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CHAPTER 1


On a Road in Spain


1994


Stretched out in the backseat of the Peugeot, Kate closes her eyes and inhales slowly, deeply. She rests her right arm behind her head, the elbow at her forehead. Then, eyes still closed, she leans her face closer and licks the inside of her forearm. Will it taste the way the Pacific did when she was a kid in California in the seventies? It does. The Pacific and the Mediterranean are the same in the crook of her arm.


“I saw that,” Paul says, and laughs into the rearview mirror.


“Did you?”


“Yeah. How was it?”


“Tastes like chicken,” she says, and the boys laugh.


Paul allows himself to watch her in the mirror for just a moment. What a beauty—those big green eyes, the short dark hair, full lips. She looks like Ava Gardner or a character in a movie who starts trouble, then gets more than she bargained for. That’s Kate—normally, anyway, but maybe not right now. She looks relaxed, peaceful.


“Hey, Kika?” he says into the mirror, and enjoys watching those eyes open.


“Yes?”


“You look happy.”


“Do I?”


“Yes,” he says, “you do.”


“I’ll take that as a compliment,” she says, and closes her eyes, smiles.


Kate does feel happy right now. She’s not seen the truck, about two miles away, and fears nothing. Just a few days ago, on a flight from Brazil, she had pressed the tip of her nose to the cold window, looked out at the infinite clouds, and thought, Okay, it’s different now.


“It’s different now. Or maybe I’m different now,” she’d whispered, and the passenger next to her, an older lady watching a movie, had smiled and pulled out a single earbud, thinking Kate was talking to her.


She’d felt new and light, as if she might even start floating over the others on the airplane, like an escaped Thanksgiving parade balloon. Was that just a trick created by the airplane or by leaving Brazil? Was it an attempt to detach emotionally because she’d failed that poor girl? Or was it just her hormones? Now, today, in Ibiza, in the car, Kate feels the same way—entirely herself but also light.


Paul turns back to the road and sees something odd and a little startling. About a mile away, coming down the hill, there seems to be something white and boxy, probably a truck, and in their lane. An optical illusion, he tells himself, making it only appear as if the truck’s in their lane, because it’s now clearly on its own side of the road.


Liam, sitting in the passenger’s seat next to him, isn’t watching the road, but the scenery.


“What’s up, boo?” Paul asks, and Liam answers that he can’t wait to shower, put on his big thick robe, stretch out on the bed, and finish his Stephen King book.


“Sounds nice,” Paul says, and rubs the back of Liam’s neck.


Liam reaches into his burlap bag and finds the bottle of ouzo he forgot to open on the beach. They’d spotted it sitting on a shelf at the market downstairs from their hotel and planned to mix it with Coke, see if it would taste like Dr Pepper. Only they forgot, and now it’s too hot to drink. Liam shoves his Greek sake into the bag and extracts a joint, which he lights, then passes to the backseat, but Kate doesn’t want any.


Kate rubs the hair on her neck, then the side of her head, and watches a few bits of sand fall on her white cotton dress. She loves the way little pieces of a place will sometimes find their way into your suitcase, your shoe, even your hair, and come home with you. She thinks of the coves, or calas, in which they’d just been swimming, so blue and warm.


“I like the name Cala,” she says.


“Yes, for a tall, pale lady with a very long neck,” Paul says.


“Hmm, the gentleman does have a point,” Kate says, then reaches over and snatches the smoke tucked behind Paul’s ear. If she lights it, this will be her last. So many things will change in the next months. No more smokes. And she won’t be able to dye her hair. Kate puts the cigarette under her nose, a long white mustache—the tobacco smells different here, like whiskey.


How Paul wishes his glasses were not so scratched. He can’t be seeing things right, because that truck, or whatever it is, up ahead looks like it’s moving in ways that just don’t make sense.


“Can I borrow someone’s sunglasses?” he asks. Liam says his are in the bag in the trunk. Kate hands over hers and Paul puts them on. Never mind they’re ridiculously oversize seventies movie-star glasses. So Jackie Susann.


Kate rests her hands on her belly and smooths it, seeing if anything is visible. It’s not. She puts her hand against her chest, presses down, and watches the skin there turn slightly pink. She caught the sun. Kate looks at the cigarette and whispers, “Bye, old friend.”


“I just quit smoking,” she says.


“Good for you,” Liam squeaks through the second hit of the joint.


Paul loves the way Liam holds his lips tight after a hit, like a little kid, worried that everyone will laugh if he exhales too soon. When he exhales too soon, because he always does. The truck up ahead has just swerved; there is no denying or escaping this. “What the fuck?” Paul says under his breath. He considers pulling off the road, but where? This two-lane highway hugs the coast on one side, and a steep embankment frames the other. No. This is just one of those moments of paranoia you have to breathe through, push through, that’s all. When the two vehicles pass each other safely, then Paul will take a big fat toke of that joint to celebrate.


The Beatles come on the radio. Yes!


“Molly is the singer in a band.”


Liam turns up the volume and he and Kate start to sing. The truck’s about forty seconds away from them now.


“Ob-la-di, ob-la-da, life goes on, la la la la la la…” Kate sings, eyes closed, as she taps her feet against the window, whose glass, in just seconds, will come flying at her like a million little knives.


“I love music so much,” says Liam, whose eyes are still closed.


“Oh no!” Paul yells as the front of the truck comes closer and closer toward them.


At first, there are so many sounds: their car horn, long and beseeching, yet resigned to its futility; tires screaming as they fight to keep hold of the asphalt; metal biting metal, three people gasping in surprise. Then a heavy thump and new sounds: mirrors and door handles detaching from the metal that held them as the car, on its side, skids on the road before righting itself again with another hard bam as deflated tires slam back down onto the middle of the road. Now quieter sounds: a lung collapsing, a vertebra snapping, a wrist detaching, a heart stopping.


The dashboard has been shoved up into Liam’s chest, making him look like a baby who fell asleep at a table he’s not quite tall enough for. Paul’s pinned behind the steering wheel, his broken wrist hanging out the window, a limpness he would have detested in life, so many years spent using those hands and fists to beat away bullies. The big-girl sunglasses have mercifully flown into the backseat. Kate’s head lies on the broken window frame, as if she’d decided to take a nap. But bits of her hair and drops of her blood prove that before coming to rest here, that same head hit the frame not just once but twice.


The truck, a Mercedes 814 hauling dairy products, lies some sixty feet down the hill, on its side, so that the bright yellow-and-orange sign advertising yogurt in new tropical flavors resembles a billboard on the grass, itself dotted with tiny yellow mustard plants. The driver, who has died of a heart attack, lies about twenty feet from his truck, in a repose that suggests a man napping after a very festive night, except for the hands bloodied by grabbing the rearview mirror, on which hung a photo of his wife and kids.


Not much sound now, apart from glass falling onto the road, Kate and Paul moaning a little—Paul less than Kate—and the trickle of gas and water falling onto the pavement.… The Beatles song still plays, not from the Peugeot, but from the truck, whose driver had been listening to the same station.


About ten minutes after the accident, a VW Vanagon stops. In it are Danish tourists. Kate’s relieved to feel her body leaving the mangled car and its smells. Time becomes impossible to gauge. All she knows is that someone dragged her out of the car; now someone else is putting a garment under her head. Despite everything that has happened, Kate can feel the softness of this thing, probably a sweater, at the nape of her neck. Doesn’t make sense, in this heat, but it does feel like a sweater. A woman’s face appears above her—the garment’s owner?


Soon, another car pulls over. Two women and one man huddle around Kate, asking in different languages if she’s all right, some conjugating verbs in totally unique ways: “Usted y yo aquí bien,” says a woman, who, apparently, thinks Kate is Spanish “You and I are here well.”


Kate does speak Spanish, once spent a year living in Spain. If she weren’t lying in the middle of a road all broken like this, she would probably quip, “You here well, but I here not so well.”


Is her dress covering her still? She tries to find the hem of the white cotton but can only feel the top of her leg. Before leaving the beach, she took off the wet bikini and tossed it into the trunk. Is her “secret,” as her mother used to call it, displayed for the world to see? And where are Paul and Liam?


“Pauly,” she tries to call out. “Pauly, where are you?” It’s not very loud, her voice, doesn’t carry as much as she would like it to, and when the woman leans down and pats Kate’s cheek with that look of tremendous kindness and pity, it occurs to her that not surviving is a possibility—for the boys and for her. She should have told someone.


Kate’s grabbed hold by a sense of fear and dread she hasn’t felt in nearly ten years. Suddenly terrified of being by herself and of losing this little promise she’s carrying, she starts crying.


The lady whose sweater lies under her head tries to comfort Kate. “Shhh, shhh,” she whispers, leaning down.


“Listen,” Kate says to the lady. Her voice is so weak. “Baby,” Kate says, but the woman doesn’t understand. “Bebé, bebé,” she says, but her voice fails her again. Kate stops and concentrates, says it as loudly as she can: “Baby.”


The woman’s face registers a look of connection, finally, but that’s followed soon after by panic. “Baby?” the woman asks. “In the car?”


Kate feels an intense drain of energy. The panic starts to dissipate, but so does everything else. Is she passing out? She tries hard to focus on the voice and looks up at the woman, who’s sitting there in a yellow blouse. Even the pain begins to diminish. She is passing out.


“¿Bebé?” the woman asks again, and points to the car.


“No,” Kate says, but too late, the woman’s misunderstood and yells something to the other rescuers. Two men rush to the Peugeot and look inside but see nothing. They then run to the hillside and climb down, furiously scanning the landscape for fallen babies. One of the men calls to the other that he doesn’t see a child.


Kate hears sirens now and feels grateful. If an ambulance is coming, that means they’re going to the hospital, and if they’re going to the hospital, then they will be all right.


“Pregnant. Me, mine,” Kate whispers, but this is barely audible.


The woman smiles down at her. “Yes, yes, you are a mother. I understand. You will go home to your baby,” the woman says. “I am a mother, too,” she adds, and cradles Kate as if she is the child in question.


Closer and closer comes the ambulance, with its European siren, which sounds like the first strains of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,” with its “na na na na.”


“Na na na na,” Kate whispers as she lets herself fall asleep.


“Shhhhh,” the woman whispers back.




 


CHAPTER 2


On the Hill, San Francisco


May 1994


Kate and Louis live in the Castro, on Diamond, just below the Twin Peaks, the two hills over which the fog rolls every afternoon, blanketing the stately pastel-colored houses with its wet embrace before spreading out over the rest of the city.


Theirs is the top-floor apartment in a two-story Victorian painted light blue and white, with yellow doors and trim. Sometimes, when Kate drives up, parks, and looks up, she likes to imagine she’s standing next to a huge senior citizen waiting for the early-bird buffet. But, mostly, she appreciates the cheerful colors.


Louis has come home relatively late, about ten, because he went directly from his office in SoMa to a Thai place near the Haight, where he met his friend Dave for dinner. He sees the blinking light on the answering machine but disregards it. God, the house is cold. Kate keeps the place so hot, their gas bill is twice that of any normal household. He’s always acted as if having blazing heat represents his accommodation to her desire to wear T-shirts and karate pants year-round, but tonight he realizes how much he now enjoys a warm house.


He’ll get the heater going after he feeds Madonna Ciccone, their cat. Keeping his coat on, Louis goes to a kitchen drawer, finds a can of food, opens it, puts on a kettle to heat the water, then, a few seconds later, pours water into the bowl.


“How’d you get so damned spoiled?” he says to the cat, who blinks away the insult, waiting patiently for her warm dinner.


They thought about changing her name to Madonna Ciccone Ritchie, or Mads, or Lady Madonna, after the Material Girl moved to England, but then decided against it. “You represent the single 1980s incarnation of the Material Girl, don’t you?” Kate will still say, petting the blue-eyed Siamese, who meows so much that Kate is convinced she has a higher IQ than most humans. “You represent those crazy eighties, don’t you? Remember how much coke you used to do?” she likes to ask the cat. “God, you were such a slut for the stuff.”


Madonna Ciccone, knowing her role in this little act, always meows like crazy at this point, as if waxing nostalgic about her days at Studio 54, and Kate eggs her on to keep spilling those disco memories. Louis always used to laugh and assert that, no, Madonna Ciccone did not understand the question, but was simply responding to oral cues, like any Siamese would.


“Your voice goes up when you say ‘Remember how much coke you used to do?’” Louis argued. “She picks up on that. She does not recognize the sentence itself, just the fact that it’s a question.”


“Why is it so hard for you to accept Madonna’s linguistic skills?”


One day, they did an experiment. Louis asked the cat the same things Kate asked, but in a monotone and using passive verbs. “Would you agree that, in the … 1980s, you were … uh, what some cats would describe as a ‘cokehead’? Would you also agree with the statement, quote, ‘She was such a slut for the stuff,’ end quote?”


To their amazement, that damned cat yowled and meowed so loudly, they both started laughing, and Madonna got scared and had to be put on the floor, in order to run away from these crazy, loud humans. That was it. Kate had been forever proved right and Louis wrong. This particular cat definitely understands English.


Louis throws away the food tin, washes his hands, and goes back to the hallway, where he presses the tip of his forefinger to the MESSAGES button as he looks through the mail. He hears “Calling from hospital in Ibiza. Very important to talk to you about Kate Harrington. Please telephone nine seven one two-two two oh seven four.”


Louis stands there looking at an envelope, pretending that did not just happen. He starts to feel flushed and a little nauseated, the way you do when something bad you’ve eaten begins to rumble inside you. He wants to call, to find out, but also to lash out right now. “Oh fuck,” Louis says. “Fucking hell!” he yells, and pounds his fist on the bureau, which sends his keys crashing to the floor and topples a vase. The cat runs in from the kitchen and sits there staring at him. He knows he should pick up the phone and find out how she is, but right now he’s too upset, knowing something has happened to her.


“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” he keeps yelling, although he knows it scares Madonna Ciccone, and he doesn’t want to do that.




 


CHAPTER 3


Irvine, California


1982


Louis first meets Kate freshman year of high school, when they are both fourteen. He’s a lonely kid whose only connection to anyone at all is through skateboarding, but even then, there’s not much in common with the five other skater kids he knows, except that everyone else at the school thinks they’re a bunch of weirdos. He spends a lot of time on his own, lying on the warm concrete of his parents’ back patio, wondering when life will start.


One day, in pre-algebra, he decides to sit behind this girl who’s tall enough to shield him from the teacher’s gaze. He doesn’t mind being called on and usually knows the answer, but it makes it far worse with the school jerks if you appear eager to collaborate with the authorities in this system of oppression called school.


His plan doesn’t work too well, because Kate keeps turning around and saying things every few minutes—slightly rude but funny things. She’s pretty, he notices, but nothing like the other people in class. She looks like someone who already graduated but came back for a visit—with makeup on her eyelashes and big green eyes. All the girls he knows have soft little eyes. She has kind of a big mouth, too, and doesn’t wear pink on it like the other girls. She wears 501 jeans that are baggy, but with a tight T-shirt, which makes her boobs look like round cups big as knee pads. And she talks—a lot.


When the teacher gives them twenty equations to work on and excuses himself to go get coffee, she really lets loose.


“See that guy over there,” she whispers, pointing to a football player with longish brown hair who’s wearing his red jersey over a white T-shirt. “He has the longest tongue in this school. A girl I know French-kissed him, and she said it felt like one of those cow tongues they sell in stores. You know what I mean? Mexican people eat cow tongue. It’s a delicacy.”


“Yeah, I know,” Louis whispers.


“But Josh, that’s his name, he wears Old Spice, which I like. Do you wear a cologne?”


“No,” Louis whispers back.


“My real dad wore Old Spice. It’s an old-man smell, but I like it.”


Louis feels uncomfortable. He’s only halfway through the problems, and now the teacher is back, reading a Newsweek magazine and enjoying fresh coffee in the small cardboard cup with playing cards printed on the front.


“No scent. I kind of like it when a guy our age wears cologne. Doesn’t your dad wear anything?”


“Brut.”


“Gross. Let’s go to the mall and get you something. And me, too. I like men’s cologne.”


It’s only a matter of time before the teacher asks what is so important that it must be discussed in the middle of class. Kate apologizes so profusely and politely, the teacher calms down.


“They love it when you kiss up really good, using a big Mexican cow tongue on them,” she whispers, which makes Louis snort, once again getting the teacher’s unwelcome attention.


“You can’t get caught if you wanna hang out with me,” she says a minute or so later.


Her words jolt him: “… If you wanna hang out with me.” Yes! I do, and I will learn how not to get caught.


And so their first outing, weirdly, improbably, is to the mall to buy cologne. She buys him Paco Rabanne, and Karl Lagerfeld for herself. They eat pretzels covered in hot mustard, pee in the wrong bathrooms, with Kate claiming she stood at a urinal and watched a man pee as she pretended to be holding her penis, which the man never even looked at.


“People believe what you want them to,” she says as they smoke on the top floor of the mall’s parking lot. “So what are you anyway—gay, straight, what?”


No one has ever thought to ask Louis that question.


“Straight,” he says.


“But you’re a virgin, right?”


Oh no, now this girl is going to make him talk about IT, the only thing anyone thinks about. He’s tried so hard to put it out of his mind. Not easy when you’re watching twenty cheerleaders stream into the gym at a Friday pep rally or in the morning, when your body wakes up before you do. But being with a girl, just to kiss, let alone sex, seems as likely as hopping a ride to Mars, so he’s worked hard to push all such thoughts far away.


“Virgin on the ridiculous,” he says, which he heard on some English show.


“I’ll take that as a yes,” she says.


Louis takes a huge drag and pushes the smoke through his nostrils hard. “Would a virgin be able to do that?” he asks. And they both laugh. “No, right?”


She’s still laughing, so he does it again.


“Well, maybe I can help you with that problem,” she says.


“Cool. Right now?” he says, and smiles at her lasciviously.


She punches his arm. “Not with me,” she says. “Do you have normal genitalia?”


“Oh Jesus!” he yells. What a question.


“I’ll take that as a no,” she says.


“No. It’s a yes. I have normal genitalia, yes. Why?”


“Just checking. There are people who have both sex organs, you know. I saw it in my mother’s sex book.”


“Your mother has a sex book?”


“Yeah. Don’t worry, I’m not gonna ask to see your genitalia,” she says, and uses her old cigarette to light a new one. Louis had never met a chain-smoker, never mind a fourteen-year-old chain-smoker.


“Have you had sex?” he asks.


“Don’t worry. We’ll find you a girl,” she says, and pats his leg.


“I’ll take that as a no,” he says, but she doesn’t answer.


That school year and the next and the next are all made so much better by Kate’s presence. She challenges him at every turn to do everything from taking a hit of LSD to earning an A+ in at least two classes.


“As middle-class people with above-average but not extraordinary looks, good grades will be our only ticket out of Irvine,” she often tells him. She says it’s a historical fact that middle-class people with high intelligence levels and ambition do well in life, but middle-class lazy people do not.


“Where do you get this crap?” he’ll ask, and she will say something like “My middle-class brain tells me so.”


If the school years are more interesting, then, well, summers become absolutely glorious, thanks to her. They live only a mile apart, although a few years ago, she would have been living miles away, in Malibu, and they probably never would have even met.


Kate’s father had owned a seafood restaurant he’d inherited from his dad. He was a surfer and her mother, Margaret, had such a crush on him, she began working as a waitress just to be near him, although she had a degree in accounting. Eventually, she told him the truth.


“You want to do the books instead of delivering food?” he asked.


“You want to marry me instead of paying me?” she replied. They got married and she gladly left the kitchen to do the books and then have Kate.


They were a happy family. But her dad drowned six years after Kate had come into the world, and what a different life it became. Her mom lost the restaurant and struggled, and they started fighting so much, it became hard to say yes when asked, “Do you like your mom?”


Then, Kate’s mom married Don Williams, who drove a new car (“Never drive something more than a year old,” he liked to say) and had just bought a big beige-colored three-bedroom house that reeked of new carpet, had skylights in every bathroom, and even a big pool out back. When he moved them in, Margaret thought the appliances were light blue, had no idea that’s what a new dishwasher door came covered in.


“You stupid woman,” Don had said, and laughed as he pulled away the blue plastic. To Kate, who was nine years old, it looked like that trick of putting glue all over your hand and letting it dry, then slowly pulling it all off, in the biggest pieces possible.


“Wanna try?” Don had asked.


“Sure.”


This was to have been her third-grade year, and she felt lonely away from kids at her old school and the friends from the restaurant, including all the stray cats they fed—eight of them, all pretty much called gordo, or “fat guy,” by the cooks and busboys.


“Who will take care of the gordos?” she’d asked her mom.


“Nando and Hernán will feed them.”


“But what if they go somewhere or forget?”


“Well then, God will take care of them.”


“But he didn’t before. They were skinny before Dad and I fed them, remember? So why would he now?”


“He didn’t know about them before, but you showed him. Now he knows.”


Not much of an answer, but she didn’t know what else to do. No stray cats in this new neighborhood, or kids, either. From nine to fourteen, she spent a lot of time alone in her room, or sometimes not, which was worse. Then Louis moved in and sat behind her in math class.


Her house is less than a mile away from Louis’s, but the streets couldn’t be more different. On her street, every shrub is young. Some still wear the plastic green tag from the nursery with its name on it, like a newborn just home from the hospital. On his street, the trees have grown tall, and in the crooks of their branches, way up high, you find time capsules made of spiderwebs, hardened leaves, bird feathers, torn notes from lovers who’ve long forgotten one another. Her driveway and the sidewalks around it are flat and smooth, easy to roll on with a skateboard, and his are scarred by cuts made by fallen bats and tools, excavations to fix broken pipes, and a thousand proclamations that MK LOVES JB.


They hang out mostly at Kate’s, not because of its newness, but because of the pool.


Louis is up by nine, makes his bed, eats a bowl of cereal, then tidies the house just nice enough that when his mother and father get home, they’ll think, What a good kid we raised. Then he pulls on his surfer shorts and a clean T-shirt and heads to Kate’s with a backpack on his shoulder, in which he carries his bathing suit, a book or two, and the music mixes he stayed up late making. They love English bands like The Cure, The Police, and Eurythmics. Even if Tim Donnelly at school did call it “fag rock,” they still love it.


They spend most of the morning in Kate’s room, reading and talking, wandering out at noon, yawning, hair mussed, to make B and C sandwiches, which she prepares by microwaving refried beans (the B), then spreading this thick fragrant paste onto toast, which she then tops with slices of Monterey Jack (the C) and bakes in the oven for exactly eight minutes. Not seven, not nine—eight. While she does this, he makes coffee for them, which makes them feel impossibly grown-up. Bean and cheese sandwiches, plus a mug of coffee. Nothing could be better.


By one o’clock, the “June gloom,” as everyone calls the morning fog, has burned off and the sun’s hot and toothy, feels like it’s biting straight through the inflatables on which they are lying in the middle of the pool. They read and talk and laugh—Kate sprawled on the blue floaty and Louis on the pink, because she hates what she calls “gender specificity.”


They talk, then doze, then talk some more, staring up at the palm trees on either side of the house, making plans for the future and college. He’s surprised when she brings up the idea of law school.


“Law school?” he asks.


“Yeah,” she says. “As a lawyer, you can have money, if you want it, or help people, if you want that. It’s good to have options, trust me.”


“We should live in Europe, too, though,” he says.


“With your long hippie hair, you’ll fit right in.”


She loves to tease him about his decision to grow his hair a bit longer than most people their age do. Everybody needs a way to stand out and be different, and he decided a year ago that longer hair would be his way. She sort of likes his hair, but that doesn’t mean she can’t tease him, sing Creedence Clearwater songs to him, or ask him which European soccer team he plays on. He, in turn, makes fun of the eighties bands she likes, and the singers’ short, fluffy little haircuts.


“Real men don’t have feathers,” he says.


“Real men don’t get called ‘ma’am’ at the Vons.”


How he wishes he’d never told her that story.


This is usually when he gives her a nice big shove right into the water, which is, admittedly, mean, because when you’ve been lying in the sun, sudden immersion, even in Irvine pool water, is a shock. She, of course, immediately grabs his leg and separates him from his inflatable. They wrestle underwater, but he barely fights back, because Kate mad is a strong and frightening thing.


Then they climb back onto their inflatables and wait for the sun to dry them again. Louis sometimes puts on sunglasses and surreptitiously watches her skin, all bumpy from the cold, the nipples under the bikini erect. He loves watching her skin go flat and smooth again as the bathing suit dries and the heat feels hotter and hotter.


Lying on his stomach, nose pressed to the plastic, which smells like a balloon or a new four-square ball, plus sunscreen, he can feel his erection stirring. He shakes his head and sighs.


She slaps his arm. “What?”


“Nothing.” He smiles at her. “Everything.”


If you asked him why he hasn’t kissed her, why he hasn’t at least tried to make love to her, he wouldn’t know what to tell you. He thinks about it every day, pretty much all day, so much that it’s become part of everything, not even a separate thought or desire, but thoroughly entwined into every waking and even sleeping hour. Maybe, he sometimes thinks, it’s not real anymore, or maybe it’s so real that its failure—or, rather, his failure to keep her after the kiss, after sex—would kill everything the world now means to him. Loss of Kate and loss of life would literally be indistinguishable. So he daren’t.


Four summers now, he’s watched Kate’s arms get so brown in the sun, the hair on them turns gold. Kate says her real father was Italian or maybe American Indian.


“Everybody wants to say they’re part American Indian. Have you noticed that? ‘I’m one-eighth,’ they say. Kind of strange. Like do they have a blood test or something?” she often says. “Only I think I really am. Or maybe just Italian,” she says. “But I would never say it because of all these other idiots saying it.”


Kate’s real father, the partial American Indian or Italian, had a goofy smile. Louis knows from the photos he’s seen of him with Kate at a swim meet. She’s in a bathing suit, holding a trophy in her right hand; her left hand, still pudgy like a kid’s, sits on his shoulder. He’s on one knee next to her, an arm around her waist, just beaming into the camera. He started her swimming when she was only four, and she was good. She gave it up years ago, but the trophies sit on top of her bookcase. Sometimes Louis catches her smiling up at them.


They turn over on their backs and he puts one hand on her leg, that glorious leg, and uses the other like a paddle to get them both moving together over to the diving board. She puts her hand on his and he tries to send a thought to her telepathically: The rest of my life, I’d like to go wherever you go. Wherever you are, that’s where I want to be. Over and over, he thinks this as he stares up at the white-and-blue fiberglass. Will she feel something here, under the diving board, and know it’s a message from him?


In the last months of high school, Louis begins laying the groundwork for what he hopes will be the day he states the obvious: I love you, Kate.


He wants to live with Kate at college as boyfriend and girlfriend, not just friends. And it will take something dramatic, like college, to do that, break the friend connection and make it new. They’ve both applied to Berkeley and plan to live together off campus, in an apartment with a balcony. Kate is set on having a balcony.


“Why?” he asks.


“I don’t know,” she says, but then she explains that she’s always imagined herself on a balcony, one leg tucked between the rails, smoking and watching birds sail by, preferably seagulls.


“I don’t know how many balconies there’ll be in Berkeley, or seagulls, for that matter,” he tells her.


“No, you don’t,” she says. “So just share my fantasy, will you please? Why do we always have to live in the real world?”


Kate’s letter from the office of admissions comes first, and it’s good news: She’s been accepted. He rushes home to check the mail, but there’s nothing for him. The next three days are excruciating. Finally, it’s there, a letter with the pale blue rendering of the University of California’s insignia. It’s heavy, like hers, so there must be paperwork in it, information on financial aid—all the things her envelope held.


But it’s not the same, because his starts with the words “We regret to inform you…” He’s not been accepted to Berkeley, it says, although he is guaranteed a place at any of the other, less competitive UC schools. Less competitive—the words feel like a knife inside his belly.


That night, Louis steals a bottle from his dad’s bar and drinks it in the darkness of their backyard, his spine hard up against the brick wall, his mother’s stupid ferns hiding him in case anyone comes looking. Everything will change now. Kate will make a new life without him, with some man at college. No more boys. Someone real will come into her life now and replace the man Louis aches to become.


How the fuck is he ever going to find the courage to let her know what he really wants? Louis drinks more of the scotch, fighting the urge to gag. He lights a cigarette, smokes it fast, wanting the head rush to give him some new feeling, some sense that he’s changed, become someone who can say those words.


“I didn’t get in to Berkeley,” he tells her the next day as they sit by the pool, shoulder touching shoulder, about to go in. He feels his tongue stick to the roof of his mouth, so nervous about saying the words. “I don’t know … I don’t know what happened. We have the same GPA, right? Your essay must have been better.”


“I told you to say you were a black orphan,” Kate says, but she doesn’t even bother to smile at her own joke; instead, she runs her hand along his forearm, lays her foot, under the water, atop his.


“Honestly,” he says, “I don’t know what to think now, how to plan for the future if we’re not together.”


“I don’t, either,” she says, and they sit there staring at their reflections, at faces wiped blank by disappointment. Finally, after a few minutes, she says something. “We’ll have to pretend it’s the army or something, that you got sent to war. Maybe after a year, you can transfer to Berkeley. Or I can come back here,” she says.


He turns and stares at her chin, which has the loveliest dimple in it. It’s the last trace of childhood on a face that is almost always beautiful now, has gotten prettier every day since they met.


“You looked like a girl when I met you. But you don’t anymore.”


“You looked like a hippie when I met you,” she says, and pulls on the end of his hair, “and you still do.”


“What if I moved to Berkeley and got a job. I could be your boyfriend for a year and sort of … support you or whatever. Keep trying to get into the school.”


He can’t believe he has actually said the word boyfriend. He can hardly breathe now, feels as if the chlorine might burn a hole in his brain.


“You have to start school now; otherwise, you might never do it. Remember that girl Nicky who was going to start a year late so she could get into a better school? She ended up getting a job at Ralph’s or something and a car with a payment. She never went to school.”


“I won’t get a job at Ralph’s,” he says. “I don’t want to be separated.”


She’s smiling at him and her shoulder sits firmly against his, lodged almost, as if it wants to stay there for years. What if he were to kiss her now? This could be the precise moment to transform themselves by kissing. But then again, this is the saddest day they’ve ever shared. Is this really the moment to express the love and desire he feels, both of which have become so intense and constant as to have become, in essence, the very definition of him?


As he watches her, weighing what could be gained and what could be lost, she climbs aboard her blue inflatable and pushes into the center of the pool. He could protest, or charm her back. He could maybe swim out to her and say “I love you.”


“Come on, my Louis,” she says, and pushes the other inflatable toward him.


All he can do now is spend as much time as possible with her and be as present as possible, enjoy every moment, which is why as the weeks go by, he begins to see what’s been in front of his eyes this whole time. Louis is not the only man trying to savor the last days around Kate.


Her stepfather, Don, comes home at five every day, not six or seven like he used to. And everything changes. Right away, Kate goes inside and comes back with clothes on over her bathing suit. She gets quieter, mellower, even seems kind of angry. Louis will try to pull her out of that darkness and back to the joy of their “little blue lake,” as they used to call the pool, but it’s impossible. She will look at Louis with this sweetness and even smile, as if to say, Nice try, but there’s no way she can be happy and free after Don’s come home.


Don’s always cast himself as the savior, and he loves recalling how Kate’s father died without leaving anything: “Nothing in the bank, no insurance, nothing. Hell of a guy, huh? Guess he was hoping a wave would carry them into the future.”


Thank God for Don—that’s the central theme of most conversations—coming along as he did to save the widow and her nine-year-old daughter, the skinny tanned girl with poor posture, shoulders so far forward, you’d only rarely see her little breasts. Big eyes, though, and full lips already. These traits were maybe not obvious to the outside world, but they were certainly visible if you were the person who volunteered to take her to swim practice.


So many of those days, Don had stayed and watched from the car, where he could follow Kate—easy to keep an eye on, always a little taller than the others—watch her goofing around, all confident and playful among her teammates. It was hard to ignore what he saw. A desire stronger than him sometimes got the better of Don right there in the car.


At home, it became harder and harder to walk by if he happened to notice Kate had fallen asleep on the couch or on a lawn chair while her mother was inside or busy. Yes, she was still, technically, a kid, but you could look at her and know what she’d almost become. And she was so very lonely. Heartbreaking. When he got her the dog, she hugged him, actually hugged him. He held on and tried to show her how nice it could be. Maybe a little too soon, because she pulled away. But it was clear how much he cared, because he’d gotten her that dog she loved so much. And now the two of them, or actually all three of them, were intertwined. So much more came to pass after that, so much that was beautiful and incredible and painful, too, of course, for them both.


And now, she’s leaving. A month from now, she’ll be driving to Berkeley in that awful beat-up Honda. He’s offered to buy her a car, but she won’t take it, is even disgusted by the offer, looks at him as if he is the most pathetic creature in the universe.


Don doesn’t want to hide how he feels. And he doesn’t. Everyone can see what he wants, including Louis. One Saturday, when Louis and Kate get out of the pool, Don tells his wife to free up the lawn chair she’s sitting on and come share his chair. Then he motions Kate and Louis over to the now-empty seat.


“Louis, you excited about college?” he asks.


“Yes, sir,” Louis replies.


“Too bad about Berkeley,” Don says.


“Yeah, thanks,” Louis says, and looks back at him. Is that a slight smile on Don’s face?


Kate’s mom murmurs, “Never mind that,” and asks what he’ll be studying. As he answers, Louis watches Don staring at Kate. Unabashedly, openly desirous, all the while his arm draped around the shoulder of the very same wife, talking about how much she wishes she’d gone to a four-year college instead of a two-year one. What a difference it would have made in her life.


“You really think it would have, babe?” Don asks, looking directly at Kate.


“Yeah, I would have never met you,” she says, laughs derisively, and takes a sip from her tumbler.


This is one of the strangest moments of Louis’s life. On one level, he feels like Don’s mirror image, sitting across from him, an arm draped around Kate exactly like Don’s arm sits on Margaret’s shoulders. And it feels good: Kate’s wet hair against his chest, the top of her ear brushing his jaw. This is the first time he’s acted like a boyfriend, and she’s fine with it, has even tucked herself into him. This feels amazing and, at the same time, sickening. He can’t help think this is exactly what Don wants to feel or maybe is feeling right now, through him.


“You’ll visit often,” Don says. “Or we’ll visit you.”


“Is that a threat?” Kate says.


Don laughs too loudly as Margaret jiggles her glass and stares into it disappointedly—all ice, no gin.


Louis hates knowing they’ll be apart, but right now, in this moment, he feels some relief, too. Yes, by leaving Irvine, she leaves Louis, but by leaving Irvine, she also leaves Don.




 


CHAPTER 4


San Francisco


May 1994


Louis goes to the kitchen for a glass of water and to talk himself into calming down. He doesn’t need to panic. Could be nothing, could be she has a concussion, a broken foot—small things. Why assume it’s bad? He goes back to the hall and dials the number in Spain. But whoever has answered, a nurse maybe, doesn’t speak English. He knows a little of the language, mostly from talking with the guys who work in the kitchen of the restaurant below his office—nothing you could or should use with a nurse in Spain.


He says Kate’s name and the woman says “Sí.” Then Louis asks “¿Bien?” and the woman starts speaking in these long and fast sentences. Louis interrupts her and asks, “Is she awake … uh hablar?” Again, the poor nurse goes into a long jag, and Louis just wants to throw the phone. What is she saying—that Kate is awake, or not? Can she talk? It’s useless.


Louis apologizes to her in English and says, “I will call you back. Sorry, perdón.” The nurse clearly has not understood, because she again starts speaking quickly. Louis just says “Bye,” which, finally, the nurse understands. She sighs and responds with her own “Bye-bye.”


He needs to find someone who can help him figure out what’s going on.


When her phone rings, Angela is lying on the couch, watching the news. She wears a pair of thin maroon sweats with flared bottoms. They’re so cheaply made, they shrank the first time she washed them, but she loves them because the cut makes her hips and waist look skinny, even if her ankles are hanging out. She wears a gray cotton sweater over a white T-shirt, and her hair, damp from the shower she took at the gym, is up, held loosely by a tortoiseshell banana clip.


“The Santa Anas are coming!” the weatherman says, and promises to tell the audience more when he returns.


She hears the phone ring but ignores it, too tired to talk with her mom, who, more and more, requires a level of cheerfulness that is hard to conjure after a long day of work. But when she looks at the phone and sees the 415 prefix, the feeling changes altogether. Could it be Kate?


She listens to the voice mail and hears a man’s voice. “This is Louis, Kate’s Louis. I … uh … needed to talk to you about Kate, but I’m not sure if this is the right number. If it is—”


She hits redial and gets off the couch, goes to the balcony door. Louis says he and Kate live in San Francisco. Did she know that? Does she remember him?


“Of course I remember you,” she says. “How are you? What’s going on?”


Louis explains what he knows: Kate had gone on a trip, first to Brazil, and then to Spain, for fun, with two friends—Paul, from San Francisco, and his boyfriend, Liam, who’s English. Louis doesn’t know about the medical condition of the guys, but someone called to say Kate is in the hospital.


“I don’t really understand what’s going on. The nurse kept talking and talking. Since you speak Spanish and since it’s Kate, I thought maybe you could call over there.”


“Yes, sure, I can do that,” Angela says. She feels as if she can’t catch her breath, so she goes to her favorite spot on the balcony, where, if you lean over the edge, you can see the Hollywood sign in the distance.


Louis tells her that Kate has just finished her thesis and has a teaching job at San Francisco State. Things are going so well, he says.


Angela can barely listen, just stares down at the apartment in the next building, where the insomniac lives with a teenage daughter. Angela hasn’t seen Kate in so long, and the last time was far from ideal.


She goes back inside, to the kitchen, where a thick glass filled with pens sits next to a pad decorated with the smiling faces of the local Realtor, who wants badly to sell her apartment. He courts her with penlights, sewing kits, and other Realtor flotsam. She turns on the microwave light and asks Louis to repeat the number, then jots it down. Then she stands, mute, leaning on the new counters, whose hard and clean stone edges would have given her a small but certain sense of accomplishment only ten minutes ago but now barely manage the job of making her feel supported. In that modest little patch of yellowish light, as if painted by Caravaggio of the sad new century, she listens to Louis talk about Kate and how happy she is now, how much stronger and happier than ever.


“I’ll find out what’s going on and then call you back,” she says.


“That would be great,” Louis replies. “You’re great. Thank you.”


Angela decides to boil water for tea. She fills the plastic kettle that plugs into an outlet, pushes down its lid, a little off after one particularly hard dishwasher ride, then stands there staring, arms crossed. She reaches down and opens a cabinet, behind which sit her phone books. What’s the time difference? How can she not know? Then again, why would she? It was her parents and family doing the calling when she lived in Spain, not her. And that was years ago.


Nine hours ahead. So it’ll be about 8:30 in the morning. Angela stares at the kettle, which is emitting the first bubbling sound of its contents beginning to boil, then around her apartment, trying to come back to the way things were just five minutes ago. Forget tea; she wants wine. She was trying not to drink tonight, but everything has changed now. She pours a glass of cabernet, then goes back to the couch with the phone, ready.


Angela dials and waits for the foreign-sounding tone. The phone in that hospital or clinic rings and rings, but no one picks up. Angela hangs up and tries again. Still nothing. The weatherman was right about the wind. Already, Angela can hear the fish-shaped chimes clanging softly against one another outside her French doors. She looks at the plate of glass-noodle salad she just ate, empty except for a pile of lemongrass sitting there like so many tiny, discarded wind instruments, and she wonders what to do.


She redials, and again it rings and rings. Nothing. Then she pets the suede couch, looks at the Elle Decor on the coffee table, The Economist next to it—signs, symbols that say, This is your home, your hard-earned couch, your magazines. Still you, still your life.


Kate. Isn’t it something, the way a person’s name and the feelings they stir inside you can pull you emotionally out of whatever situation you were in and thrust you into a totally different and unknown place?




 


CHAPTER 5


In Madrid with Las Meninas


1989


Walking down Calle de la Princesa, Angela keeps her head down, nuzzles the purple wool scarf her mother knit for her, which Angela has wrapped around her mouth and nose. She’s trying to stay upbeat and positive, but it’s hard because the scarf smells of Cartier, the perfume her mother wears, and this makes Angela miss her even more. Maybe the smell rubbed off when she tried on the scarf, checking the length, or trying to see the garment the way her daughter would in a week’s time. Or, knowing her mother, such a romantic, she probably took one of the little bottles she buys for five dollars at the Swap Meet and actually pressed its tiny round mouth to each end of the scarf. But it’s backfired. A gesture probably meant to say Remember that you are loved only gives a sweet olfactory definition to this unbearable sadness Angela feels.


Stop walking and find a way to change the subject. Go look in the window of the bakery, at the square cakes dressed in children’s colors of pink and green frosting—petit-fours—and the shiny caramelized peaches and strawberries on the tarts, glowing in the warm track lighting. Watch the old lady inside, who’s picking out treats and wearing so much Pan-Cake makeup that she herself looks like a powdered doughnut. Close your eyes and breathe deep. Take in the smell of butter and sugar that have permeated the door, the windowsills, maybe even the welcome mat. Everything will be fine. She’ll meet Kate at Café Sur in a few minutes and talk it through. Everything will be fine.


Angela turns and heads toward Plaza España, forcing her eyes up to the sycamores. They’re beautiful, their thick bodies covered in a patchwork of brown, cream, and gray, soft as suede. Three months ago, when she first arrived in Madrid, these trees provided a cooling canopy over the city’s steaming streets. Now, the giants have nearly gone bald, barely holding on to a handful of brown leaves at the very top.


How could I be so stupid? Angela wonders. What will Kate say about sleeping with a married man she met in the Metro? He’d been so bold, standing there on the crowded train in his caramel-colored coat over a white shirt and dark tie, his dark hair curvy and shiny, a big smile on his face as he shamelessly stared at her, swaying in her direction at every stop. But he was handsome, and so brazenly interested that it made her chuckle.


“Latin men,” she said aloud in English.


He shrugged, smiled, and said in English, “Will you join me for dinner? Or is there someone else? Another Latin man?”


Emilio, that’s his name, took Angela to a cava, a small bar where they specialize in wine and tapas and where the rooms are decorated with pillows and lit with candles. He ordered enough food for a family of four and eventually asked to take her to a hotel with balconies that looked out on a lovely little plaza.


“It’s beautiful, because of the yellow streetlights,” he said. Then, in perfect English, he added, “The phosphorous light.”


An hour later, on a bed bathed in phosphorous light, as promised, she sat next to him, cross-legged, gliding her hand slowly over his leg, stomach, chest. She once saw a program on the Everglades that showed a boat zooming above the mangroves. That is how her hand felt, partially submerged in all that hair, moving toward his chin.


“Yankee, behave,” he growled, wanting to sleep.
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