	 right	away.	After	work,	 Jessica	Marino	 invited	me	 to	get	a	pizza.
Then	she	gave	me	a	ride	home.	We	left	my	bike	tied	to	the	post	office	fence.



The	night	Keeley	came	home,	I	know	part	of	me	felt	like	it	wasn’t	fair	that	she’d
left	me	and	had	this	whole	life.	Now	I’m	sorry	I	wasn’t	there.	But	I’m	not	sorry	I
met	Parker.

By	the	time	I	came	back	from	the	party	that	night,	everyone	was	asleep.	There
were	 no	 lights	 on	 in	 our	 house	 or	 hers,	 and	 I	 was	 floating	 on	 the	 feeling	 of
Parker’s	fingertips	on	my	thigh.

The	 next	 morning	 Keeley	 came	 down	 the	 hill	 for	 breakfast.	 When	 I	 came
downstairs,	she	was	already	sitting	at	the	table	with	Lace	and	Nadio.	Lace	was
standing	over	her	slicing	a	peach	into	her	cereal	bowl,	one	sliver	at	a	time,	like
she	did	when	we	were	kids,	like	Keeley	couldn’t	hold	a	knife	herself.	Nadio	was
sitting	on	the	other	side	of	the	table	with	his	chin	on	his	hands.	Nadio	and	Lace
were	 both	 staring	 at	Keeley	 like	 she’d	 said	 something	 amazing.	 Both	 of	 their
eyes	were	fixed	on	her.	No	one	heard	me	come	in.	I	don’t	even	think	anyone	was
talking.

Hi,	I	said.

Keeley	looked	up.	She	was	wearing	her	running	shorts	and	a	man’s	T-shirt	and
her	hair	was	 in	 a	ponytail.	 It	 looked	blonder—she	 looked	blonder.	 I	mean	 she
was	lighter	somehow.	I	can’t	explain	it.

She	stared	at	me	for	a	second	and	then	she	jumped	up.

Noelle!

She	hugged	me.	I	could	already	feel	there	was	something	there,	something	like
cold	air	between	us.	I	hugged	her	back	and	then	we	both	pulled	away	and	looked
at	each	other.	Lace	and	Nadio	watched	us.

Well?	I	said.
Where	were	you	last	night?	she	said	at	the	same	time.
I	was	out.	I’m	sorry.	I	just	totally	forgot	last	night	was	the	night	…
I	sent	you	like	three	texts	before	I	got	on	the	plane,	she	said.
I	know,	my	phone—but	I	couldn’t	even	finish.



Nadio	was	glaring	at	me.

It’s	okay.	I’m	just	happy	to	see	you.
I	can	drive	you	all	into	town,	Lace	said	quietly.	To	buy—what	do	you	need

for	school?
Thanks,	Mom,	Nadio	said.

It	felt	strange,	everybody	involved	in	Keeley’s	coming	home.	She	was	my	best
friend.	Now	everybody	was	standing	around,	watching	us,	trying	to	make	plans
for	us.

I	need	a	new	bag,	I	said.

Keeley	looked	relieved.

Wait,	she	said.	I	can	drive!

Keeley	had	gotten	her	 license	 just	before	she	went	 to	Oxford.	But	 she’d	never
had	 a	 chance	 to	 drive	 us	 anywhere.	 I	 felt	 like	 something	 was	 left	 out	 of	 this
moment—that	 the	 feeling	 of	 us	 driving	 somewhere,	 not	 being	 driven,	 should
have	felt	bigger	than	it	did.

Okay,	I	said.
Great,	she	said.	Lemme	just	go	get	some	money	from	my	parents.

I’m	gonna	get	dressed,	I	said.

Nadio	stood	up.

I’ll	go	get	my	wallet,	he	said.

We	all	turned.

What?	he	said.	I	need	notebooks.

I	should	have	known	then.	We	did	stuff	together,	always	had.	But	not	shopping.
Not	on	Keeley’s	first	day	back.

In	the	car,	Nadio	sat	in	the	back	seat	and	I	sat	in	the	front	with	Keeley.	I	watched



her	hands.	She	looked	like	she’d	always	been	driving.	That	was	how	she	was,	I
thought	then,	everything	was	natural	for	her.	It	was	that	way	when	Lace	taught
us	 how	 to	 ride	 bikes.	Lace	 taught	 us	 all	 those	 things	when	we	were	 little	 and
Keeley’s	 parents	were	working	 and	Keeley,	 some	 days,	would	 have	 breakfast,
lunch	 and	 dinner	 at	 our	 house.	 One	 day	 after	 peanut-butter-and-honey
sandwiches,	we	all	followed	Lace	out	to	the	dirt	driveway.	There	was	one	bike,	it
must	have	been	Keeley’s,	and	I	pedaled,	 terrified	and	wobbling,	Lace	gripping
the	back	of	the	seat,	and	when	she	let	go	I	just	crashed	onto	my	side.	But	with
Keeley,	Lace	never	even	held	on	 to	 the	seat.	She	steadied	 the	bike	and	Keeley
clamped	her	feet	on	the	pedals	and	suddenly	she	was	moving,	away	from	us.	The
three	of	us	watched	her	pumping	her	legs	up	the	driveway,	upright,	no	hands,	no
training	wheels.	Natural.

Keeley	was	wearing	brown	boots	and	a	loose	white	skirt.	I’d	never	seen	her	wear
anything	like	that	before.

You	never	wrote	back	to	any	of	my	emails,	she	whispered.	Then	she	giggled.
I	know,	I	said.	I	could	never	sit	down	long	enough	to	type—you	know	I	was

working.
I	know,	she	said.	She	looked	straight	ahead.

I	turned	up	the	radio.

I	tried	to	go	online,	I	said.	Every	time	I	went	on,	you	weren’t	there.
The	time	difference	…	Her	voice	trailed	off.

She	blinked	and	looked	at	me,	smiling,	and	quickly	turned	back	to	the	road.

Anyway,	now	I’m	back!	Something	in	her	voice	seemed	wrong.

What	did	you	DO	all	summer?	she	whispered.
Nothing,	hung	out.	You	know.

I	couldn’t	figure	out	why	I	felt	mad	at	her.



I	left	before	anyone	was	up.	I	left	Lace	a	note	and	I	left	Noelle	the	last	bowl	of
cereal	 and	 I	 biked	 to	 school.	 Lace	would	 quietly	 fold	 up	 the	 note	 and	 save	 it
somewhere,	in	a	drawer	or	a	box	of	hideous	handmade	Christmas	ornaments	or
something	labeled	Boo’s	first	day	of	school	notes.

She	calls	me	Boo.

She	says	I	was	scared	of	everything	until	I	was	five	years	old.	The	truth	is,	I	still
let	her	call	me	Boo	as	long	as	no	one	else	is	around.

Noelle	won’t	even	know	I	left	her	the	last	bowl	of	cereal.	She	won’t	know	I	ate
the	end	piece	of	a	stale	loaf	of	bread.	But	I	feel	better	anyway.	I	know	what	it	is	I
feel	guilty	about,	but	if	something	as	little	as	cereal	helps,	well,	whatever	works.

It	 took	 me	 just	 under	 twenty	 minutes	 to	 bike	 to	 school,	 and	 it	 was	 still	 cool
enough	 that	 the	 wind	 felt	 good	 on	my	 face	 and	my	 fingertips	 got	 chilled.	 At
school	the	sun	burned	an	early	morning	hole	just	over	the	track,	where	I	tied	my
bike	to	the	fence	and	ran	exactly	nine	laps.	By	the	time	I	was	done,	my	sweat	felt
like	a	second	skin.	It	was	all	I	could	do	to	breathe.	It	wasn’t	so	cool	anymore.	It
was	straight	up,	middle-of-summer	hot.	With	every	lap	I	took	I’d	tried	to	make
what	I	was	thinking	about	be	anything	other	than	Keeley.	Than	my	sister.	Than
both	of	them	in	the	same	brain.	It	was	just	too	weird.

I	started	writing	to	him	in	my	head	that	morning,	before	I	put	ink	to	paper.

Dear	Dario,
It’s	 the	 first	day	of	 junior	year.	Not	 that	 this	 first	day	 is	any	different	 from	any
other.	What	I	mean	is,	you’ve	never	been	here.	The	concept	of	missing	you	isn’t
something	 I	 can	 really	 say	 I	 get.	 The	 concept	 of	 having	a	 father	 and	 then	not
having	one	isn’t	something	I	know.	But	I’ve	found	myself	thinking	what	it	would
be	like	if	I	could	ask	you	about	these	things—about	Molly	from	last	year	or	what
to	do	when	my	mom	and	 sister	 seem	kind	of	 crazy	or	now—about	Keeley.	 I’m
supposed	to	be	a	man	but	I	can’t	help	thinking	no	one	ever	showed	me	what	that
is	supposed	to	look	like.	That	maybe	that	is	why	I	ride	the	middle	all	the	time—
never	offending	anyone,	never	getting	a	hard	time,	but	never	much	standing	out



either.	 For	 a	 long	 time	 we	 blamed	 you	 for	 anything	 that	 seemed	 bad	 in	 our
family—my	sister	and	I	did.	But	now	I’m	starting	to	think	that	blame	gives	you
too	much	credit.	Anyway,	you’re	not	here	to	deny	or	defend	so	what’s	the	point.

*	*	*
I	 walked	 my	 bike	 into	 the	 school	 lot	 and	 locked	 it	 to	 the	 still-empty	 rack.	 I
crossed	through	the	basketball	court,	filling	up	now	with	early	morning	players.	I
nodded	a	few	greetings	and	a	lot	of	the	faces	nodded	back.	It	was	the	first	day	of
school	and	there	wasn’t	anyone	I	was	looking	for	and	there	wasn’t	anyone	I	was
afraid	of.	It	had	always	been	that	way.	I	kind	of	slid	through	the	rules,	and	that
was	fine	with	me.

I	found	I	was	all	good	as	long	as	I	stayed	on	the	cross-country	team.	I	could	do
all	 of	 the	 socially	 unacceptable	 academic	 things	 I	 wanted—honor	 roll	 and
debating	and	Model	U.N.	and	Literary	Mag,	 slipping	under	 the	 social	 radar	as
long	as	I	was	a	runner.	I	could	walk	that	line.

Plus,	you’re	good-looking,	Noelle	said	last	spring.

Was	 I?	 I	 believed	 her.	 The	way	 it	was	with	Noelle	 and	me,	we	 said	what	 the
other	couldn’t	see	or	admit—we	never	bullshitted.	We	couldn’t.	We	shared	 the
same	instincts.

After	Noelle	said	that,	I	started	to	notice	the	way	some	of	the	girls	looked	at	me,
like	I	could	have	gone	up	to	any	one	of	them	and	started	talking	and	maybe	even
invited	her	to	a	movie	or	whatever	and	it	would	be	okay.	She’d	probably	say	yes
and	it	would	all	be	pretty	easy.

But	 nothing	 about	 that	 appealed	 to	 me.	 All	 I’m	 saying	 is,	 I	 didn’t	 feel	 like
hanging	out	with	some	girl	who	had	nothing	to	say,	who	was	boring	as	hell,	just
because	I	could.

The	 locker	 room	was	empty.	Anyone	who	was	 in	 school	 this	early	was	on	 the
basketball	 court.	After	 I	 took	a	 shower	 I	 left	my	 running	clothes	 in	my	 locker
and	 went	 out	 to	 the	 courtyard.	 It	 was	 filling	 up	 now,	 a	 lot	 of	 yelling	 and



shrieking	 and	 high-fiving	 and	 hand-shaking	 and	 awkward	 standing	 around.	 I
made	a	beeline	 for	 the	Class	of	 ’76	oak	 tree	and	sat	under	 it	 and	 took	out	my
book.	 I	was	 still	 reading	Walden,	which	Lace	 had	 given	me	over	 the	 summer.
The	thing	is,	it	bored	the	hell	out	of	me	and	half	the	time	I	wanted	Henry	David
Thoreau	to	shut	up	and	relax	a	little	bit.	But	there	were	two	things	that	kept	me
reading.

1.	It	was	my	dad’s	book.	That’s	a	long	story,	but	having	a	book	that	had	been
in	 his	 hands,	 that	 said	 Dario	 Avelli	 in	 scratchy	 faded-black	 ink	 on	 the	 inside
cover,	 a	name	he’d	written	when	he	was	maybe	 just	 a	 little	bit	older	 than	me,
inside	a	book	he’d	carried	around	with	him	and	given	to	maybe	the	first	girl	he’d
loved,	all	of	that	made	me	unable	to	stop	reading	it.

2.	 The	 truth	 is,	 even	 with	 all	 the	 rambling	 that	 sometimes	 drove	 me	 to
nodding	off,	 I	was	kind	of	 into	 the	 ideas	HDT	was	 talking	 about.	The	 idea	of
isolating	yourself	from	everything	so	you	could	understand	it	better.	That	part	I
could	get.

Hey,	you.

I	looked	up.	Keeley	was	standing	over	me.	It	was	hard	to	see	her—the	sun	came
down	the	back	of	her,	gold	where	her	hair	was	and	green	where	her	sweater	was,
and	the	front	of	her	was	dark,	shadowed.

Hey.	I	closed	the	book.
You	totally	left	me,	Noelle	said,	standing	behind	her.
Hey.	I	stood	up.	I’m	sorry,	I	wanted	to	run	before	…
Whatever,	Noelle	said.	Listen,	I	need	to	find	Jessica.	K,	are	you	coming?	Do

you	wanna	just	see	me	in	Chem?

Noelle	was	already	walking	away.

Okay,	Keeley	said.	I	didn’t	know	if	she	was	talking	to	me	or	Noelle.
Hi,	I	said	again.	I	felt	ridiculous.
Noelle	is	being	so	weird	with	me.	It’s	like	she	knows.	How	could	she	know?
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