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The Nocturnal Picnic
The parents mutter about almost being
murdered by owls and bats; the children
hug large red stones to their chest
to hold them down. In the woods
behind them, leaves are moving
although there Is no wind.
They seem tired and glad irs over, as
they walk at dawn through the wet meadow,
carrying their empty baskets.

--Gregory Orr
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P.O.

P.D.'s father held the chair high above his head.

His elbows buckled

as he lifted it even higher, -then brought it crashing to the floor.
on its side as the right arm separated from the body.

It landed

P.D.'s mother let out

a small scream, the top of her head bobbing up, then down, fast, as the
scream escaped.

His father was silent.

P.O. dangled his feet over the edge

of the loft, like a little boy, watching the scene from above.

His mother

bent over the ,.broken furniture downstairs, holding the arm to the body,
letting go, and sighing as they came apart again.

Frost covered the

windows in the loft so P.O. couldn't tell if it was snowing.

He looked at

his older brother, Matthew, who. sat next to him, also dangling his feet as
he stared at the windows; it was like Matthew could see outside,

his eyes

not focussed on P.O. or what was happening downstairs.
George Eakins looked up from what he had done and P.O. met his gaze.
Lois Eakins, P.D.'s mother, held the splintered pieces of rocking chair in
her arms, like a baby, and P.O. could tell that her mind was at work on how
to fix it.

The look on his father's face told him that it couldn't be fixed,

that the rocking chair, destroyed as an example of what his father had
really wanted to do to Lois, was gone.
a brief second his father felt guilty_

George's look also told him that for
But then, as he left Lois and
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disappeared into the downstairs bedroom, he mumbled under his breath:
"Goddamn bitch, goddamn bitch, goddamn bitch:
"Goddamn bitch, goddamn bitch, goddamn bitch," Lois Eakins repeated
after several moments of silence.
asking herself questions:
bitch?"

But it sounded more to P.O. like she was

"Goddarnn bitch?

Goddamn bitch?

Goddamn

Her whispering was there, in the background, but his mind moved

on to something outside the small cabin.
snowmobile.

It was his responsibility now.

He was thinking about the
Now that his grandfather was

too old to use it, or even enjoy his using it, and his father didn't use it at
all, the machine was his.

He knew how to start the engine and he knew

how fast to take the turns on the hilly roads around Lake Elwood without
turning over.

He had flipped it once, with Matthew, who had cried for so

long that their mother had thought he might get sick, even though Matthew
was older.

Nothing had been broken, but his brother had declared that he

never wanted to ride a snowmobile again.
His mother abandoned the rocking chair, passing the foot of the stairs
to the loft as she entered the living room.

Without warning, his father

came out of the downstairs bedroom and cut her off in front of the sofa.
She looked at him and sat down, crossing her legs, as he stood over her,
silently glaring, his fists clenched.
both stood.

Then she stood up.

He sat down.

They

She tried to retreat to the dining room but he passed under the

stairs and cut her off again.
"This is ridiculous,

II

she said, circling the stairs, George following.

She started to climb to the loft but stopped when P.D.'s eyes locked with
hers.
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"Peter," she said.
hair.

"Matthew."

She ran her fingers through her brown

She turned around, and went to stand by the broken rocking chair in

the dining room.

P.O. withdrew his legs from under the railing of the loft,

stood up, and walked to the top of the stairs, descending halfway .

His

brother was simply watching him.
"Dad," P.O. said.
"What?" His father wore a cardigan and red goosedown overalls, the
The -shoulder straps were off the shoulders and fell

kind made for skiing.

down almost to his knees, forming two U-shaped loops in front and in back.
"Let her go."
"We're not finished.

There's more I have to say."

His mother clasped her hands behind her neck and P.o. knew she was
probably asking herself how she would explain the broken chair to his
grandmother.

P.O. knew his father would make her do the lying, and she'd

have to say something about some freak accident.
"We haven't settled anything," his father said.
"For Christ's sake, it's almost Christmas!" Lois screamed.
P.O. and Matthew were at various points on the stairs and George
stood between his wife and his children.
disappeared into the

They all were silent.

downstairs bedroom,

Then Lois

Matthew returned

to the

upstairs bedroom with a book, and George pulled the loops of his overalls
up to his shoulders.
into the kitchen.

P.O. was left alone on the stairs as his father went

He heard the back door open and close, and he waited for

the wave of cold air to hit him.

It took nineteen seconds from the time his

father closed the door to the instant the draft passed where he stood.
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Usually his grandparents were with them over Christmas.

As P.O. put

on his coat, his boots, his gloves, and his hat, he realized that the presence
of his father's parents at the lake had been far more useful than pleasant;
that, to his parents, it had been like having servants.

P.D.'s grandmother

cooked and P.D.'s grandfather chopped the wood, shovelled the snow, made
the fires.

His mother had some quiet time away from her own household,

and his father could enjoy the luxuries he had enjoyed as a child.

Did his

parents know they used their parents, and had his grandparents known they
were being used?

He left the cabin by the back door, going outside to

watch his father chop wood.
George chopped mechanically, apparently unaware of P.D.'s presence
on the back step.

Around them the silence of the forest was broken only by

the rhythmic beat of axe hitting logs.

It struck wood and the logs rose as

George brought the axe up to chop again, so he swore, lowering both axe
and log, stomping on the log with his foot, and finally standing on the log
with both feet as he tugged at the axe.

P.O. listened to the chop, the oath,

the stomp, and the sigh as his father finally freed wood from axe.

Then

again: the chop, the oath, the stomp, the sigh, chop, oath, stomp, sigh.

It

didn't stop for a long time.
Then his father carried a load of logs past P.D. and into the cabin.
'You can get the rest, since you have nothing better to do," George said
to his son as he walked by.
P.O. followed the path through the snow to the pile of logs his father
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had made.

He picked up a few and went inside, crouched over and walking

quickly to avoid dropping anything.

His father had opened the fireplace

screen and was making a fire .
"Your grandfather chops all that goddamn wood every summer and
stacks it outside," George said, his back to his son.

"It only gets wet and I

have to spend an hour doing what he already did. n
There were four cords of wood behind the cabin, buried in a foot of
snow, P.O. noticed, as he went back outside. When he returned to the living
room a fire was blazing.
"I don't know why he couldn't stack some where it'd stay dry.

In the

shed,· George said.
"Is there room?" P.O. asked, placing his load on the hearth.
"There'd be room if he'd sold the snowbmobile.

Now I'll have to do

that. •
"You're going to sell it?"
"I'm sure as hell not going to let it sit there for another year, then pay
to have it tuned up again next December.

Not any more than you boys use

it. "
"I use it, Dad."
"Like hell you do, • George said.
"I do. Matthew and I both do."
"Your brother can't even drive one."

George left the cabin and P.O.

walked behind him, as far as the remaining logs.
"Your big brother's too damn scared of the noise it makes."
A few minutes later, as he came outside to get the last load of logs,
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P.O. met his father coming down the path from the shed.
"Watch the fire: George said. -And keep it going."

P.O. picked up three pine logs but one slipped from his arms, landing
on his right foot.

It didn't hurt; his boots were too thick.

His father

walked along the side of the cabin, following the path down to the lake.

He

carried a bucket and pulled Matthew's old sled behind him, the sled gaining
speed as George went down the gentle slope to the shoreline.

One of the

small red flags that were used to mark holes in the ice fell off the back of
the sled.

P.O. started to call out, but his father turned around, noticed the

lost equipment, and left his sled long enough to retrieve it.

P.O. went

inside and did his Physics homework by the fire, flipping pages every few
minutes to check answers in the back of the book.

When the fire started to

die, he pushed _aside the screen and dropped another log on top.
escaped in sudden bursts.

Sparks

He tried to return to his work, sitting back down

in his chair, but his concentration was gone.

Instead he closed his eyes.

Matthew was reading in the little bedroom off the loft, and Lois did
not appear from the downstairs bedroom for a long time.

P.O. opened his

eyes and checked his watch; it was noon, Christmas eve.

He got up and

added another log to the fire.

He hadn't heard the cause of his parents'

fight that morning--he and Matthew had been wrapping presents in the
bedroom when it started--but he knew that it never would have happened
if his grandparents had been there.

If his grandfather weren't ill and they

had been able to drive up from Ohio the morning would have been quiet.
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The level of tension in the cabin might have been just as high, but his
father probably would've gone ice fishing right after breakfast and nothing
would've been said.
played cards.

His grandmother and mother and brother would have

He and his grandfather would have gone for a walk.

It was

the first time he had seen the tops of his parents' heads circle the
staircase, reversing direction, stopping, then repeating everything.
home there was no loft to watch from.
Christmas tree as the clock 'struck one.

At

He was counting candy canes on the
There were eighteen.

Lois opened the bedroom door and passed under the stairs.

P.O. could

see her in the kitchen slicing cheese; then she spotted the broken chair,
untouched from that morning, and left her work, picking up the pieces and
shaking her head.

She pulled both arms completely off, then the cushions.

The cushions she put in the closet by the pantry.
the legs.

Then she tried to remove

Not strong enough for this, she carried the arms and body into

the living room.
"Peter, I'd like you to see if you could break this up a bit," she said.
nAt least the arms and legs will make good firewood."
She returned to the kitchen, and P.O. soon heard drawers opening and
dishes clanging against Formica.

He pulled off the chair's legs and stacked

the wood next to the logs he'd carried in earlier.
three of them ate lunch.

Matthew appeared and the

P.O. asked his mother to make sure the fire didn't

go out, and she said she and Matthew were planning to play gin rummy at
the card table in the living room, and that it shouldn't be a problem.

P.O.

put on his coat, his boots, his gloves, and his hat. and went outside.
He walked along the side of the cabin, past the dining room window
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and two empty bird feeders.

He could see his father's bright red suit out

on the lake, far off the end of the point.

Staying in his father's bootprints

was easy, and as the figure of George grew larger, P.O. counted his
footsteps.

He went as high as forty, but then he stopped whispering each

individual number to himself.

Instead he just started again at one,

progressing up to nine, with a "fifty" or "sixty" in place of a "ten."

There

were two peninsulas jutting out from the inhabited side of Lake Elwood.
On one stood an old hunting· lodge, now owned by a large family of dentists
from Detroit.

On the other peninsula stood the Eakins' cabin, small, dark,

only visible from the north side, the side that faced the vast empty
shoreline of the lake's northwest end.

There were a number of other

summer homes on Lake Elwood, between Drapers' Point and P.D.'s cabin,
covering the half circle of a wide bay.

But beyond the Eakins' stretched

open water, open sky, and deserted shoreline.

The land across the entire

north end held only trees.
His father sat on his minnow bucket like he sat on the toilet, feet
spread and hands on his knees. Around him were holes in the ice, each with
a little red flag.

P.O. tried to stop counting, now at "one-hundred-seventy

six," but his mind wanted to add, as he approached his father, his boots
crunching on the ice-layered snow.
"Dad, I'll pay for the snowmobile to be tuned up next year,"
as he arrived at George's side.
His father was silent.
movement.
"Any luck?" P.O. asked.

P.O. said

"It's worth it to me."

They both stared at the holes, waiting for
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"No."
With a small shovel from the sled, George had cleared away a patch of
snow in order to drill the holes.

P.O. picked up the shovel, braced the end

of it in the ice, and leaned on it.

George stood and walked over to a flag.

When he came back he stood by his bucket, gazing off in the direction of
the cabin.
"I suppose the fire's gone out," George said.
"No. I asked Mom to watch it."
"Shit."
George held out his hand and P.O. handed him the shovel, which his
father used to break the thin layers of ice already forming on his holes.
P.O. wanted a flag to go up.

Each winter his father cuaght a dozen small

fish, but it had never been when P.O. was with him.

Usually George

appeared, cold and quiet, after a long day alone on the lake, with a couple
of frozen fish on his sled, and P.O. wished he'd been there when the flags
had stood up straight, marking the catch.
"She and Matthew are playing cards," P.O. said.
"No they're not," his father replied.
but P.D. knew to turn around and look.

He didn't motion toward the cabin
His brother was waving.

Matthew

stood by the bird feeders, in the only area of treeless space near the cabin;
then, when neither P.D. nor his father waved back, Matthew turned and
headed off into the birches and pines.

P.O. could see his brother's bright

red hat for a surprisingly long time, as Matthew walked out toward the
main county road.
mother.

He often went on walks, either alone or with their
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"The snowmobile is a needless expense," George said.
"We use it," P.O. said. "At least I do."
"Where are you going to get the money to have it tuned?

If you're

going to abuse it then forget it; I'll sell it this week while we're here.
Your grandfather didn't buy it just to have you--"
'" said I'de take care of it, Dad."
In the distance P.O. saw only the cabin now.
would soon return.

Matthew was gone, but

He never walked very far--usually just to the road and

back.
"It's worth it to me to keep it," P.O. repeated.
It looked as if it might snow.

The sky was consistently gray from

horizon to horizon, and as P.O. looked up he saw the dark silhouettes of
three birds flying over from the north end of the lake, their wings flapping
in unison--probably geese, he thought.

A cold wind sprayed a layer of

snow over the surface of the lake, and every few minutes George had to
brush off his tackle box with the back of his gloved hand.

Time passed

slowly, as P.O. stood next to his father, and no red flags went up.

Instead

they fluttered in the wind, their thin wire poles bending down toward the
ice.

P.O. could barely make out the spot he had cleared two days ago in

order to skate.

He had chosen the small bay on the south side of their

peninsula. out of the strongest wind and where the lake was smoothest, as
the site for his outdoor rink.

He usually skated at least once a day when

they were at Lake Elwood for Christmas, working on the things he would've
worked on if he were at home practicing.

But this year he hadn't felt much

like it since that first day, and now the ice was virtually gone beneath the
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deep new drifts.
Matthew returned from his walk after half an hour, his red hat
passing through the trees and up to the back door.

He looked happy, P.O.

thought, although this time his older brother didn't wave, or even strain to
see out on the lake.
It was late afternoon when George finally collected his flags and
other equipment.

He opened the minnow bucket and removed all the

minnows that had frozen, tossing them onto the snow.
from the holes.

P.O. pulled up lines

The sky in the north had grown dark, almost purple, and

lights had come on at the Drapers' and one or two other cabins.

George lett

lines and flags at three of his holes, the ones that he could see from the
cabin, so that there might be a catch waiting for him tomorrow morning
and he could spot it from the living room, going out to retrieve it before
breakfast. He gave P.O. the sled to pull and they headed toward the shore.
"I thought it was going to snow," P.O. said to his father as they
climbed the gradual bank.

The birches creaked in the wind above them, but

it still had not snowed.
-A warm fire sure will feel good," George said.

He took the sled rope

from P.O. and headed toward the shed behind the cabin.

P.O. followed. They

put away the sled, the bucket, the lines, and the flags, and as they walked
up to the back door the hollow sound of piano music could be heard.
Matthew,

playing

Christmas

carols

on

the

old

upright

that

It was
their

grandparents had bought to have in the cabin during the summers, when the
boys stayed for many weeks and Matthew needed to practice.
"He's not improving,· George said ·as they entered the warmth of the
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kitchen. "He just plays."
"Not all the time." said P.D.
"Have you ever seen him really work hard at something?"
P.O. was silent.
"He doesn't .work like you do, Peter," his father said quietly.
Some of the keys on the piano were severely out of tune--it was
nothing like their new Steinway back home--but Matthew seemed to enjoy
his music, glancing toward the living room as he came to an easy section
in each carol.

Lois was stretched out on a rug by the fireplace, her mouth

open. eyes closed, a blanket draped over her front.
had gone out hours ago.

The fire looked like it

P.O. waited for his father to come in from the

kitchen, where he was still struggling with his boots, and as Matthew
stopped playing, then started again, this time with a slower tune, Lois
rolled onto her other side.

P.O. sat on the sofa and listened to his brother's

music, watching the Christmas tree lights change from one color to the
next.

The fact that P.D.'s mother had fallen asleep by the fire, letting the
flames reduce eventually to ash, ruined Christmas Eve.
to bed early, quietly, bitterly.

They had all gone

But at least it had been quiet, P.O. thought,

as his father left the breakfast table the next morning.
George's grapefruit rind into the trash.

His mother tossed

The noise soon started in the

living room, the bellowing, the coarse stream of swear words that poured
from George's mouth, then an eerie silence as he saw the presents under
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the tree and began to cry.

P.O. noticed his brother was squeezing his

grapefruit half, the juice dribbling into his spoon along with a seed or two.
Lois left the kitchen and went to George, sitting next to him on the sofa,
holding him, and they cried together.

P.D.'s father apologized for spoiling

another day and P.O. thought he heard his mother whisper not to worry
about it.
Matthew helped him finish clearing the table and they washed dishes,
Matthew scrubbinp, P.D. drying and putting away.
other room.

It grew silent in the

P.O. told his brother that he was going for a snowmobile ride

before they opened presents, but Matthew didn't want to go with him,
folding his dish towel and climbing the stairs.
It was colder outside than it had been the day before.

P.O. performed

the necessary steps to start the engine of the snowmobile; he removed the
cover, backed the machine out of the shed, and pulled the choke out just
long enough to get the motor going, pushing it back in when he saw the
first blue smoke escape.

He let the snowmobile warm up for a few

minutes, then he began to move down the drive to the main road.

He was

remembering how his mother had greeted Matthew and him as children,
when they returned from snowmobile rides.

She would turn away from her

work, hunch her shoulders, and make an '0000000' sound as she came toward
them, arms outstretched.

Usually Matthew would take off his mittens and

touch her cheek so she could feel how cold they really were.

Matthew's

glasses would be all fogged up and their mother would shiver and smile.
She'd let them feel the warmth of her own hands, which were always hot
in comparison to theirs.
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The snowmobile whined as P.D. increased to full speed on the road. He
counted telephone poles .

He passed the turn in the road where his

grandparents had gotten stuck last Christmas.

They had been too stubborn

to walk to the cabin for help and P.D. had come across them on the
snowmobile as he returned from taking a fruit cake to the Drapers.

His

grandfather was trying to push and his grandmother sat behind the wheel.
They had seemed so small and frightened to him.

He had given his

grandmother a ride to the 'cabin and come back with Matthew to push the
car out of the snowbank, his grandfather now behind the wheel.
He reached the end of the main road.

A tall snowbank rose above him,

but an opening had been cut by other snowmobiles and he passed through,
following a path into the woods at a slower pace.
slope to the lake.

The path led down a

He guided the machine over the tops of bushes, peeking

up from the whiteness, and onto the flat surface of the north end of Lake
Elwood.

He returned to full speed.

The sky looked much like it had

yesterday, all gray, and the bare tree trunks shrank rapidly behind him as
the sky grew, the snowmobile carrying him straight into the most open
part of the lake.

Near the far eastern shore there was an island, very

small, and he headed toward it. He had never been behind the island during
winter.
It began to snow as he crossed the wide open space.

The wind hit his

face and burned, but he knew that the air was really still--if he stopped
moving there wouldn't be any wind at all.

He ducked down behind the

windshield and heard only the engine, grinding beneath him, then he sat up
erect, his eyes watering as the wind hit him once again.

The island grew
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and grew.

He had never seen any signs of wildlife in the island's trees,

even when he and Matthew had taken their lunches and canoed out there
several times in the summers, and now was no different.
of birches and poplars lined the bank.

Only thin stalks

The birds he'd spotted yesterday

were nowhere to be seen, neither in the trees nor high above him.
The snow came down heavily now, in big, wet flakes, as he passed the
There were no snowmobile tracks but he kept going as

island on his right.
fast as he could.
shoulder.

When he was behind the island he looked back over his

His family's cabin, the closest building to the northern half of

the lake, was out of sight.
engine.
guessed.

He stopped the snowmobile and turned off the

He sat there for a short time--maybe ten minutes at most, he
The snow landed on his face almost like raindrops.

around him

b~~

nothing had changed.

He looked

The only sounds were those of his

own breathing, and a lone tree that creaked in the woods somewhere off to
the left.

And the inert snowmobile ticked mysteriously.

No one was around. No one could hear him if he felt like screaming, or
if he had to scream.

No one could see him if the ice cracked, the island

blocking his view of the cabins, and their views of him.

As he sat there,

he felt as he sometimes felt when he watched his father ice fish.

He knew

there was something about this feeling that was important; it was so
completely different from any other feeling he'd ever had.

But he couldn't

distinguish what it was that frightened him, other than his momentary
isolation, or excited him, for that matter, and soon he began to worry that
the engine wouldn't start.

Nervously he turned the key, and it did start,

easily. He emerged from behind the island, having made a complete circle.
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His grandfather had told him that the island was originally a peninsula
coming off the east side of the lake, but water had washed away the
connecting soil, leaving a clump of trees cut off from the shore.
The tracks he'd made on the way out were already disappearing
beneath a fresh layer of snow.

He hurried back to the cabin, put the

snowmobile away in the shed, and went inside, shaking cakes of snow from
his boots.

From the kitchen he could hear the fire hissing, and his mother's

voice said something calmly, Matthew responding in a similar voice.

His

father was in the downstairs bedroom, and Matthew and his mother were
at the table playing cards.
room.

They looked up, nodding, as he came into the

When his father appeared the four of them opened their presents .

2
Corinne

Some people identified me by my hair, since it was my best quality.
Long and gold.

When I couldn't sleep at night I often lay in bed and stared

at the wall, trying to picture my friends' faces in the blankness next to
me.

I saw their hair first, always, then the shapes of their heads, then

their clothes.

But it took a while before their faces came into focus on my

wall, even if it was a friend I had just seen that evening, and when I lay
there and never saw their expression I knew that they weren't very good
friends.

Faceless and unimportant.

Useless.

My best friends usually held

one particular countenance in my memory, a moment when I found them
especially amusing and worth listening to, and I kept moving on from best
friend to best friend until I forgot about the wall and fell asleep.

I always

saw my little sister with that whimpering look she gave me if she'd gotten
into trouble.

I saw my friend Stacey in hysterics, for we got silly

together a lot--when we were smashed, especially--and I saw my friend
Sue talking about men.
but I saw him anyway.

P.O. I sometimes saw.

He wasn't a friend really,

All my friends fit into my definition of what a

friend should have been, except P.O., so I really didn't think he was a
friend.

Friends didn't have to identify me by my hair, but P.O. did. To him I

was blonde and female.
I've always had plenty of friends.

I've always had

everything, I guess; my mother has made sure of that.

plenty of

The day I met P.O.
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and his father was the same day my mother went to the high school to talk
to Mr. Kenney, my advisor. and excuse me from my morning classes for the
next two weeks.

Judy had arranged for some famous ballroom dancers to

come to the rink and work with the skaters. and for two weeks I was to
have private instruction every morning.

I think my mother had suggested

to JUdy that the skaters needed ballroom, and I know that she convinced
Mr. Kenney that we did.
that first day

I

My mother tried to convince Mr. Eakins as well, on

but he just looked at her and smiled, with this arrogant

glow about him, and my mother laughed nervously.

Mr. Eakins was not Mr.

Kenney.
"Hi." P.O. said to me.
I didn't say "hi" back.

Instead I thought about how skinny he looked.

Sickly, almost.
And I said: "Judy wants us to stroke:
"Isn't she going to watch us?"
"After a while.

She wants us to warm up first."

said was that she wanted us to get to know each other.

What she'd really
"This is the way

she runs try-outs."
He took my hand.

We both wore gloves.

I usually wore mittens at the

rink. but my mother had told me that it must be difficult for the boy to
hold on when he couldn't even distinguish one finger from another.

These

gloves were my mother's, and they had a small hole in the palm of the right
hand, and I concentrated on this during our first lap around the rink.

I kept

my head up and my hair stayed out of my face. My mother had bought me a
new sweater and she'd taken me over to Yvonne's for a trim, all on the day
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before the try-out.

She had wanted to buy me more clothes but I told her

she was being ridiculous.

I told her that I'd seen P.D. Eakins at the rink and

that the try-out was not going to work.

Then we slipped into the

conversation we'd been having for a month now; I said I didn't understand
why Judy had to move to Chicago, or why she wanted me to dance with P.O.
Eakins, or why we moved here just because Judy did.

My mother reminded

me of Judy's gigantic qualifications and of all the years I'd taken from her,
not forgetting the part about it not being easy to find a partner, and
emphasizing my beauty, my inteligence, and my talent.

wish I'd let her

buy me the extra sweaters.
We circled the rink a few times before P.O. said anyth ing else.
so nervous it made me feel fantastic and powerful.

He was

I waved at my mother

and both she and Mr. Eakins waved back.
"Is your dad staying?" I asked P.O.
"Is your mom?"
"She has to. Judy's asked her to play the music."
As I said this, my mother and Mr. Eakins moved from where they were
sitting to the music booth, a small room with glass walls at one end of the
rink.

I saw the fluorescent lights blink a couple of times before they came

on, and my mother gently pushed P.D.'s father out of the way so that she
could get to the tape machine.

The music booth sat above the rink, its

view of the ice taking in everything from a higher level, and when my
mother sat down her head disappeared and I couldn't see her anymore.
Eakins remained standing, behind my mother's chair.
"So what's Judy like?" P.O. asked ·me as we glided by the booth.

Mr.
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"What's she like?"
He nodded.

"What kind of pro is she?

What kinds of things does she

make you do? You know."
"No, I don't know," I said
"I'm going to get off for a minute," he said suddenly.

I expected him to

explain what he had to do, but he didn't say anything else.

I think I

shrugged.
I went and talked to Stacey and Todd and some other people, who were
all standing by the barrier.

Sue was having a lesson with Judy.

me he'd seen this fabulous movie last night.

Todd told

I took off my mother's gloves

as he talked to me, pulling at them finger by finger.

The hole was growing.

I stuck my nose through it, the glove resting on my face as I threw my head
back, and Todd and Stacey laughed.

After Stacey skated off, I told Todd

that there was absolutely no way I was skating with P.O., but Todd said
P.O. was a good friend of his, so I said I'd have to see the movie soon, and I
skated away.
I did some dances by myself, easy ones, the ones I'd already tested
and passed and knew I could do well.

I saw Judy looking at me, then

looking up at the music booth, where P.O. had gone. He and his father were
talking, and I wished I could see my mother's face as she listened to every
word.

Usually one dance was played right after the other, a continuous

stream of waltzes and tangos, but now there was a long pause. Judy had to
pick up the phone on the barrier, the one that rang in the booth, and remind
my mother that there was complete silence on the ice .
tell my mother to tell P.O. to come out.

I heard Judy also

It was time for our lesson.

He
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took my hand very differently the second time, squeezing hard, enough so
that my ring pinched my fingers, but I didn't say anything.

I realized that

he'd left his gloves in the booth and I wondered if he had meant to do this;
his hands were warm enough, not sweaty like I expected them to be, but
normal. Judy told us to do the European Waltz, a dance we both had passed,
and I sighed.
"Just do it," she said.
So we did, and it was horrible.
were equally stiff and jerky.
cement,

Then we did some others and they

Stilted.

P.O. felt like he was made of

and every time I skated toward him, turning between his feet, he

backed slightly away, just enough to make me whip by him but without
altogether ruining the dance.

I never felt his breath on my face, like I had

with the boys who had helped me through my tests.

I couldn't even catch

his eye, or feel his hand on my back, although it was there.
his other hand, around mine, shaking a little.

All I felt was

It was like he didn't exist,

almost, except for his hand, tugging at me, pulling my arm straight,
wanting me to go one way or the other but without any definition or
strength.
I saw Todd and Stacey and Sue and some others watching us and at
first I tried to look away.

But eventually I glanced over at them, and

grinned, as if I were having the best time of my life.

I saw them try to act

like they hadn't been watching but I knew they were talking about P.O. and
me.

Suddenly, in their eyes, we were a couple, a topic of conversation.

Judy stopped our dance and told us to go back to just stroking around the
rink, and as we did this I felt more and more as if people liked us, were
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impressed by us, and thought we fit together.
care, as long as people liked us.
skater, P.D. 0 r myself.

I didn't agree but I didn't

I wondered who looked like the better

Judy wasn't j udg ing anybody, but instead she

merely nodded and talked in general terms.

was certainly more relaxed

than P.O. P.O. skated faster, but his posture needed work.

P.O. had lived in

Eagle Hill a long time and everybody knew him, but I was somebody they
hadn't already put into a category, or disregarded as no threat, and I was
undoubtedly more friendly than P.O., and everybody thought my mother was
wonderful.

As we skated together I grew more and more used to P.D.'s

stiffness, and as we stopped, gliding over to where Judy stood by the
music booth, I told P.O. to not squeeze my hand so hard because it made my
ring dig into my fingers.

He said he was sorry.

"It was horrible," I told my mother in the car.
rink parking lot.

We pulled out of the

My mother looked both ways first, turned, then let the

steering wheel pass through her fingers as if she were frozen, the car
continuing to move without her guidance.

"He is very stiff and he leans

over too far. Even Judy said that," I said.
"She is supposed to say things like that, Corinne."
"But Judy didn't tell me anything."
"You've taken from her a long time, dear; she knows your faults, and
God knows you should be aware of them, too."
"But that's just it.

He hasn't taken from Judy.

He's taken from

whoever coached dance here before, and he is trained in a completely
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different style.

Judy's going to have to start from the beginning with him,

and I'm not going to sit around and wait while she does it."
"We need to wait a week and see what Judy thinks," my mother said.
"You have the answer for everything."
We were away from the rink now, passing the high school, where
there were only a few cars still left in the parking lot.
was surprisingly warm.

The late afternoon

Small streams of melting snow trickled down the

hill from the main building of the school, and as we turned again, onto the
road that led out to the interstate, the sun hit us head-on.

My mother put

down her visor.
"Look, dear, P.O. Eakins seems like a very nice boy."
"But he's beneath me, Mom.
partner.

You don't understand.

Yes, I want a

And no, I'm not picky, but just because he's the only guy in the

rink who wants a partner to dance with doesn't mean I have to skate with
him. Judy'll find me somebody else."
"I think you're being very picky.
"Maybe I don't want a partner.

It's the first day.

That's all."

Maybe I want to quit."

I took the hairband out of my hair and my ponytail fell apart.

My brush

was on the dashboard, where I'd left it on the way to the rink from school,
and I used it now to brush all of my hair forward, even the shorter hairs
underneath, dropping my head down.

Then I tossed it all back, found my

part, brushed some more, the hairband in my mouth, as my mother said:
"I'm not quite sure what to make of the boy's father."
I made another ponytail with my hands and took the band out of my
mouth, wrapping it around my handful of hair.

Finally I shook my head--a

24

habit; I guess this was to make everything fall into place.
"Mrs. Eakins' first name is Louise, I discovered.

I take it I'll be

meeting her soon."
"You're not taking me seriously," I said . "You're not even listening."
"Of course I'm listening."

I looked at her. "Then do something about this!"
"About what?"
"I'm not skating with him, Mom."
"We'll see."
We pulled onto the highway, leaving Eagle Hill, passing one exit before
we got to ours.

We exited and drove the few blocks to our house . As we

pulled into the driveway I put my brush back on the dashboard, slamming
plastic against plastic.
"I can't skate with him.
said loudly.

I can't!

I don't care if we look good together,"

She turned off the engine and I finally felt like I had her

attention. She looked concerned.
"Corinne ....
"It's not going to work.
here?
time."

don't want to skate.
She was listening .

None of this is working.

Why did we come

I've never wanted to skate, not for a long

"It's all wrong."

She put her hand on my knee.

"Do you mean this, dear?

Really?

Do

you want to talk with Judy tomorrow, just yourself, and see if she can
help you?

Do you need anything?

You can always quit, Corinne.

I've

always said that, and I mean it. You're never in too deep"
I was quiet.

I wondered jf my little sister was home, and jf she saw
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us there in the driveway, having a conversation like two adults.
wondered if she sat by the window, looking out, watching us.
"It's all wrong," I repeated.
"Is there anything more I can do?" she asked me.
"I don't know, Mom. I don't think so,"

Mr. Kenney excused me from my morning classes, as planned, and I
went to my ballroom dance lesson the next morning, in the dance studio at
the rink, across from Judy's office and just off the snack bar.

When my

mother and I got there P.O. and his parents weren't there yet; I asked my
mother why P.O. and I had to do this together, why I couldn't take the
lessons alone, as planned, but my mother was talking to Judy in a low
secretive voice.
"They seem like..."
"Who?" Judy asked.
"The Eakins. P.O. and his father. They...P.D....ls he a hard worker?"
"We'll see, I suppose," Judy said vaguely.
P.O. came in from the parking lot first, followed by his mother and
father.

Mrs. Eakins was tall and slim, with reddish-brown hair, lots of it,

which she had let fall into her face.

But she was well-dressed, in a

leather coat and pale blue cashmere sweater, and she greeted my mother,
Judy, and me very kindly.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Louise," my mother said.
Mr. and Mrs. Eakins smiled.

"Brenda Apps."
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I think it took P.D:s mother a moment to realize that "Brenda Apps"
was my mother's name.

My mother had a way of doing that--startling

people with abrupt statements that seemed to come out of nowhere, and
never explaining what she meant, waiting instead until the other person
happened to figure it out.
Our two mothers shook hands.
Eakins, I noticed, and less attractive.
and he wore thick glasses.

Mr. Eakins was shorter than Mrs.
His hair was dark, slightly greasy,

Our parents and Judy decided to go into the

snack bar and have coffee in one of the formica booths, leaving me with
P.D. by the door to the studio.
The lobby was empty; Todd and Stacey and the rest had all gone to
school already, once the morning sessions had finished.
locked," I told ..him.

"They'll be here in a minute, I'm sure."

"The door's
I tried to smile

at him, but it was difficult when I received such seriousness in return.
He nodded at me. We waited.
He said he'd never taken a class in ballroom dancing before.

His old

coach had forced him to do ballet, but he preferred jazz dance, he said, and
he felt none of it really helped his skating much.
work

helped

on-ice work

considerably,

but

he

said I thought off-ice
didn't continue

the

disagreement.
The world-champion dancers who were our instructors seemed to like
us, me especially; the man demonstrated everything once with his wife
before he grabbed my hand and expected me to know the step well enough
to demonstrate it again, for P.D.'s benefit.
"Oh, das de way, Corinne.

P.D. was jealous.

Das de way," the husband said in his Polish
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accent.
We learned the Quickstep, a dance not too unlike the Quickstep we did
on the ice.

I danced with the husband and P.O. danced with the wife, who

hardly spoke
gestures.

English

at all,

but communicated

instead with certain

Her favorite, with P.O., seemed to be a sharp poking in his lower

back with her long-nailed index finger.

She did this to bring his lower

body closer to her own, but P.O. grew stiffer and pulled away further.

The

wife said something to her husband that I couldn't understand and he
stopped dancing with me.

The husband watched P.O. intently as he tried

the Quickstep again with his wife.
·Wats wrong?

Do you not understand?"

P.O. looked at the instructors.
"Understand what?"
"You are forgetting de third step.
did the third step.

Diss one."

He took my hand and we

The instructors were both perspiring--it was stuffy in

the small studio--and the man's damp shirt felt like a sponge under my
hand.
"No, no. You are still not doing it. Look. Like diss." We did it again.
P.D.'s lips were pressed firmly together.

"That's how you did it a

minute ago," he said .
The man stared at me, shocked by P.D.'s little outburst, as if P.O. were
my responsiblity.

P.O. tried it again with the female instructor but she

stopped him abrubtly, poking her fingernails into his lower back.
"Keep your butt under," the husband said.
I did the Quickstep again with the man and P.O. with the woman; then
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they put us together.

In a way I was relieved, to be away from the man's

sweat, but with P. D. it was more difficult to do .

I had a hard time

remembering the steps and it felt like I should be leading.
and more flustered and tight.
She poked him again .
was going to cry.

P.O. grew more

He was squeezing my hand.
He let go of me and for a second I thought he

The instructors stared at me, the husband especially .

P.O. picked up his sweatshirt from a chair and left, simply left, without
any word or explanation to me or our instructors.
timidly.

He closed the door

Slowly and without definition.

"Oat boy," the man said to me. "He need help."
"He doesn ' take criticism very well yet," I said apologetically.
"No, no," the man replied, shaking his head. "No. Das right.
The woman laughed suddenly, then her husband.

Very true."

For the remaining

twenty minutes I had a private lesson, learning the rest of the Quickstep
and the beginning of a Rhumba.
I came out of the dance studlo and my mother told me P.O. was on the
ice.

Our parents sat in the snack bar, still drinking coffee.

My mother and

Mrs. Eakins chatted quietly--my mother chuckled occasionally--but Mr .
Eakins stood up.

He followed me through mora doors and into the rink.

He

didn't think I noticed him, as if he could casually approach me and ask
questions while I put my skates on.

I knew this was what he planned to do,

so I stopped, gazing down onto the ice, where P.O. was warming up.

I don't

think I especially wanted to talk to Mr. Eakins, but I wanted to skate with
P.O. even less.
P.O. stroked around the rink a few times, then glided, leaning over to
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touch his toes and stretch his leg muscles.
skinny from this distance, from above.

He didn't seem to look as

He seemed shorter and wider.

Mr.

Eakins came and stood next to me, watching P.O. with as little apparent
interest as I did.

I didn't tell P.D.'s father why his son left the studio

twenty minutes before I did: he seemed to know already.
say anything to Mr. Eakins, and he didn't speak to me.

In fact I didn't

We smiled at each

other and turned to watch P.O. some more, who continued to lap the rink
swiftly, his circles growing smaller with each lap until he traced the
perlect red circle in the middle of the ice.
switched direction .

He turned backward and

Mr. Eakins and I watched him, somehow connected in

our mutual disapproval.

3
Lois

Matthew's pale lips repeated the same tempo again and again,
silently, with no variation.

She watched him as he bent over the keyboard,

trying to draw the music closer at the difficult points in the piece, and
she knew that he would back away from the keyboard soon, when the easier
measures arrived.

And he did back away, straightening his arms; then she

hoped he was thinking about the next part, the hardest part, and not
relaxing too much. The next part came and he made it through, but he never
smiled.

His eyes looked as if they were closed.

The head tilted forward,

then backward, then forward again, and his gaze never left his hands,
which she knew were probably shaking.
passed.

She nodded as each measure

The tempo maintained its pace and his memory didn't fail him.
He would often freeze in the middle of a piece he knew quite well,

even sometimes when they practiced in the living room at home, and as he
would

look out the window next to the piano, blinking with

boyish

frustration, she would remember George, and the way he had looked out the
hospital window on the day Matthew was born.

In her memory, George

turned away from the window, as Matthew did eventually, and they both
smiled at her without showing their teeth.

But after his piano lesson

Matthew would always kiss his mother, thanking her, and laugh, and, very
unlike his father, Matthew's teeth would flash then, catching the light
from the window.
Years ago, when Matthew entered high school, George had said that
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she should no longer be her son's piano teacher, although she instructed
most of the neighborhood kids, and that Mrs. Kirby would be contacted,
whose reputation in the Chicago area was impressive, or so George had
heard from another lawyer in the firm.
pianist, he would perform

If Matthew was to be a concert

his best away from his mother.

Now Mrs. Kirby smoothed her wool skirt and glanced at her
fingernails.

George was staring at the floor of the First Presbyterian

Church, seemingly bored, but Lois knew he was perfectly alert.

He always

stared at the floor, or out the window, for long periods of time, as if he
wasn't there at all.

But then he would shake his head slowly back and

forth and she would look at him; after a while he'd shake his head even
more forcefully, once he knew she was watching him. This time she shook
her own head before he had the chance. He looked up from the floor and she
smiled .
But it wasn't the kind of smile she smiled at dinner parties or
when he got home in the evening or when his parents were at the house.
wasn't an attempt to reassure him or calm him down.

It

She smiled at him

with the knowledge that he sensed what she did, that she knew his routine
of displaying his disappointment in one or the other of his sons.

And her

stomach tightened.
Matthew played the last measures quickly, ending the piece, and
his pale lips stopped murmuring the tempo, breaking very briefly into a
grin.

He pushed back the piano bench and it screeched across the cold

stone floor of the church; Lois shivered.

She watched her eldest son stand

up, bow mildly, and walk forward, down the aisle toward his family.
tension was gone, she noticed, now that the recital was over.

His

Matthew
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came and sat by her, kissing her lightly on the forehead.
"Good job: Peter whispered on her right, leaning across; Matthew
said "thanks" softly, but looked proudly at her, not his brother.
Mrs. Kirby stood up and her skirt fell into place.
everyone for coming out on such

a nasty day,

She thanked

pointed toward the

refreshments at the back of the sanctuary, and wished all a safe ride
home.

Matthew had been the final pianist to perform , for he was one of

Mrs. Kirby's oldest and best pupils.
As they ate cookies and drank punch, once again. George was
excluding himself from the group.

Lois watched him as he studied the

paper wreaths left over from Christmas, which covered a card table by the
door.

Each one was made of green construction paper and said "Merry

Christmas" or "Season's Greetings" somewhere amidst the branches, and
most had a child's name printed across the bottom.
primitive," she thought.

He's thinking "how

He's looking at the wreaths and growing angrier,

knowing that next Sunday they will be given back to the children, who will
pass them on to their parents, who will be foolish enough to hang their
child's wreath up somewhere in the kitchen, even with Christmas long
since past, thereby encouraging their child to waste his time again making
holiday gifts out of paper.

That's how he's thinking, she thought.

That's

how little he's appreciating what he sees.
As her family preceded her out of the First Presbyterian Church,
she thought of all the times Matthew had kissed her on the forehead.

Now

he was far too old to be kissing his mother in public, really, but he did it
anyway. She caught up with him and put her arm around his waist.
"I should be giving you

a kiss," she said to him.

"You're the one
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who has done something to deserve it."
"I'm just glad that's over," he answered, his tall frame ducking
under some Christmas decorations that were sagging above the door.
They all got into the car, except George. who scraped the front and
back windshield and kicked some snow from the rear tires.
slammed, then George's.

Three doors

The snow was wet, late-winter snow that

virtually disappeared when it hit the pavement.

Lois noticed the drooping

shrubs at the edge of the church parking lot; they were crushed by the
heavy snow, and as the cars drove by on the street the shrubs turned from
white to brown, the car tires hissing and splashing.

There was a moment

of silence before the next car.
"Mrs. Kirby was pleased," Lois said, turning around from the front
seat to see Matthew's face.
"I'm sUII stiff, especially there at the end," he answered her.
"Well, I can say that I see some improvement in your ability to
stay calm."
"You didn't forget any of it," Peter said.
Matthew nodded.
They

left

the

"That's true."
parking

lot,

thoroughfare that led to the highway.

turning

right

toward

the

main

George drove roughly, stopping

suddenly at lights and accelerating quickly.

One of the lights turned

yellow, then red, and Lois knew that George would go through; he did, then
angled the car to the right and onto the highway.

He stared at the road like

he stared at the floor or out the window, Lois thought, like he was waiting
to release what had been building up.

She didn't smile now, nor shake her

head, mocking him, before he had a chance to.
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"I didn't see any improvement," he said, lifting his chin, looking
into the rear view mirror, and catching Matthew's eye.

"And Mrs. Kirby

seemed pleased only because there were other pupils around.

She'll tell

you what you did wrong when you have your next lesson, I'm sure."
Matthew looked out the window behind Lois, and Lois looked out
her window.

When she turned around she saw Peter glaring at his father in

the mirror from the back seat.
"How can

you

beautiful: Lois said.

say there wasn't any

improvement?

It was

"Certainly smoother than last time; better than that

Bartok thing she had him doing,"
"And he wasn't as nervous this time, Dad," Peter said.
"Do you want to know what I think?" George asked Lois.

"I can tell

you, honestly and calmly, what I think of the way Matthew played, and you
can listen, or you can challenge and interrupt me, and live with this
illusion that he is a perfectly polished pianist."
"I didn't say anything about Matthew being a perfectly polished
pianist. "
They were headed away from Chicago, and as they moved west the
buildings seemed

newer, the old brick warehouses of downtown becoming

cement and glass office complexes and health spas.
"First of all, he would be far more relaxed if he practiced more.
I'm sure Mrs. Kirby has told him that," George said.

"I can't believe she

expects him to be at the level he's supposedly at without a minimum of
two hours of practice a day."
"George--"
"Two hours a day plus some serious work on his confidence
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problem."
"What confidence problem?" Lois asked.
"Shit."
"Matthew has never had a problem with his confidence," Lois said,
her stomach tightening again.

"He's always gotten a bit too nervous,

before and after he started with Mrs. Kirby.

That's aiL"

"We should've had him with Kirby from the beginning,"

George said

plainly, and with a continued reserve in his voice that Lois had heard all
day. A condescending reserve.
She turned away again.

She felt the car sway as they drove in a

wide arc off the interstate, looping a patch of empty space, mostly
snow-covered grass with

a clump

of

shrubs.

Her legs

stiffened

instinctively when George almost didn't stop at the stop sign.

His control

was complete. she thought, over the car and over their safety.

She wanted

to get out and walk along the wide streets of their neighborhood. watching
her neighbors arrive home from church or from the hockey game that their
sons starred in that afternoon.

She wanted to walk back to the house in

the wet snow, in the air that already felt a little like spring.

She needed

to breathe.
"George, let me out," she said suddenly.
He didn't seem to hear her.
"Stop the car. George.

We're almost home.

I'm going to walk the

rest of the way."
"Are you really proud of your performance today, Matthew?"
George was said into the rear view mirror.
your best?

Because if that's true, then--

t1

"Do you honestly feel that was
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"George, let me out!"
He jerked the steering wheel sharply to the right and they drove
partially into someone else's driveway.
for her door handle.

The car stopped and Lois reached

George grabbed her arm but she pulled away, getting

out and slamming the door hard.

His body leaned toward her side of the

car, as if he was trying to put his arm around her, but without her body to
stop him he rocked sideways, then back into his place behind the wheel,
and he drove over a curb and back onto the street.

She heard, as they

pulled away. George say: "Shit!"

She saw Matthew's pale face watching her as George drove off.

His

head turned more and more as the car headed up the street, until he was
looking over his shoulder.

Then a car passed her, its tires hissing on the

shiny pavement, and George's car was gone around a corner.
this strange driveway for a moment.

She stood in

The house looked as big as hers, she

thought, but there wasn't as much space in the front yard.

Her mind was

working clearly now that she felt the air against her face.

Snow collected

on her shoulders, and she brushed it off, walking up the gradual slope.
knew exactly where she was.

She

P.D.'s friend, Ben, lived on the corner and the

high school was off to her left, about two blocks over.

The rink was two

blocks beyond the high school.
She passed through Eagle Hill swiftly, her long legs taking long
strides, her head down, protecting her face from the snow.

More cars

passed her as she got to the corner, crossing a busy street, and she

.

.

wondered if anyone in the cars recognized her.

Even if they didn't know her
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name, some of the women would remember seeing her coat pass them at
the grocery, or maybe they would recognize the way she walked, or her hat.

It

She still had that same horrible tightening in her stomach.

gripped her insides and made her press her lips together, her eyes
watering.

It almost felt like a baby kicking; the sharpness was the same,

and the way it hit her without much warning.

She had to bend over

slightly, just like she did sometimes when she was pregnant, but she could
continue walking at her quick pace and the pain faded.
She passed the entrance to the country club.

All the trees were

bare, the long drive twisting between gray trunks, then vanishing down a
steep hilL There was a parking lot at the bottom, and the club, and a wide
stretch of golf course, completely white now, beyond the buildings.

After

crossing another intersection, and turning another corner, she spotted her
house, at the end of the street on the right.

The driveway rose abruptly.

Skid marks covered the sharp incline from mornings and evenings when the
ice had made it almost impossible to make it to the top, and George's car
now rested on the level part in front of the garage door.

A patch of snow

slid slowly from the roof of the car down the back windshield, already
melting as more snow kept falling.
She climbed the hill and entered her house through the garage.
Taking off her hat and coat, she heard the Chopin waltz Matthew had just
played at the recital, drifting through the dining room and into the kitchen.
He was playing it perfectly, more smoothly than he had in front of Mrs.
Kirby and the other players and parents.

She listened, standing by the sink,

facing the garage and the way she'd come in.

The music grew suddenly

louder, then faint again, as George came in from the dining room.

She
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turned around and saw that look on his face that he had when he shook his
head in disapproval of his sons, the second, more forceful time, atter he
was sure she had noticed what he was doing, and what it meant.

4
George

In the rear view mirror I could see Matthew watching his mother
grow smaller and smaller, and ignoring Peter, who turned away from his
brother and looked at me.
brother.

I didn't have anything to say to Peter or his

After Peter's competition in Milwaukee it had been the same

speech, as we drove home, and Peter nodded and agreed with me. Matthew
was getting to the point now of not nodding or agreeing, but staring
blankly at me, unafraid, yet Peter still listened.
tried to.

Peter took my advice, or

He tried to practice harder and longer and never underestimate

what there was to be done.

Matthew would be leaving for college soon,

and it didn't much matter where he went, as long as he disappeared, letting
Peter stand alone for a while and develop to his highest potential.

I could

coach Peter in skating as well as the coaches at the rink could, for
knowing skating wasn't necessary when the pupil got to Peter's level, but
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knowing how to win was.

I couldn't help but feel Peter's longing to win, to

be coached and pushed. Matthew had never felt anything close to longing.
I held Peter's gaze until he looked down into his lap.

Lois was gone

now around the corner and I found it amusing that she thought she wanted
to walk home; she was regretting it right now, as she waded through
brown snow at the side of the road and cars splashed her, one after the
other.

She was praying that people didn't see us drive past, then spot her

walking alone, and make assumptions.

She was terrified.

I pulled into our driveway and the front of my car angled up
steeply, the engine briefly tugging as we mounted the hill to the level
space in front of the garage.
through the front door.

The three of us got out and went inside

Matthew and Peter both disappeared into their

rooms without hesitation, but Matthew came down a few minutes later and
started playing the piano in the living room.

I walked straight into the den

and closed my door.
Undoubtedly Lois thought I was cold and heartless.

Maybe I was.

That afternoon I was thinking that jf I were to start over, right then, I
never would've had any children.
Lois.

I would not have married, or at least not

And I had told the kids this; they knew it.

It was nothing against

them as individuals--I simply knew that I shouldn't have been a father.

My

efforts were never appreciated, and I could honestly say that at my
calmest and most clear-headed moments I still knew that Matthew and
Peter did not respect what I had done for them.

It had not been a waste of

time, but merely an expense I wouldn't have paid if I'd been starting over.
I didn't regret the births of Matthew and Peter, but then I regretted
nothing.

The any action I ever regretted was my marriage to Lois Jersey.
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And without that there never would've been either Matthew or Peter, and
most of my complicated thoughts would've been greatly simplified.
Maybe I was cold and heartless, as Lois had accused me many
times.

I know that I was honest with myself.

time, but at this point that was over.

I kidded myself for a long

I saw my family as it really was,

knowing who was there to help me, and respecting these supportive people.
knew that I lost control occasionally, and I knew that I'd been abused.
In my den there were many windows that looked out onto our back
yard, and between each window hung a fish that I'd caught at some point.
Most of the fish were trout, and there was one large-mouthed bass I'd
hooked up at Lake Elwood, back behind the island among the weeds.
Matthew and Peter had been very young on the day I got that bass, and Lois
had decided not to go out in the boat with us; she said she felt like reading
and I'd told her she should have brought something up from home to read.
She told me she planned to explore the closets in the upstairs bedroom,
because my mother had said there were old paperbacks buried in with the
old photographs and old games.

She didn't seem to realize that we weren't

going to be at Lake Elwood long enough for her to finish one of my mother's
thick romance novels, and that it didn't make sense to start a book she
couldn't possibly finish.
I remember the day being hazy and the lake incredibly still.

When I

killed the engine, the only sound that remained was the lapping of water
against my aluminum boat.

Peter kept scratching mosquito bites.

From

behind the island all we could see was the north end, where it was
swampy, and where dead trees leaned out over the lake, away from the live
green ones, like telephone poles marking the shoreline.

I showed the boys
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how to bait their hooks, although I'd done this the summer before.
remembered.

Neither

Matthew poked his finger accidentally and wasted a good ten

minutes sucking on it.

Peter and I started fishing during those ten

minutes, but we didn't catch anything for at least an hour.
It was clear to me, as I sat there in my boat, that neither of my
sons would ever be suitable for having children of their own; neither would
ever be good parents, I thought, finding amusement in Matthew's ineptitude
as he tried to bait a hook.

They simply weren't willing to make the

sacrifice, the deeply selfless sacrifice, which
Possibly they had the right idea.

parenthood demanded.

Possibly they saw things that I never

saw as a young man. But r doubt it.
When I got married my father looked at Lois Jersey and told me I'd
found a good woman.

My mother was more cautious, more protective. She

thought I was too young, at twenty-two, for marriage, and I know she
thought Lois didn't fit perfectly into the fantasy of my future wife that
she'd created for herself.

My mother eased herself into my marriage and

consequently got her feelings more deeply hurt when Lois did what she did.
On the day I got the large-mouthed bass it was too peaceful, too
easy for Matthew and Peter, and I felt like I was missing an opportunity to
teach them something, to make them work, and learn something valuable in
the process.
by uselessly.

We all were relaxed, but that didn't mean the time had to slip
I had taught them how to fish many summers, but they

always got into the boat a bit bewildered when the next August came,
Matthew especially; Peter usually had enthusiasm and remembered a little
more.

When the big bass nibbled I immediately told Peter to get the net

ready, and he did it without questioning me; Matthew asked me what I was
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doing and I told him to keep quiet and keep his line on the other side of the
boat.

After I'd hooked the bass and struggled for a while, trying to reel it

in, I finally saw his side flip out fa the water, flashing in the day's dull
light, and I ordered Peter to lower the net into the water and get ready to
jerk it up quickly, when I gave him the signal.

With Peter's help I caught

the largest bass I'd ever seen come out of Lake Elwood.
On the way back to the cabin I realized that there was something
to be learned from my success.

Passing Mrs. Draper in her canoe, and

waving, .all three of us, proudly, I told the boys that catching fish was
nothing compared to the other things one could accomplish if the skills
were properly applied, practiced, and there was someone knowledgeable to
act as a guide and coach.
faces.

For a moment there was excitement in both their

They both nodded, although Matthew seemed a little hurt by

something I'd said . Their feet tapped on the bottom of the boat.

They knew

what I said was true, and that I meant it when I said they had every
opportunity to do whatever they wanted to do, as long as they dedicated
themselves to a successful outcome and behaved accordingly.

For a brief

moment I had their attention and they heard words which had meaning to
them, words that I passed on to them.
But by the time we pulled up to the pier they were talking about
what Lois had made them for lunch.

I tried to keep our conversation

going--to let them know that it was all right if they didn't like to fish, as
long as they did something both relaxing and productive when we were up
at the lake--but it was Lois who had their attention.

When we got inside

they ran to her and announced my catching the bass, and I followed them
in, holding it up for Lois to see.

She barely looked at it, though, and said
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the boys had better wash up. They vanished, wanting tuna and crackers and
cheese; they said they were starving.
Lois did not want what I wanted.

She put down my mother's old

paperback and walked past me into the kitchen, asking me questions about
the weather up at the north end, and if that had been Mrs. Draper she'd seen
go by in the canoe.

But I glared at her and placed the bass on the kitchen

countertop, stabbing it with a knife.

I made a slit across its belly,

separating the soft white fillets from the spine.

I heard Lois come in through the garage, her footsteps halting
when she heard Matthew playing the piano.

In my mind she stood by the

sink in the kitchen, with her back to me.

swivelled in my chair and the

fish on my walls flew past my eyes, around and around, and

felt like a

little boy, or what I imagined a little boy would feel like.

Matthew's

music penetrated the closed door of my den.
sweet, and I wanted him to stop.
start over.

It sounded sweet, sickeningly

But he kept on playing, stopping only to

When I opened the door his music had changed, no longer

pathetically gentle and soft, but louder now, harsher, more bitter.

He

never played pieces that excited me; always it was a waltz or some ballad,
something slow and eerie, and no matter how loudly he played it still
sounded hollow to me.
I turned in the dining room and pushed the swinging door that led
into the kitchen, and Matthew's music faded again.
I could see that it was still snowing.

From behind Lois' head

The stark light from the window

above the sink glowed against her tangled brown hair.
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"I'm sorry you feel that Mrs. Kirby is so far superior to me as a
piano teacher," she said to me, turning around.

All I had to do was move

sharply, maybe raise my hand in one swift motion, and she'd jump.
"The instruction doesn't matter," I said.

"Not now.

Matthew has

never had what it takes."
"I don't want to talk about this."
"Fine."

I moved toward her and she was motionless.

came at me forcefuly and felt good.

Her fear

I felt warm and alive, burning to

develop that fear in her and learn to reproduce it whenever I wanted it.
"George, we have to sit down and talk calmly."
Unscrewing the cap on a bottle of vermouth, I was silent, hoping
the power I had would last a while longer.
"It had nothing to do with Matthew and Peter, or the..... She glanced

at my glass, then at the mouth of the bottle as the liquor poured out.

She

hated this. "Or...the damn piano."
"What is it?"

I asked her, knowing she'd continue stalling.

Whatever it was, I thought, it was nothing compared to my concern for my
sons, and whatever it was, it did involve them in some way.
as separate as she thought we were.

We weren't

We couldn't detach the boys from us,

or ourselves from each other.
"I guess it's not one thing in particular, George," she told me.

"It

has more to do with what Dr. Cleary said last week."
"Fucking Cleary is full of shit."
"Fucking Cleary said we need to talk more,· she said.
I faced the refrigerator, a solid mass of white metal, opening the
freezer door to get ice cubes.

The blue plastic of the ice cube tray twisted
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easily, but only a few cubes popped up; I flipped over the tray and they fell
onto the countertop.
"Do you have to swear so much?" she said.
you?

"What does it do for

Does it really make you feel so powerful?"
"Look, we have your little talks when we're with Cleary," I told

her, "and that's enough.

That's all I can take.

That's all the shit I can

afford to wade through and still hold this fam ily together."
"My

little talks?

They're ours ."

"Fine. They're ours. Goddamn bitch."
"George..."

"You don't know what it means to hold anything together," I said.
took a sip of my drink and it burned my throat.
that our sessions with Cleary have helped?

I

"Do you honestly believe

Do you?"

She put my ice cube tray back into the freezer.

Then she leaned

against the refrigerator and her eyes looked at me vacantly.
"Yes. I know they've helped."
"How have they helped?"

"Don't shout," she said.
"I'll shout if I goddamn want to!"
She sighed, her face not as frightened anymore, but more annoyed,
more bitchy.

She thought I was trying to pick another fight; she thought I

couldn't possibly carry on a quiet conversation with her.
impossible to talk to her, or at her, or with

her.

But it was

She was a fucking bitch.

"They--the sessions--they give us opportunities .

They give us

some sense of hope, however little that may be," she said finally.
I chuckled.

"What kind of opportunities?"
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"Forget it. You're in no shape to discuss anything."
""II decide when I'm in shape and when I'm not, I said.
to

"Go back into your den and work, or do whatever it was you were
doing."
I pulled her away from the refrigerator.

My fingers closed on her

upper arm and her expression changed immediately.

The confidence was

gone and I saw the fear again; the eyes that were no longer empty, but full
of something, full of an inability to do or say a goddamn thing.

She had to

look at me.
"Cleary," I said slowly, "is a sonofabitch.

Cleary is a loser .

You

believe what he says only because you're too fucking scared to see things
for yourself."
"You picked Dr. Cleary," she said. "We had to see someone, but you

picked Cleary."
I held both arms tightly and gave no sign of letting go.

She wanted

to cry, I knew, but only after I'd left the kitchen, which she thought--and
hoped--I'd do any second.

But I was staying.

I wasn't moving an inch.

was going to stare at her until she looked away, until she dropped her head
and glanced at the floor, or out the window into our pretty little back yard.
I would hold her until she tried to make me let go.
longer.
"Goddamn bitch."
"I don't want to talk about this anymore."
"What do you want to talk about?"
"Nothing, George."
I stared at her.

Then I would hold on
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"Nothing, George," she repeated shakily.
"And I won't be tonight?
to go away?

"You're too upset."

Or tomorrow?

Do you think it's all going

Do you think I'll forget how you treat me and if II go away?"

She sighed again, her fucking sigh.

"How I treat you," she said

faintly.
"Yes, how you treat me. That's what I said.

How you treat me like

you're too fucking good for me."
"You're the one who thinks we're all. ..stupid...and not worth your
time. "
"The boys are worth my time, but you--"
"No they're not," she said.
it takes, to you."

"They're idiots.

They've never had what

She swallowed and her voice wavered even more, her

head turning away from me, toward the. living room where Matthew still
played the goddamn piano. "That's what you just said a minute ago."
"I said Matthew's never had what it takes.
it's like to win."

He doesn't know what

I stared at the side of her head now.

She had backed

down, like she always did.
"Now it's Matthew.

In another year it'll be Peter.

There's no

difference."
"There fucking is
"No," she said.

a difference!"

"No.

To you we're all one big failure, one big thing

that isn't quite right, isn't perfect, doesn't think and act and look like you
want us to."
"You little bitch."
"We're not good enough, George, are we? Are we?"
my face.

Her breath hit

The sobs were rising in her throat, rapidly, rushing up to greet
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me and try to make me release her, make it easy on her.
here forever if I didn't let her go.

I knew we'd stand

She'd never really fight.

She was screaming now, tears in her eyes, her cheeks wet and
twisted, her lips dry and forming each word as if she begged for water.
She wanted someone to pour cold water down that black hole that was her
mouth, splashing her face and washing the tears away.
distinguish one word from another.
accusations and insults.

I couldn't

It came at me as a stream of

I heard only the long chain of hatred in her voice,

the long spewing of disrespect.

I squeezed her arms tighter.

Now she

tried to move, to break free, her shoulders wriggling.
"You little bitch.
didn't sound like me.

You little bitch.

You little bitch," I said, but it

It, too, was a stream of insults, far more powerful

than hers.
She pushed away from me and I had to let go.

Her back shook and

her head had dropped again; both of her hands were pressed against the
side of the refrigerator, her screaming gone now.

But mine kept on going.

I knew her eyes were closed.
"There's no chance," she said then, softly.

"I've done all I can for

you. I can't give anything else."
I was having trouble catching my breath.

My joints burned and I

could feel something pounding agains the sides of my forehead.
"What did you say?"
She was quiet.
"What did you say?"

I grabbed her shoulder and pulled it toward

me. She turned around.
"I said there's no chance, George.

Nothing.

Nothing at all that's
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worth it anymore.

I've tried to help you.

make you better.

But I can'L.1 can't--"

"You think you've helped me?

I've tried to make you understand,

You think you're helping me?

That's

what you think?"
I grabbed the other shoulder.

I pulled her toward me, then pushed

her away, then toward me, then away.

Her head tilted backward and

forward over and over, flopping, and she tried to break loose again.
pulled her up close.

But I

I stared at her but she had no desire at all to look at

me now. I pushed. I pushed her away to get rid of her, to get her out of my
sight because she was a little bitch and didn't deserve me.
right to what I gave her.

She had no

She wanted to take everything and leave nothing

in return, give nothing, just demand my strength and my power.

pushed

her away from me and she fell into the refrigerator, her head hitting the
cold side, her hair fanned out against the white metal.

Her face hit the

corner, near the ridge where the freezer on top ended and the refrigerator
underneath began, and she let her body fold inward, up to the white wall.
Then she slid down to the floor.

5

P.O.
P.O. was expected at the rink in an hour but he knew his parents
had forgotten, so he left his room and went to the phone in their bedroom.
He knew Corinne's number by heart; he had called her only a handful of
times in the two months they'd been skating together, but he was good at
remembering numbers.
"Hello?"
"Corinne. It's P.O."
"Oh. Hello."
"I'm calling because I don't think I'll be able to make it to the rink
tonight. "
He heard Corinne's mother ask who it was from somewhere in the
background, probably the kitchen, for it sounded like someone was rattling
dishes.

Corinne told her mother, "it's P.D.--he can't skate tonight," and

Mrs. Apps said, "why on earth not?"
"I don't think I can borrow a car," P.O . said, "and there's no one
available to drive me."
"Fine," Corinne said.
"I'm sorry ... I'm really sorry.

I'll

be there tomorrow night, of

course."
"Sure."

There was silence on

the

other end

and

P. D. felt

uncomfortable. "JUdy said we didn't have to skate Sundays anyway,"
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Corinne said finally.
"That's right.

You're not angry?"

"No, P.O."
He hung up feeling as if Corinne was angry, or at least frustrated.
The long pauses in the way she talked meant she was thinking of
everything she disliked about him, and preparing the list for her mother
once she hung up. P.D. sat on his parents' bed and sounds from downstairs
drifted up to him, now that he wasn't in his room with the door closed and
his conversation with Corinne had ended.

Matthew wasn't playing his

Chopin anymore and his parents' voices were louder than they had been a
few minutes ago.

Possibly Corinne had been able to hear the shouting in

the background, just as he'd heard Mrs. Apps and Corinne's pauses were
there during brief attempts to make out specific words in his parents'
fight.
There was a sudden shriek from his mother, and all the noise
stopped.

The scream sounded inhuman, screeching through the house as if

some machine pierced the air; no woman cried like that, he thought,
certainly never his mother, who was usually so firmly in control of
herself.

The digital clock on the table next to the bed clicked, the numbers

flipping to the next minute, and soon after to the next.

Then he heard his

father's crying, quickly audible and quickly gone, and P.O. knew the kitchen
door had swung open and closed.

He knew this stage of the fight well,

when his mother finally left the room and his father realized all the
hateful words he'd been using, and started to cry.

His father would

eventually come to her and apologize.
Lois' footsteps came up the stairs and P.O. counted them.

Fifteen.

52
The seventh step creaked but he couldn't hear this from his parents'
bedroom.

He stood up as his mother came to the doorway: she obviously

hadn't expected him to be there, and she jumped, then hugged herself and
looked at the floor.
"Mom," P.D. said. "Mom..."
"What?"
For a moment he felt like he had as a little boy, running to his
mother with some unidentifiable pain, often just because it felt good to
cry.

As his mother raised her head and he saw the gash in her forehead, he

knew that this pain could be identified, and it was mostly his mother's,
not his.
She told him she'd fallen against the refrigerator.
"Did he hit you?" P.O. said.
"No, no, Peter. I fell."
"He pushed you."
"I felL"

"He pushed you."
"Yes! Your father pushed me and I felL"
The mark on her forehead, just above her left eye, was turning
darker and darker, from purple to black.

No blood trickled down from the

cut--it wasn't very deep--but instead her forehead swelled.

P.O. noticed

some strands of his mother's hair caught in the cut's stickiness.

He tried

to reach out to touch her shoulder but she took a step backward, fast, and
P.O. stepped back as well in reaction to her sharp movement.
""II be fine, Peter."

"Don't you want me to wash it off?"

53
"In a minute," she said.

"Right now I think I'll just lie down for a

while." She sat on the bed, then swung her feet around and rested her head
against a pillow, closing her eyes.
"Mom?"
She murmured something he couldn't detect.
"He's never pushed you before. You sure you're all right?"
"Never until now," she said.

"I'm fine."

"I called the Apps and told them I can't skate tonight."
She opened her eyes and strained her head up away from the pillow.
"Oh, Peter. No. You need to skate. Your brother will take you. Go ask him.
He's still sitting at the piano."
"No, Mom.

I don't think so.

I think I'll go over to Ben's, but I'll be

home for supper."
"Supper," Lois said, closing her eyes again.
ed and blue quilt.

She crawled under her

"Irs cool," she said. and he assumed she meant the quilt.

It seemed to him that she was too well, too calm, to have just fallen and
cut her head. She wanted him to think she was strong, but even as she said
"supper" and "cool" to herself her voice was already wavering, and he knew
she'd start crying once he left.
"Mom, he doesn't know what he's doing," P.D. said.
"Maybe." Lois said softly.

"I'm trying to believe that.

I'm trying

very hard. But I think he knows... He knows."

""II be at Ben's."
"Yes, Peter."
P.O. found his brother still sitting on his wooden piano bench, but
no longer playing, his head down and his eyes closed, as if he were
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concentrating on a performance he'd just given.

In P.D.'s mind the piano

hummed softly, like a record palyer after the music ends and before
someone shuts it off completely.

And Matthew was waiting to turn off the

piano or start it over again. He hadn't decided. P.O. walked past him and he
didn't look up; his brown hair hung in his face.

Neither son spoke, until

P.O., at the door to the kitchen, stopped and turned around.
"It's really great of you to do something about this," P.O. said to
his brother.
Matthew was silent.
"What are you doing?" P.O. said after a moment.
"Absolutely nothing," Matthew said.

"What is there to do?"

"It's too late now to do anything."
"You don't understand, P.O.

It's not as simple as that.

You're

oversimplifying the situation."
Matthew got up from the piano and moved to the sofa, where he
stretched out his long body and folded his hands behind his head.

Outside

the snow had stopped and the sun had come out, casting long shadows
across the slope of their front yard.
'"

still don't see why you have to ignore the fact that there's

anything going on," P.O. said, following his brother's movement through the
room. "Did you see Mom's forehead? Did you hear her scream?"
"Yes." Matthew closed his eyes again.
"Matthew!

Why didn't you stop it?"

Again Matthew refused to say a word.
"Where's Dad? I want to talk to him."
Matthew rolled onto his side.
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"Fine," P.O. said, feeling as if he might cry.

"Go hide in your room

or something."
Matthew sat up.
slowly.

"It's not the first time this has happened," he said

"You think this is all so new."
"Mom told me it's the first time he's been violent."
"She lied."
"She lied?"
"You were up at the lake with Grandma and Gramp. Last summer."
"Why didn't I ever know about it?"
"Because no one wanted you to know. You're a kid, P.O. Mom had a

black eye for two weeks.

She looked horrible.

She cried every time she

looked at a mirror and was reminded of what had happened, or when she
saw me watching her."

Matthew stood up.

"I'd come into the kitchen

before dinner to see if I could help, but each time I did, she'd turn her back
to me and tell me she had dinner under control.

At dinner she'd look down

all the time."
"What did Dad do?"
"He never ate with us."
"For two weeks?"
"He disappeared for a couple of days.

Mom and I ate these long

meals in complete silence, and when I tried to get her to call Dr. Cleary
and tell him Dad had hit her, she said she would when Dad came back. But
when he came back Dad said he was too busy to see Dr. Cleary every week,
at least for a while."
"Where did he go?"
"We didn't know.

That's why Mom called you every day. to see if
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he'd shown up at the lake."
P.O. looked into his brother's dark eyes and saw only blankness, a
control that frightened him.

He felt like he wasn't only hearing about his

mother's black eye last August, but he was looking at his mother's face as
well--the coldness and unwillingness to openly cry were the same--and he
came close to understanding his father's desire to shake them and force
them to react.
"At one point," Matthew said, "Mom admitted to me that he'd been
very close to hitting her before.

She said she'd expected something like

that would happen a long time aqo."
Matthew turned away and walked to the stairs, and again P.O.
followed him.
"What started it?" P.O. asked.

"Last summer."

"She told him she was finally going to do something about the
divorce.

She said she was tired of holding back, of putting it off."
"And he hit her?"
Matthew nodded, climbing the stairs.

P.O. remained below.

He

heard his brother open the door to their parents' bedroom, and the sound of
his mother's crying came down to him.
the door.

Then it stopped as Matthew closed

P.O. went into the kitchen.

He found his father on the floor.

George had his legs stretched out

in front of him and his back against the refrigerator.
"I tried to help her up but she just ran away," he said, his chin
raised, his eyes looking up and over the sink and out the window into the
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back yard.

He had a glass in his hand, resting on the floor, but P.O. didn't

think he was drunk.

He'd seen his father drunk many times, and usually he

spoke less clearly than he spoke now.

And when he was sober he was

usually far more rational than he seemed to be now.

He was somewhere in

between . .
"What happened? P.O. asked.
George laughed softly, his head falling, his chin dropping to his
chest. His stomach jerked up and down. Soon laughs became sobs and P.O.
started to leave.
"Peter. There's nothing more I can do," George said.
"What do you mean?"
"I mean there's nothing more I can do for her.

I've done all I can."

He shook his head and P.O. recognized the gesture from all the other times
he'd shaken his head, slowly, as if no one had heard anything he'd told them
and everything would fall apart because of this neglect at any minute.
"I've sent her back to college.

I've got her out of the house, out there with

a teaching job she finds more rewarding than teaching kids piano.

I've

made sure she'd do something worthwhile."
"Maybe she doesn't want to do something worthwhile."
George kept shaking his head. "No, Peter. You're wrong. We talked
about it and we agreed. Together:
P.O. didn't have anything to say.

He watched George tilt his glass

and catch the last ice cube in his mouth, his sobs subsiding into little
gasps for air.

P.O, . watched as the anger came back into his father from

somewhere unknown, as George's thoughts progressed from a confusion to
a certainty that he was right, that everything he had done could not have
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been done better, and that his violence was not his fault, but theirs.

P.O.

watched as George began to focus his thoughts again, his arms bending as
he pushed himself up from the kitchen floor.
"Peter, don't ever let yourself get into a position like this," George
said.

"You'll De abused if you're not careful.

and listen to your advice.

People will take your money

Then they'll laugh in your face, and fucking leave

you, after you've devoted yourself to making them better and stronger."
"Yes, Dad."
"Your brother just sits the re and listen s to everyth ing ; he sucks
me dry, just like your mother.

They take my money and they leave.

Matthew's going to get a college education out of me.

And your mother's

alreday got all she ever set out to get:
"Dad, she's not that conscious of what she does."
"Hell she's not.

She was tired of teaching piano lessons, so we

talked about it, and we agreed she should go back to school to get her
masters.

We agreed she'd be happier teaching music at a legitimate high

school, or even at some university, if she could get herself hired.
agreed.

We

It wasn't just me."
"Fine.

But it's not just her

that starts your fights.

It's definitely

not her who hits people:
George started to leave the room but stopped when he heard Peter
defending her.

"You little bastard.

If you're going to stand there and

defend her, after all she's done--"
"Dad, she hasn't done anything," P.O. said. "It's all in your mind."
"Get out of this house," George said.
"Dad, you don't scare me."

"Before I kick you out."
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"1 said get out of here!"
"Are you going to push me, too? Are you going to beat me, too?"
P.O. moved toward the back door.

He grabbed his jacket and scarf

from the hook on the wall, making it to the door just as George made it to
his side.

He could feel his father's breath on his neck, but George did not

touch him. He just stood there as P.O. put on his coat, and the two of them
stared at each other; P.O. wrapped the blue scarf around his neck four
times, then passed through the garage and out into the snow.

Ben Church, like P.O., was sixteen.
sixth grade.

P.O. had known him since the

He lived with two sisters and his parents in Eagle Hill, about

three blocks from the Eakins, in a large, drafty house with a stone front
and dark green shutters on the windows.
own front yard.

P.O. walked down the hill in his

The driveway was wet and shiny, but not slick, and it was

no longer snowing, the trees rocking back and forth in a slight breeze.

At

the bottom of the hill a small clump of snow slid off a branch and landed
on P.D.'s shoulder, slipping down his collar and soaking his scarf, the wet
wool scratchy against the skin on his neck.

He shook his head from side to

side and stuck his hand underneath the collar of his coat but the wetness
just trickled further, dampening the back of his flannel shirt.
It was beginning to get dark.

He shivered.

Some of the cars which passed had their

headlights on and some did not, and more were pulling into driveways than
were pulling out.
He had no reason to be visiting Ben but he knew he didn't really
need one .

His friend was standing in his kitchen with his mother and
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father and sisters when P.O. knocked softly on the back door; everyone
shouted "come in!" at once.

Mrs. Church said they'd seen him from the

window, coming around the side of the house; then she asked him to stay
for dinner, but P.O. said he couldn't--his mother was expecting him to eat
back home after a while--and Mrs. Church said "maybe another time:
was helping his little sister set the table.

Ben

Mrs. Church handed P.O. a pile

of ten knives and ten forks, and he followed Ben through their swinging
kitchen door and into the dining room.
He told his friend about his parents' fight, but sketchily, with no
details of violence or swear words.

Ben's view of the situation, P.O. knew

was that Mr. and Mrs. Eakins just didn't get along very well, and Matthew
was a shy older brother who didn't alk much, and the Eakins had enjoyed
Matthew's piano recital that afternoon in Chicago at the First Presbyterian
Church until P.D.'s father had grown grouchy.

It's all Ben knew.

P.O. gave

him the bare minimum, but enough for Ben to express that he was sorry
because his own Sunday afternoon hadn't been exactly like P.D.'s.

Then Ben

told him how things were going with his girlfriend and P.D. said he'd had to
miss skating tonight.
"Why'd you miss skating?" Ben asked.
"I just told you.

"You never miss skating."

My mom and dad were fighting, and Matthew was

busy. There wasn't anyone to take me to the rink."
"Oh.

Couldn't you have interrupted?"

"No, Ben."
"Oh."
They folded napkins, five of them, into triangles.
"When's that competition of yours coming up?" Ben said after a
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pause.
"Not for a long time yet.

We missed this year's season because we

didn't get together until January."
"That's right.

You told me."

In the kitchen Mrs. Church laughed

with one of Ben's sisters, the older one, it sounded like, and Mr. Church
started to tell a joke.

"When am I going to meet this girlfriend of yours?"

Ben asked.
"She's not a girlfriend, Ben.

She's a partner," P.O. said, slipping a

napkin under a fork and making sure it was on the left .
girlfriend at all.

"She's not a

It'd be like... like one of the guys on the swim team being

a girl, and me thinking she was your girlfriend just because you swam
with her every day."
"All right, all right.

So she's not your girlfriend."

They went back into the kitchen and Mrs. Church told her son to
chop carrots for a tossed salad.
countertop

covering

all

stood--seemed too small.

the

To P.O., the kitchen--its pale green

walls,

except

where

the

refrigerator

Mr. Church and Ben's sisters leaned against the

refrigerator and Mrs. Church opened and closed the oven. Ben swayed back
and forth, listening to the continuation of his father's joke, and P.O. tried
to slip in next to him, hoping someone would give him something to do.

He

had never seen so many people in such a small room, he thought, just as Mr.
Church came to the punch line and everyone laughed, loudly, exploding from
their attentive silence, their voices bouncing off the metal and Formica
surfaces in the room.

P.D. laughed as well, feeling the warmth of laughter

inside him, although he hadn't been listening to Mr. Church and did not
understand the punch line.

After one of Ben's sisters told a story about a
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boy spilling paint in her art class last week, P.O. sensed that they were
ready to eat; Mrs. Church pulled a baked chicken out of the oven and Ben got
the salad dressings from the refrigerator.
"Are you sure you can't stay and eat with us?" Ben's father asked
him.
"No, thanks. My mom's making stroganoff."
"All right then, Peter."
P.D. and Ben moved toward the door and P.D. put on his jacket,
folding up the still-wet scarf and putting it into his pocket, although it
dangled out and down his leg.
"See you tomorrow: Ben said.
P.O. nodded. "Good luck calling Pam tonight."
Ben smiled and P.D. left. Behind him the laughter died away.

The lights along his street were spaced closely enough from each
other for P.O. to enter the fight of 0 ne just as he left the light of another.
There were not as many cars passing now as there had been earlier, and
garage doors were closed, drapes in living rooms drawn.

Today had felt

like spring, but tonight it was cold enough to still be early February, not
the middle of March.

P.O. breathed heavily but he couldn't see his breath.

Maybe it was too dark.
When his house came into sight he noticed that all the lights
downstairs were on, and none upstairs.
without him.

He hoped they hadn't started dinner

As he climbed the driveway the garage door rose slowly and

after a moment the light flickered on above the cars; his mother stood at
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the back of her car, inserting a key into the trunk lock.

She flung open the

trunk and tossed in a bag she usually used as a carry-on when they flew
places.

P.O. stopped in the middle of the driveway but didn't speak.

It

wasn't until Lois had moved to the driver's side of the car, unlocking the
door and brushing her hair from her face as she prepared to get in, that she
was her son.
"Mom?"
"Your brother's inside calling you right now at Ben's.
that's where you were.
"It was.

I thought

It

I"ve been walking home."

He came closer.

"'What's

wrong?"
"I'm leaving for a few days, maybe a week.

Your father ... he came

after me again."'
She wasn't crying--her voice didn't even waver--and P.O. tried to
see if she shook, like she usually did when she was angry or upset.
didn't look like she shook.

But it

Her movements were quick and her lips were

pressed together, but as P.O. came even closer, into the light of the garage,
he saw that her lips weren't even trembling.

She looked like she did in the

late afternoons when she picked him up at the rink, pulling out of the
parking lot matter-of-factly and going through the menu for dinner in
between her rememberings aloud of what afterschool meetings Matthew
had and what time George had said he'd be home.
"'He came after you? Did he hit you?"
"No, Peter. But he tried. And he's out of control again" The garage
light flickered and went out, as it was timed to do after a minute and a
half, and they were both swallowed up in blackness.

"I don't want to talk
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about this now, Peter.
tonight and we'll talk.

I'm sorry.

I'm going to call you and Matthew later

Your father will calm down in a little while, I'm

sure . There's frozen pizza in the freezer if you're hungry.

I'm sorry:

She got into her car and started the engine as P.O. walked toward
the door into the house, already thinking of things to ask her when she
called.

She backed the car out, the headlights bouncing up and ' down on the

back wall of the garage as the car went over a bump at the top of the hill.
Then

the

Iights--two bright circles on the wall--rose, over Matthew's

bicycle and the wood pile) across the ceiling as the car backed down the
hill, and the garage grew dark again just as P.D. made it inside, pushing the
button and lowering the door.
Matthew stood in the kitchen, a pizza wrapped in plastic in his
hands. He glanced at P.O., but only for a second; their eyes never met. P.O.
walked up to him and stood there, next to his brother) and heard his
father's sobs coming from the den.

He wasn't calling Lois names or talking

to himself--or to her--but instead it sounded like P.D. remebered crying as
a child, his stomach all twisted, and someone always telling him he was
going to make himself sick.

Matthew walked away from him and put the

pizza into the oven, setting the temperature after reading the box it came
in, and P.D. went to the sink to wash his hands.

6
Corinne

Mrs. Eakins lived in a motel for a couple of weeks before my
mother took it upon herself to dust and vacuum the guest bedroom at our
house, and invite P.D.'s mother to stay with us.

They were friends, I

suppose, my mother and P.D.'s mother, but they would grow to be far better
friends once Mrs. Eakins was a guest in our house. I'm sure my mother was
hoping for this.

I was on the phone with Stacey when my mother and Mrs.

Eakins came home from the Howard Johnson's that afternoon; it was late
March, early spring, and as Stacey told me that her family was going to
Palm Beach for spring break, I gazed out my window at the two women,
chatting energetically as they unloaded Mrs. Eakins' things from the back
of her station wagon.

Stacey asked me how it was going with P.O. and I

lied, saying that we were made for each other, and that if we didn't make
Nationals this year then I was quitting, simply quitting.
"Corinne?

Dear?" my mother called as she carried a suitcase past

my bedroom door.
I told Stacey I had to go--Mrs. Eakins had arrived.

Stacey giggled

and said goodbye.
·What?· I called back to my mother.
"Corne say hello," she said, brushing past my door in the opposite
direction.
I found P.D.'s mother standing" downstairs by our piano.

She wore a
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heavy Irish knit sweater which looked hand done and she stood stiffly,
alone; my mother was questioning her from the kitchen.

She also had a

mug of coffee, sipping it as I came in, and she turned to look at me with
the mug still to her lips, her eyes peering through auburn hair.

For a

minute I felt like I used to, when my mother and father had dinner parties,
and I'd be volunteered to help serve the hors d'oeuvres to my parents'
friends while my mother was preparing the meal.

I'd hold a platter out for

each adult and watch their eyes dart from the food, up to me, then back to
the food.

They would try to think of something witty to tell me, usually

failing, and I'd go on to the next one. Slowly and gracefully.
"Hello, Corinne."
"Hi," I said.

"Is everything in from your car?"

"Yes, thank you," she said.

Her face kept turning toward the

window; it was a sunny day, and every time she turned away from me, to
gaze out into our fromt yard, apparently, the sun caught the streaks of red
in her hair.

I wondered if she colored it or jf it was natural.

She drank her

coffee while we stood there, waitIng for my mother to come back.
"How are you and Peter getting along?" she asked, just as Stacey
had, just as my mother did at least once a day.
"Fine," I said.

Why was it always so important to everybody?

She rotated her mug, holding it with both hands, then curled her
finger around the handle and drank more.

"Does Judy think you'll make

Nationals this year?"
For a moment I didn't say anything.
question.

It was another predictable

was remembering a fight P.O. and I had had a couple of days

earlier, during a lesson with Judy.

She had lectured us--"considering
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you've skated together for over two months already, you've made very
little progress"--and P.O. had grown completely quiet, speechless, a mood
I'd been noticing more and more when he was criticized.

He moped.

I had

warned him that if he didn't toughen up I was going to look for a new
partner; it wasn't too late, by any means, to get ready for competition
with somebody else.

At first he had laughed at me, but when I said it

again he took me seriously and got his feelings hurt, I think.

Judy said we

weren't helping ourselves by not getting along, and fortunately she zeroed
in on P.O., telling him he can't take her reprimands so personally.

I looked at Mrs. Eakins.

Her expression was so sincere, desperate

almost, to get me to say something, respond, tell her I liked her.

She

waited for me to continue our talk, swallowing noticebly although she
hadn't sipped her coffee.
"I'm sorry?"
She smiled.

"I asked if Judy thinks you'll make Nationals this

"Oh," I said.

"She can't say, really.

year."
Irs still too early.

Regionals

aren't even until October, you know."
"Of course," Mrs. Eakins said, turning again to the window, having
changed her expression.

She blinked a few times in rapid succession,

almost as if she might cry or something .
..BuL ." I said.
"Yes?"
"Well. .. We already have some ideas for costumes.

At least Judy

"Oh, well, I'd be happy to help with that," she said.

"I've enjoyed

does."
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doing it in the past, with Peter's other partners."
sat down in a chair by the window but Mrs. Eakins remained
standing, leaning against the piano like I'd never seen anyone do in our
house before.
"I mean, just once or twice," she said.

"I enjoy sewing."

My mother appeared in the dinig room, setting out lunch, her
entrance introduced by the sound of her shoes clicking across the kitchen
floor in the direction of the dining room door.
"I was thinking of navy blue for the compulsory dance outfit," my
mother said.

Mrs. Eakins left the piano and moved toward the dining room,

where there was no sun streaming through the window and her hair didn't
look so reddish.

"Lois, what do you think?"

My mother had obviously

overheard our talk from the other room.
"I guess that'd be nice," she said.

"For the compulsories they

usually want something dark and...and traditional, don't they?"
My mother and I both nodded vigorously.
"Brenda, let me help with that," Mrs. Eakins said, taking a tray
from my mother and setting it on the table.

There was a bowl of soup for

each of us, and sandwich things were spread out on the cutting board. Mrs.
Eakins sliced some cheese as my mother disappeared into the kitchen.
returning twice more before I finally got up and joined them.

The three of

us sat down and began to dip our spoons into our steaming soup.
"You know," my mother said. "When Clay was around, he used to go

to these skating copetitions and think the whole thing was such a farce."
Clay was my father.

He lived in New York now with his new

wife--I saw him about twice a year--and I wondered if Mrs. Eakins knew
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all this.

She was nodding as if she did; if she hadn't heard the story yet, I

knew my mother would be telling it to her in detail before long.

It had

been five years and she still recited the entire proceedings to me
sometimes, as if I hadn't been there at all to see the whole thing for
myself. The story was old.

Long and boring.

"The thing Clay hated most was the emphasis everyone put on
looks," my mother continued, waving her spoon gently at us.
sat beside me, raising and lowering her own spoon.

Mrs. Eakins

"He'd always say that

if figure skating were a real sport, the kids would all wear T-shirts and
sweats.

But then, Clay was a wrestler in college, you know; to him

T-shirts and sweats were quite normal."
Mrs. Eakins nodded quietly.

When lunch was over we all helped

clear the table, P.D.'s mother hovering in the middle of the kitchen because
she had no idea where things went; I took the salt and pepper shakers from
her and put them in the cabinet above the wine rack.
Eakins about my father's affair.

My mother told Mrs.

She exaggerated at certain points. such

as the scene when she, my little sister, and I all drove two hundred miles
to my aunt's house, and my father came after us the next day, pleading
with us to come home.

Mrs. Eakins was listening carefully; her shoulders

hunched and I thought she must be tense, being confronted with all our
family problems after a mere hour in our house, but as my mother got to
the part about the divorce settJement--and the extra provision she'd
fought for to pay for my skating expenses--Mrs. Eakins dropped her
shoulders and sighed.
"Clay has never understood Corinne's skating," my mother said.
"He thought most of the people in it didn't know what they were
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talking about," I added.
Mrs. Eakins held a loaf of bread and I took it from her, putting it in
the refrigerator.

"Peter's father says the same thing sometimes," she said.

"But then...then he pushes so hard.

He just wishes Peter and Matthew had

both been interested in other things."
"Real sports?" my mother said.
"Yes.

Well, Matthew was on the swim team.

skating that George disapproves of.

I guess it's just

Yet Peter has to do something, you

know."
"Exactly; my mother said.
something.

A worthwhile something.

"At least the kids are dedicated to
There are so many young people out

there today with no idea of what to do.

No direction:

Since they were discussing me, basically,

felt awkward and

started to leave.
"Corinne, dear, what time is skating this afternoon?"
"Three," I said.
In the living room I started to pick up the phone.

I wanted to call

Stacey back; we hadn't really finished talking earlier.

But, with the

receiver in my hand, I stopped, and listened.

Mrs. Eakins and my mother

had lowered their voices, and at first I thought they were still talking
about me, except in even greater detail, knowing I was nearby and might
hear.

I walked as quietly as I could to the kitchen door, my heart beating

faster, as it always did when I listened in on my mother's conversations
with people.
"Thank you, Brenda," Mrs. Eakins said.

"Thank you for everything.

I've already got two apartments lined up to Jook at this week."
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"Don't be silly.

Stay here as long as you like."

There was a brief pause.

Then my mother continued.

"Maybe I shouldn't ask, but do you think you might, you know, go
back?"
"Oh, I don't know for sure, of course, but 1 really don't think so.
l. .. it's all 50 ... 1 just can't put myself through anymore."
"Of course."

More silence.

Then Mrs. Eakins sighed.

"\ have a question for you,

II

she said slowly.
"Sure.

What is it, Lois?"

"Well, you know I've been seeing Peter quite regularly, meeting him
after school and such, and we took a little shoppinq trip into the city last
weekend.

But I was wondering .....

"Yes?"
"How often is George at the rink?

I mean, Peter says he drives him

almost every day, but does he hang around?

Peter never mentions it."

"Do you want to come to the rink with us this afternoon?"
"I'd love to.

II

"Lois, let me be honest with you."
"Please."
"Don't come, if you can stand not to.
watch most of each session.

Your husband usually stays to

The chances you'd see him are very good."

"Fine," Mrs. Eakins said.

"I guess that's what I wanted to know."

At this point they sounded as if they were done with the cleaning
up, and I knew they might open the door at any second.

I went upstairs and

called

homework,

Stacey back.

Then

I tried

to

do

some

rather
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unsuccessfully; it was Analytical Geometry, and I've always been horrible
at all kinds of Math.

At two-thirty I got dressed in my Polar Sport

warm-up suit and came downstairs, my skate bag over my shoulder.

My

mother was putting on her coat and Mrs. Eakins sat at the piano, going
through my little sister's stacks of sheet music.

They'd had more coffee, I

noticed--there were two half-full mugs on the table by the sofa--and
P.O.'s mother looked a lot more relaxed.

She was smiling to herself as she

paged through the pile of music in her hands.
"It looks like Lindsay is very advanced for her age," Mrs. Eakins
said.
"Yes," said my mother.

"Her teacher says she can memorize pieces

much more easily than most twelve-year-olds."

She buttoned up her long

coat, the one she was always telling me she needed to replace, but never
does. She saw me. "You ready?

Let's go."

Mrs. Eakins looked up.

"Now

Lois, you're sure you've got something to do?"
"Oh, yes.

l've got to grade some tests before Monday of the kids in

my classes will all be in an uproar."
"We'll be back in a couple of hours.

I've told Lindsay that you're

here, so whenever she comes home from dance class she won't be too
shocked."
"Fine," Mrs. Eakins said.
"Well, then. Gcodbye!"
"Bye. Goodbye, Corinne: she said to me. "Tell Peter.....
"Yes?" I said.
"Tell Peter Itll..call him his evening."
I nodded without saying anything.

As we left the room, P.O.'s
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mother was looking at the sheet music again--mostly Classical stuff, I
think--and she appeared to be perfectly happy.

But I wondered how she

felt to be left behind, and I even felt sorry for her, although I barely knew
the woman.

My mother drove me to the rink.

She mentioned that she was

glad Mrs. Eakins liked to sew because she hated sewing, especially skating
costumes, and I was relieved, too, because I was sick of forcing my mother
to do something she disliked so intensley.

She complained too much.

we pulled into the parking lot I glanced at my watch.
minutes late.

As

We were over ten

7

P.O.
The arena was full of the old sounds P.O. had grown accustomed to.
The audio system hummed softly when no music played, and he could
always tell when a dance or somebody's program was about to start by the
hiss--Iouder than the hum--as the tape went into the machine.

Then the

music came on, usually on this afternoon session a freeskater's routine,
usually on the Jater session a dance, although during the winter the
freeskaters and dancers shared the icetime.

Only in the summer, when

skaters came from all over the country for Eagle Hill's program, run now
by Judy

Pierce,

were

the

sessions

divided

up,

and

most of

his

friends--Todd, Sue--did not skate on the ice at the same time as he and
Corinne did.

Between periods of music came more semi-silence, presided

over by the soft mechnical buzz, when P.O. could hear the scrape of a blade
against the ice surface as somebody stopped at their pro's side, or often
the blowing of a nose over by the phone on the barrier where the Kleenex
box rested.

And it was in these silent moments that conversations were

suddenly intruded upon, when his voice and Corinne's voice rose above most
of the others, since the others skated alone and he and Corinne had to
agree on the work to be done before they did it.
He leaned against the barrier, on the ice, and waited for his
partner. What he wanted to do most was to leave, to go back home and call
up Ben, maybe go to a movie;

when Corinne was late he always felt this
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way, hoping she'd never come at all» but when she happened to be on time it
never occurred to him that there was anything else to do but skate.

Just

then, he saw Corinne and her mother come in through the snack bar door»
Mrs. Apps hurrying up to the music booth to relieve Stacey, who had placed
herself in charge of music to avoid skating for a few minutes.

Corinne

walked around the side of the rink on her way to the ladies' locker room
but P.D. pretended not to see her.
Standing at the barrier always reminded him of the first day he
ever went skating, with his mother and Matthew; Lois had left him alone
by the wall while she skated off to watch the latest trick Matthew had
learned on his Pee Wee hockey team, on which he ended up playing for only
a few months.

P.O. had stood there, looked up, grown dizzy when he saw

the vast open space above him, looked down, and felt better.
eight years old.

He had been

Once he realized that the ice wasn't so very far away, and

that if he kept his eyes focussed on its hard bluish-gray surface his fear
lessened considerably, he began to skate without Lois' hand to guide him.
He had headed for the blue dot in the exact center of the rink, his small
body swaying forward, then backward, his arms flailing.

And he made it to

the blue dot, although he fell once he got there, hitting his head as he went
down.

He remebered thinking he was all right, and trying to get up, but the

lights on the arched ceiling of the arena grew fuzzy, and the next thing he
knew his mother and brother were back, standing over him along with
everyone else on the public session, and eventually it had been determined
that he had a minor concussion.

He had started figure skating classes the

next Wednesday afternoon.
Corinne was on the ice now,· slipping on from the locker room end
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of the rink without his noticing, and she moved through the people slowly,
9 reef ng friends as she went.

She was in no hurry, it seemed to P.D.; she

stopped for a moment to fix her hair.

Then she began to warm up by

herself, as if she didn't even see him.
obviously waited for her.

She did this whenever he so

He knew that if he'd been talking to Todd when

she got on, or tightening his skates in the box, she would have skated right
over to him, ready to work.
waited, she ignored him.

But when he leaned against the barrier and

He had to follow her around the rink one full

circle before she slowed down, and he called her name.
"Where's your dad?" was the first thing she said to him.
P.D. hesitated.
later.

"He...he had a dentist appointment.

He'll be here

Why?"
"Just a second," she said, and got off.

She climbed to the music

booth and talked to her mother. P.O. sighed.
"Where's Corinne?" Judy asked as she skated by, giving a lesson.
"Up there," he answered.
"You two--get to work," the pro said, then skated out of earshot
before P.D. could try to explain his partner's behavior.
When Corinne returned she was finally ready to work.

She took his

hand and they did their warm-up exercises, ending each one with a long
glide down the middle of the rink, so that even at competition their
stroking would look finished off and demonstrate their sense of body line,
or so Judy told them.

P.D. asked his partner what had been so important

for Mrs. Apps to know this minute, but Corinne said it was nothing and took
his hand again.
"Could you possibly try to make it on time tomorrow?" P.D. said as
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they began their work on the compulsory dances.
"I'm not that late."
"You wouldn't be--and I wouldn't get mad--if you didn't waste so
much time even after you get here."
"Are you mad?" she said, not really asking a question but
challenging him to admit there was a problem.
drop it if she did this.

P.D. knew she thought he'd

"My mother was busy.

house because she was doing something."

We couldn 't get out of the

She bent over to stretch the

backs of her legs as they coasted down the side of the rink. "Hi, Todd."
"Hi, Corinne: Todd said, flashing past at high speed.
"I have to answer to Judy when you're not here, you know: P.O.
said, surprising her, he knew, for usually this was the end of the exchange.
"Look, P.O.

I said I couldn't help it."

"Like hell you couldn't," he said quietly.
"What is your problem?"
Now was one of those instances when no music played.

Sue's

program had ended and there was silence in the rink, broken only by Judy's
instructive shouting at the far end.
"It's just that we waste so much time!" P.O. said loudly, into the
quietness.

Even Judy stopped making noise.

P.O. turned his head and saw

several faces looking back, watching them, listening.
"Fine," Corinne said. "Fine,"
This time she grabbed his hand and pulled.

His body lurched

forward for a second before he gained control, and they did two patterns of
the Rocker Foxtrot.

She would not look at him when their bodies faced

each other, and the more she avoided his gaze the more he kept staring at
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her, wanting to see her eyes.

Her face was stunningly beautiful, especially

- in the cold, where it grew pink; her features were slender, her cheekbones
distinct beneath smooth, clear skin, and her body was small and finely
proportioned.

He liked her hair best, but he knew that she knew he liked it,

and it bothered him when she waved her blonde ponytail near his face as
they skated, as if she were using whatever head movement Judy had told
them to do to provoke him.

Before they had had their try-out, back in

January, he had thought she was pretty; then once they were partners he'd
assumed his appreciation would lessen, naturally, since he would get to
know her better and her appearance would become familiar to him.

But he

thought she was just as beautiful now as he had back then.
They finished their Rocker Foxtrot, both slightly out of breath.
Between small gasps for air P .O. siad:
patterns of these dances.

"We need to do more that two

We're never going to be able to do three or four

at competition if all we practice is twice around the rink."
Corinne drifted ahead of him, then turned around, gliding backward
so that she faced him.

She met his gaze.

"You know, I can always go

home," she said.
He wasn't quite sure what she meant by this, so he didn't say
anything.
"I mean really
like it here anyway.

home," she said.

"My mom and Lindsay don't much

We're only living here because of my skating, because

Judy's teaching at Eagle Hill. Our house in New York hasn't even sold yet."
"Yeah,

Right.

You're really going to get everyone to move home,

just because you and I don't get along."
Immediately P.D. wished he hadn't said this.

He admitted
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something he'd never wanted to admit--that he and Corinne seemed to
continuously disagree--and not even to just himself, but to Corinne as
well, out loud, out in the open where she could take it, remember it, and
reuse it sometime later.

"Let's do the Rocker again.

Three patterns."

"No," she said.
"No?"

"No."
Corinne's blue eyes moved to look at something over his shoulder.
He turned around.

His father stood at the bottom of the music booth steps,

watching them intently, his dark green parka unsnapped halfway, his hands
moving up from the botttom to unsnap the rest.

He had just removed his

stocking cap, P.O. could tell, and his hair was messed up. He looked like he
usually did after an appoinment with Dr. Cleary--a bit dazed, sweaty,
calm--yet P.D. always had the feeling that his rage had not really been
relieved, but rather allowed to escape just a little, so that nothing would
happen for a few days, maybe until his next appointment.
gone.

But it wasn't

Corinne was still looking at his father when he turned back to her,

hoping to get back to work.
"He's waving at us," she said. not offering to wave back.
look so defiant any longer, but still very distant.

She didn't

P.O. waved at his father

quickly, as he might wave at someone in passing, in the halls at school,
with much more crucial things on his mind.

He wanted it to look like he

and Corinne were discussing something very important.
"Lers do something," he said. "Uh...the Paso?"
He crossed the rink by "himself to the phone on the barrier.

Picking

it up, he noticed that George had moved into the booth with Mrs. Apps.
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"Mrs. Apps," he said into the phone, "could we have a Paso Doble?" She said
"right away," and he started to put down the receiver, stopping himself,
putting it back up to his ear. "Hi, Dad," he added. There was no response.
The fast Latin melody of the Paso filled the silence and Corinne
and P.O. did two patterns, as usual.

As they approached the end of their

second repetition of the steps, P.O. looked down at his partner and said to
do a third.
·Why?" Corinne asked.
"Just do it, O.K.?"
She didn't say anything, but when they began the third pattern she
only did the first few steps before stopping.

She put her hands on her hips.

"Why'd you stop?" he asked. Silence. "Corinne, why did you stop? I
said to do three."
"We never do more than two."
"Exactly.

That's what I was just saying.

But Judy says we need to

build up to tour:"
"And whatever Judy says, P.O. has to do," she said.
"She's our coach." Corinne looked up at him, then away, and he was
afraid that she'd go talk to somebody, wasting more time; she might even
go back to the music booth and tell her mother untrue things, with his
father standing right there.

"Come on.

Let's do it again," he said.

"And do

three." She didn't move. "Come on."
After a while she said:

"We've got to build up to it, you know.

can't just start doing four patterns today, just like that.

We

We're not in

shape. And besides, competition is months away."
He knew his father was watching.

"Fine," he said.

Then it occurred
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to him--to beat her off the ice, to leave the situation before she got the
chance to. "My skate laces are loose: was all he said.

She shrugged.

He

went to the side of the arena and stepped up onto the floor, grabbing his
blade guards as he passed, then halting briefly to hold onto a wooden seat
as he put the guards on each foot.

Climbing the steps to the booth, he

heard Mrs . Apps telling George something about Corinne's "extensive
training in ballet."
stared at him.

As he entered, she stopped talking and both parents

He looked at his father, then at Corinne's mother.

"How is it coming along?" Mrs. Apps said.

NOh, great," he said.

"My skate's loose.

Thought I'd come up here

where it's warm."
George was quiet.
"To tighten it."
No one talked.

Mrs. Apps clicked one tape off, rewound it, and

ejected it, choosing another to play next.

P.O. knew that they were

wondering why he was there, why he didn't tighten his skates in the box
outside, and he wished that he could do what his partner would do; he
wanted to tell both parents that Corinne was being unreasonable, and that
the reason they wern't working was because of her laziness, and not his.
But he couldn't.

He sat down and quickly re-tied his bootlaces.

"How does it look?" he asked his father.
"How does it look?" George repeated.

Mrs. Apps turned her head to

see--and not just hear--what the answer would be.
did yesterday, and last week.

"It looks a lot like it

It looks like you're not working and

competiton's going to be here before you know what hit you."
turned back around.

Mrs. Apps
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P.O. stood up and left the booth without commenting on what his
father had said.

He descended to the ice surface, running his fingers

through his hair with one hand as the other removed the blade guards he'd
just put on. He knew he'd been gone for a much shorter period of time than
Corinne would have--only five minutes at most.

He remembered his

earlier desire to go to a movie with Ben, and not even be here, and he was
thinking of what it would be like in a quiet, dark movie theater right now
as he noticed Corinne.

She wasn't talking to anybody.

Instead she leaned

against the barrier, very near the spot where he had waited for her to
show up.

She was staring at him, and at first he thought it was just like

his father had stared at him, for he'd seen her disapproving look before.
But soon he realized that her expression was far different from his
father's.

Her features had softened and her eyes watched him sadly ,

almost, and the only reason he could think of that she might be sad, all of
the sudden, just didn't make much sense.

She couldn't feel that way just

because he'd left her for a few minutes: she was quite capable of being
alone, he thought. It had to be something else.
"Why did you go up there?" she asked him, nodding toward the
music booth.
He paused for a moment. "I reallly don't know," he said. "Come on.
Let's do something."
They worked on the Paso Doble some more, then their third and
final compulsory dance, a slower, more sensual dance called the Blues.

It

felt good for P.O. to hold onto Corinne, and there wasn't nearly as much
pulling apart and bumping together as there sometimes was . Her body was
firm, and she gave him pressure where she touched him, holding his left
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hand and the front side of his right shoulder, without squeezing or
stiffness .

When the Blues was done they went on to their free dance, a

routine that Judy had choreographed especially for them, the part of the
competition that was always both the most enjoyable to do and the best to
watch.

They worked hard, basically in silence, until the session was over.

Tonight they had to come back for another two hours.

"P.D"
"What?"
"I have a message for you," Corinne said as they rested brieflly.
She brushed away the hair that had fallen from her ponytail, down into her
eyes.
"What is it?"
"Your mother said she'd call you this evening.

She's--"

"I know. She's staying with you for a while. She told me. I see her
almost once a week, you know."
"Sorry," Corinne said.
"No, I mean... She keeps me informed, that's all." P.O. glanced at his
feet. "Does she seem happy?"
"I guess.

She just came today .. I know it's good for my mom...to

have someone else around."
"I'm sure; P.O. said. A program had ended and all he could hear was
that low humming somewhere up near the ceiling, in the huge speakers
that hung at six different places among the rafters.

And Judy yelled at

Stacey to get to work.
"Well, I just thought you'd like to know, so you can stay by the
phone.

So...

Well, so your dad doesn't answer it.

I was supposed to tell
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you."
"Thank you."
"You're welcome," Corinne said, smiling a little.
The session ended a few minutes later and they got off the ice, the
Zamboni machine taking over as it drove along the barrier.

The man driving

it pumped a lever on the back of the machine, rattling metal against metal,

and the amount of water passing out the back increased.

Corinne and P.O.

walked down the corridor together, discussing what they'd work on when
they came back later.

The hallway led beneath the old wooden seats of the

arena, and at the end it split into two more hallways, one leading to the
men's locker room and one to the ladies'.

Todd and Stacey and the others

trailed along behind them, and they all said goodbye to each other,
disappearing into their respective rooms to take off their skates .

8
George

For as long as l've lived in Eagle Hill--almost twenty years--there
has stood a sign for the
ramp.

Eagle Hill Arana at the bottom of the 1290 exit

It is small and blue, and its arrow tells anyone looking for the ice

arena to turn right.

As I stopped at the light I checked the time--5:25.

Peter was at the rink right now, then he'd be coming home and we'd have
dinner together.

It was a Friday night and

wouldn't go back into the city

until tomorrow afternoon, so maybe he and

could see a movie, I thought.

turning right when the light changed .

I passed a second sign for the rink,

again directing people to the right, and went straight.

Peter would be done

at six, which gave me enough time to relax and have a drink before he got
home.
In the city it had been sticky and hot all day.

My office was

air-conditioned, but when I'd gone to lunch with a client we'd had to leave
the indoors and walk up Ontario to the Chinese place.
was a relief.

Now the coolness

I pulled up our steep driveway and turned the engine off.

For

a moment I sat in my car, the window rolled down, the early summer
evening surrounding

me.

Matthew would be home next week, just to visit

before he returned to Minneapolis for his summer job.
were getting alonQ all right.

And Peter and I

Tonight might be a good opportunity

to

discuss some things with him, such as the future, and what he would do
with his skating when this competition season was over.

I knew how to
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talk to Peter, and I knew what his responses would be.

He thought the

same way I did.
In the garage the woodpile had collapsed at one end. I set down my
briefcase and stared at the logs on the floor, but I didn't feel like picking
any up.

The tires on Peter's bike were close to flat, and Lois' bike was

still there, behind Peter's, a dirty dishtowel draped over the seat and
patches of rust on the handlebars.

I kept the vermouth in a kitchen cabinet

above the microwave, and after dropping my keys and briefcase on a chair
inside I made myself a good strong drink, glad to have bought two bottles
last time because only a trace remained now in the first one.
seemed huge as I stood there in the kitchen.
office downtown, very quiet and inactive.
another.

Then

The house

It felt very different from my

I finished my drink and poured

noticed the note my son had taped to the refrigerator for

me to read.
It said:

"I won't be home until eleven.

Corinne invited me to eat at

her house. Back to the rink after dinner. See you in the morning--P .0."
I made a third drink and went into the den, carrying the bottle with
me. Lois had been at the Apps' for three months now. Originally, according
to Peter, she'd said she would be there for maybe a week, but of course she
underestimated how difficult it was to find a good place to live and she
was taking Brenda Apps for everything she offered.

It was just like Lois

to stay for three months at the house of someone she didn't even know that
well.

She didn't dare move in on some of our mutual friends, one of my

acquaintances at the firm and his family, because they knew both of us,
and had for years, and they knew she'd sucked me dry for twenty years,
then walked out.

Brenda Apps didn't like me--she thought I was too blunt
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with Peter--but I didn't give a damn.

Clearly Corinne's mother was like all

the other idealistic people in skating who loved to talk and hated to
actually help their children, or teach them right from wrong.
admired her.

Lois probably

It made so much sense to me that those two were living

together, like old spinsters who had never accepted husbands, thinking
they could survive on their own.

I had talked to Lois a couple of

times--but only on the phone--since she left, and she
straightforward answer to my questions.

never gave a

She told me I'd know when she

started divorce proceedings, or if she did, and then I asked if this meant
she was thinking she could move back into my house as jf nothing had
happened, as if she hadn't abandoned Peter and me, and she said the
chances she wouldn't be seeing a lawyer soon were slim.

I asked her what

the hell "very slim" meant and she said she didn't want to talk anymore.
And if I kept asking questions--questions I damn well had a right to
ask--she hung up on me.
I liked the silence in my house, I decided, standing over my desk,
which was covered with several piles of law journals.

There were no

television noises, no phone ringing, no banging on the piano to distract me.
But I didn't feel like working.

I would not do work, when my son and wife

were eating supper at someone else's house.

I moved to the living room, a

long room Lois had just redecorated last year--new drapes, two new
paintings, the antique rocking chair she'd found at a yard sale when we
were in Ohio
found

myself

seeing my parents, and our new baby grand piano, which I
standing

in

front

of,

reading

"S-T-E-I-N-W-A-Y" on the back of the keyboard.

the

gold

letters

made the conscious

decision to go ahead and get drunk. '1 usually did anyway, and no one ever
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stopped me.

Even Lois' requests for me to cut down had been so meek I'd

laugh at her.

I sat down on the piano bench, my legs straddling it.

After a

while, my glass empty, I unfolded the flap that covered the keys and the
gold letters disappeared.
So Peter wouldn't be home for dinner.
Apps family .

Cleary had said he should spend time with his mother, no

matter how difficult I found it to accept.
him?

He'd be with Lois and the

But what good was she doing

There was nothing Lois could give Peter that I hadn't already given

him, and I don't just mean material things.

I mean care, and advice, things

a young man needed to decide what he should do with himself, what most
benefitted his plans for the future.

He wouldn't be skating for the rest of

his life, yet I wasn't aware of anything else that interested my son.

He

always worked hard at school, but he wasn't extremely bright; he wasn't
very far above average, but only slightly, and slightly was barely worth
mentioning. He knew he'd only get ahead by hard work.
same

natural

brightness

that

self-discipline--unlike Matthew,

Matthew
and

had,

I wished he had the

combined

with

his

then, if he worked like he did but

with his brother's intelligence, his future would lead him in all sorts of
exciting directions.

People would want him, and he wouldn't always be

struggling for that reinforcement.
Victories would come to him.

He wouldn't be so desperate to win.

But he wasn't like that.

I wasn't hungry but I knew I should eat.

And I'd told him.

For dinner I had lasagna

from a box and I made a salad with the lettuce and tomato
refrigerator.

found in the

Peter and I kept a dozen or so frozen dinners in the freezer

at all times, so that he didn't have to cook when he didn't want to, which
lately had been almost every night.

At least once a week we'd go out,
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usually into the city unless I was too tired.

I set the timer on the

microwave for the correct time and followed the directions carefully.
When it was done I started to go to the table in the other room, but I'd
eaten in there before by myself and I hated it; there was nothing to do in
the dining room, nothing to look at, nothing but the long flat surface of the
table, covered by Lois' dark green tablecloth that still had small dots of
candle wax on it from before she left, so instead I rested my plate in the
palm of my hand and ate in the kitchen, standing up.
lasagna was still ice cold .

But the inside of the

I put it back in the microwave and started on

my salad, walking back and forth, re-reading my son's note:
morning."

I didn't know what he thought that

·See you in the

meant; seeing each other in

the morning was rare, unless he just happened to get up earlier than usual
or I just happened to be running late. On Saturdays he slept until noon, and
I had to leave for the city around eleven.

My dinner was finally hot, but as

I began to eat the phone rang.
"Eakins," I said.
A boy's voice, overly polite, said:

"Uh, Mr. Eakins?

This is Ben.

Ben Church. Is P.O. there?"
"No, he's not."
"Oh."

There was a pause.

"I was just wondering what he's doing

now. Maybe he could come over to my house for supper."
"He's having dinner somewhere else," I said, sliding a forkful of
lasagna into my mouth.

Then I set the plate down and waited for Peter's

friend to say something.
"Do...do you know where he is?" Ben asked me.
"Do I know where he is?

Yes, I know where he is.

He's with his
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mother."
"Oh."
"Is there anything else?"
"Oh, no. Sorry to have bothered you, Mr. Eakins."
"Next time you want him to come to dinner, you might think ahead
and call earlier."
"I'm sorry, sir."
terrified of me.

His voice wavered.

I knew he was probably

I'd only met Ben once, over a year ago at Matthew's

graduation ceremony, when the boy's family had been there to see a sister
in Matthew's class.

But I knew Peter went over to Ben's house frequently

after school; he'd probably told him all about me, and Lois' leaving,
painting me as someone to avoid.

I sounded just like the boy expected me

to sound, and when I realized this I immediately tried to change the tone
of my voice.

Ben didn't deserve a reprimand. The boy was nice enough.

"No, I'm
you called.

sorry, Ben," I said.

"I'll leave a message for Peter that

I'm sure he'll regret missing dinner at your house."

Now it seemed I had embarrassed the boy by apologizing for my
behavior.

"Never mind," he said quickly.

"I'll call him tomorrow.

Thank

you, sir. Goodbye."
"Goodbye, Ben."
As I finished eating, I tried to think of everything I knew about
Peter's friends.

Ben Church was the only one who wasn't a figure skater,

and for that the boy was to be congratulated.

Somehow his family had kept

him interested in other things, sports at school, and he had avoided coming
to know people

in the skating world,

subjectivity of performing before

a

people who

thrived on the

panel of judges, all with

strong
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favorites.

Skating was a sport that wasn't really a sport at all; everyone

in it treated it like an art form, except the skaters that won.
took hard, athletic work to do well.

They knew it

Skating was even worse than music,

and Matthew had never amounted to much in that environment.

I knew that

people like Brenda Apps, and even Peter's coach, filled my son with a
conception of himself that was wrong.

He thought upcoming competitions

were going to be much easier than they were, and he and Corinne convinced
themselves that good looks and righteous behavior would pull them
through.
would

They had a false sense of being technically prepared, and they
always

be

disappointed.

They'd

always

come

home

competitions with a bitterness that is only felt by true losers.

from
They'd

blame everyone and everything.
But the only thing I could do was warn them, and I had.

I'd talked

to Judy, the coach, and threatened to move my son to a different rink if he
wasn't pulled out of this fantasy world he lived in, but Peter heard about
this and got all upset.

Of course he'd never want to leave Eagle HiI1--he

was a champion there, and he knew he might not be somewhere else.
I cleaned up the kitchen and had another drink.

Suddenly my head

was very clear and I knew what I wanted to do with my evening.

took

Peter's note off the refrigerator and read it again:

"I won't be home until

eleven.

Back to the rink after

dinner.

Corinne invited me to eat at her house.
See you in the morning--P.D"

I gulped down the last of my drink.

The inside of my mouth felt hot and smooth and polished with the liquor.

I

still had my tie on from work and I yanked it off, unbuttoning the first two
buttons of my shirt, rolling up my sleeves, then I opened the window above
the kitchen sink.

A cool breeze poured in and I closed my eyes.

Lois used
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to stand like that, watching whatever activity filled the back yard, then
closing her eyes, and I'd walk in on her, startle her, break her away from
her

little

world

of

secrets,

a

world

now

knew

held

deceit,

unfaithfulness--for by now I was convinced she had cheated on me--and
abandonment.

There was an "APPS, B." in the phone book, and I found the name of
the street on the Chicago area map I had in the glove compartment of my
car.

I backed down the driveway and headed out through Eagle Hill to the

interstate.

It must have been about seven o'clock; the sky was a faint pink

color, fading into a deep blue the further I looked above the horizon.
first chance I got I pulled off the road.

The

I wanted the breeze on my face; I

needed air. Getting out of my car, I opened both rear doors and rolled down
those windows, as well as the ones in front.

There wouldn't be much

traffic on the interstate at this time, and I'd fly down the road with all my
windows open, all the wet air and smell of early summer coming in around
me.

But I didn't get going again right away.

I'd stopped in the parking lot

of a bar that I went to once in a while, usually on my way out of the city
when I knew Peter wasn't waiting at home, for one reason or another.
left my car and went in.
The bar had a name that I can't remember, some woman's name, and
every time I went there a woman was always making drinks behind the
bar--the owner,

I guess.

air-conditioned, almost cold.

The

place was

small, dark, and

overly

The woman behind the bar, tall and blonde,

made me a martini, then ignored me, watching some tennis match on the

93
television. She looked about forty and very uneducated. No one else was in
there but me and her, and the periodic silence of a tennis court during
play-the sound of bouncing and hitting and grunting players, then a rush
of applause and a brief word from the announcer, said in a deep, hushed
voice, as if everyone would turn and stare if he spoke too loudly, followed
by that initial squeak of shoes as the next man served ...these were the
noises as I sat there.

When a commercial came on it sounded shrill after

such intense quiet, and I ordered another drink in a louder voice than I
needed to.

The blonde jumped a little, looking down at me from her dazed

height, sighing, and slowly refilling my glass.
After a while I forgot she was there .
course back to the boys, and to Lois.

My mind followed its usual

My family meant more to me than

most fathers' families did to them, I knew, and I was proud of this.

I felt

proud because I could give more to them, I could give everything to them,
and make them better than other people.
gave more than just support.

The family provided support, but I

I carefully studied Lois when we got

married, and the boys when they were old enough to have minds of their
own, and I learned what talents they had.

I nurtured those talents, and

guided them; I knew more about what they were good at--and what would
make them happy--than they ever would.
did it.
rejected

I saw what they did before they

And only Peter appreciated my ability to help him.
it, and

because of this they would

The others

never understand the

knowledge that Peter and I were going to share some day, the feeling of
success and power over everything, and everyone.
The blonde had turned off the tennis--and was wiping out beer
steins with a rag--by the time I paid' and left.

I didn't realize how drunk I
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was until I got to my car and wondered why all the windows were down.
Then I remembered, and swore to myself, hating

mindlessness.

was heavy and all the clarity I'd felt at home was gone.

My head

It took me a

second to recall where I was going, if I was coming home from work or if
I'd done that already.

On the highway the air whipped through the car like

I'd wanted it to, lifting the map up from the seat next to me.
to the next town.

It wasn't far

I pulled off the interstate and stopped the car, flipping

on the overhead light to study the map some more.

Within ten minutes I

was on the Apps' street, leaning over at each house to read the numbers.
Then I spotted Lois' car, pulled over, and rolled the windows up before
stumbling across the front yard.

SUddenly I was in a hurry, afraid that no

one would be home, that they'd already gone back to the rink.

Ignoring the

doorbell, I knocked.
Corinne came to the door.

She threw it open with no hesitation,

without checking who I was through the window, and when she saw it was
me she didn't look the least bit surprised.

Corinne Apps is a smart girl;

she smiled at me, almost as if she'd been expecting my arrival, and
stepped out of the way.
"Mr. Eakins," she said, loud enough for Peter and Lois to hear.
"Corne in."

If her mother had answered the door I doubt I would've been

allowed in, at least not so pleasantly.
"Is Peter here?" I said.
"Dad," he said, not moving from where he sat on the sofa.
Brenda were somewhere else.

Lois and

I glanced around the house--or what I could

see of it--and quickly decided that Clay Apps had done a fair job of
providing for his ex-wife and daughters, but not a particularly generous
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job of it.

The living room was modest. much smaller than ours.

"Didn't you

see my note? What are you doing here?" Peter asked.
"I saw your note. We'd planned to have dinner together, you and I."
Peter looked at Corinne.

"Had we, Dad?

I don't remember making

plans." He frowned.
"I wanted to talk to you," I said.
"Dad, I don't think ..." Corinne sat down next to him, and it looked to
me like she'd been there before I came, as if she'd been there a long time.
"Don't you think I should've driven over here?

You're irresponsible

enough to forget about dinner with your father--"
"We didn't talk about having dinner together, Dad," he said firmly.
think it was just about then he realized I'd been drinking.

I

He didn't always

catch on immediately, although I think Corinne had detected it the minute
she opened the door.

On the sofa their heads tilted toward each other,

almost as if they were going to kiss, but their eyes stayed fixed on me.
open wide with the fear I'd grown used to on people's faces.
"Where's your mother?"
Peter got up and came over to me.
shoulder and whispered:

He put a hand gently on my

"Dad, will you please just go homer

I heard noises in the kitchen.

"Lois, I need to talk to you!" I called.

"Peter, go get your mother."
"I'm right here," she said, appearing in the doorway.
the piano in the corner and leaned against it.
confident.

She walked to

She didn't look afraid, but

Her hair was different than had been in March.

It seemed a

little more reddish and less brown, and she'd pulled it back out of her face.
She had on a dress, a blue one I'd never seen before, and the skin on her
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arms and neck looked slightly sun-tanned.

Her eyes were as green as ever.

Brenda Apps came in behind her, a dish towel draped over one shoulder.
"There you are. You look good," I said to Lois, but she knew, by the
way I said it, that I didn't mean it, or that I meant it too much--that
didn't know what I meant.

Her eyes darted to the kids, then Brenda.

"Come upstairs," she said.
"I want to talk."
"We will talk.

Come upstairs."

Brenda sighed. "You know, George, you've got a lot of nerve."
"Never mind, Brenda," Lois said. "Just never mind."
the stairs but I didn't follow right away.

She headed for

I glared at Corinne's mother.

"You're drunk," Brenda told me quietly, with strong disapproval in
her voice.
"Fuck you," I said . Corinne and Peter finally stopped staring at me,
and Brenda turned away. grabbing her dish towel from her shoulder as she
retreated to her kitchen.
My wife was sitting on a neatly-made single bed, her feet and
knees together.

Her suitcases were stacked in one corner of the small

room; clearly she had unpacked, settling in comfortably, but I couldn't see
anything in the room that actually belonged to her.

Her clothes were

tucked away in the dresser and closet and there were no photographs of
the boys, or of me, no books, no evidence of tests to be graded before
Monday's classes, no sign of another man having been in her room.

The

bedspread was mostly a dull pink color, covered by some green flowers,
and the wallpaper matched.

Next to the bed stood a square table, with a

nondescript lamp and box of Kleenex.
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"The guest room," I said to her.

"You really consider yourself a

guest after three months?"
She moved jerkily, going to the window and opening it.

The

curtains, also in the pink and green flower pattern, swayed just a little.
"George, I've got nothing to say to you. You're drunk."
"So I've been told:
"I thought we agreed not to see each other.

Any arrangements can

be made by phone."
"It's been three months.

I have a right to see you."

"Why don't you just go home?" she said.
"Go home?" I laughed. "Go home? You want me to go home?"
She hesitated. then nodded.

"I'll call you tomorrow."

We waited for a while without saying anything.
to talk.

We waited for me

"Do you know what it's like to go home, after a long week of

working my ass off in a hot city, with a group of clients that don't know
what the hell they're doing, and colleagues full of bullshit, and find a note
from my son--when all I'd been looking forward to all day was a nice
dinner with him--saying he'd gone to have dinner with his mother, who,
after three months, is still mooching off people who aren't even relatives,
or

close friends of the family, just like she sucked me dry for twenty-one

years, then took off when things got a little rough?

Do you know what

that's like?"
"A little rough," she said, a smile on her face.
or another for twenty-on e years.

"Abuse in one way

A little rough."

My balance wasn't good, and now, with both alcohol and anger
clouding my head, I had to sit on the

bed.

She stood by the window. Behind
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her I could see it was dark.

"Our house is so huge," I whispered; then I

wasn't sure I'd even said it, until Lois turned to look at me.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"If you're not coming back, I'm selling everything in it, or giving it
all away.

Maybe I'll move into one of my friend's flowery little guest

bedrooms."
"You can't sell our things."
"Watch me,"
"I know you can't.

Not the things that are legally mine. You haven't

even seen the settlement yet, and--"

She stopped suddenly, her voice still

ringing in my ears.
"The settlement?

There's a settlement?"

"I was going to call you this weekend:
I closed my eyes and the room spun even faster.

"I was wondering

how long you were going to take before you finally got a lawyer involved.
It'd better not be anyone I know."
"It's not."
She wanted everything that was mine, everything I'd worked for,
everything that made life safe and simple for her, things she'd never get on
a schoolteacher's salary.

And she knew it.

She'd realized it, living off the

Apps and trying to manage, probably trying to find some apartment that
could compare to the suburban

comfort she was used to.

It couldn't be

done, and now she knew it.

Now was the time to go through with the

divorce, in her mind, because

she knew she couldn't go back and she was

panicking,
"You can never come back, you know," I said.
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"George, you're not making any sense tonight.
home?

Will you please go

I'll call you--we can even get together again, if you want--to

discuss things.

I don't want to come back."

"You don't want to come back?" I said. The breeze from the window
ruffled her hair as she gazed down on me.

She pitied me, I could tell, and

there were the beginnings of tears in her eyes.

She felt that sorry for me.

"Is that what you came here for?" she asked me.
I looked at the floor.

"I don't know."

"Will you please leave now?"

I heard a rustling outside the door, and a pause, then a tentative
knock. "Lois?" said a woman's voice.

"Lois, dear, are you all right?"

"Yes, I'm fine."
"We're getting ready to go back to the rink," Brenda said through
the door.
"l'rn coming with you," Lois said. I could hear Brenda as she walked
away; the floor in the hall creaked. "George, you have to go now."
"Answer one question first," I .said , surprising myself with my
calmness. "You've been cheating on me for years, haven't you?"
She moved to the door and put her hand on the doorknob.

"No. Not

at all."
I stood up, but shakily; the room tilted one way, then the other.
"Don't lie to me. There's some man."
She opened the door, trying to encourage me to hurry, I knew.
"There's no man," she said, almost wearily, although I'd never openly
accused her of this before. "Does there have to be a man?"
"With you, yes."
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When f said this she left the room; I followed.

She was already

down with the others by the time I'd made it to the top of the stairs, and I
could hear everyone's voices quite plainly.

I heard piano music, just a

random note at first, then a few chords, then the beginning of a piece.
something classical.
doing here?

For a moment I thought it was Matthew.

I came down slowly, stopping after three or four steps to

listen, then going down a couple more.
"Sounds good.
answer.

What was he

You're really improving."

heard Corinne's voice say:
Whoever was playing didn't

Maybe it was Lois, I thought, but she had actually played for

years, that I knew of.

Just taught little kids their notes and scales.

I was

leaning against the wall, halfway down the stairs, when my son appeared
at the bottom, looking up. his skate bag in hand.
"Dad?

I'm going to drive you home before I go skating,· Peter told

me.
It was reassuring to see him.
briefly. I hadn't known where I was.

I felt disoriented, and briefly, just

Then I remembered I was at the Apps'.

"Who's playing the piano?" I said.
Peter didn't answer.
"Who is it?"
did

lost my balance.

I practically ran down the rest of the steps, and as I
Peter jumped out of the way, but leaned over with

his arms outstretched to try to stop my momentum.

tripped over his

skate bag and fell down, crumpling into a corner.
"Dad, are you O.K.?"
Corinne was there, too, looking down at me. and behind them I saw
my wife and Brenda.

But I couldn't see to the piano; they all blocked my

view. Peter put a hand under my arm and helped me up. his eyes full of the

101
pity I'd just seen in Lois.

They all felt sorry for me, and through

the

haziness in my mind I knew they all hated me, even Peter. He hated me the
most. He'd never known what I was trying to do, that I only wanted to help
him.

He looked like he was so sure that I didn't love him, that I'd never

loved him, as he guided me to my feet again, moving his skate bag out of
the way.

And he didn't love me either.

He didn't understand that I knew

everything about him, that I was him.
"Who is it playing the goddamn piano?"
Instantly the music stopped.

Lois and Brenda stepped aside,

revealing a little girl, with gold hair and very blue eyes, staring back at
me from her piano bench.

She was terrified . Just like everyone else.

She

stuck out her lower lip and for a second I thought she was about to cry, but
instead she just blew the hair out of her face.

She didn't speak to me. She

was so tiny, so insignificant to be making such giant music.
"Oh, that's just Lindsay, Mr. Eakins: Corinne said politely, staring
at me with those same blue eyes.

"My little sister.

She's really good for

her age, don't you think?"
"I thought..."
Lois.

I leaned against Peter's side.

"I thought it was you,

I thought you were playing."
My wife crossed her arms, hugging herself, waiting for me to

leave.

I could tell that's all she wanted--for me to leave her alone with

her newfound friends.

All of them waited patiently for me to leave.

"I'm sorry I came here," I said slowly.
Corinne's little sister started playing again softly.
"Come on, Dad.
and we walked out.

I'm driving you home."

He put his arm around me
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I don't think I ever shamed my son more than I did that night, but
at the time I didn't really know this.

At the time I was aware only of the

fact that I'd done something mildly wrong, and I'd apologized to Peter, and
Lois, and the Apps.
usually did.

I knew I was drunk, and I hadn't stayed at home like I

I'd gone out, and now I had my son with me.

mattered--I'd retrieved him.

It was all that

Seeing Lois didn't mean much to me until

later, when I'd started remembering more and more, and she was gone
completely from daily life.

But then, in the car on our way back to Eagle

Hill, the sky at last dark, I felt a small sense of guilt, and a great swell of
pride that Peter had come with me.

As we drove through the residential

streets I caught glimpses of flapping wings above the trees--probably
bats, I thought, although they might have been just birds.

At stop signs,

when we weren't moving, I heard leaves swish in the night air, a stronger
breeze than earlier.
"It might rain," my son said to me.
"I'm sorry, Peter, for my behavior," I said.
car oddly distorted everything that flew past us.

The movement of the
Peter drove fast.

Clusters of headlights approached off to our left, separating into pairs as
the cars got closer, then sped past us.
"You already apologized. I heard you."
The headlights came on faster and faster.
gone until more appeared up ahead.
thought of in a long time.

A cluster, pairs, then

It reminded me of something I hadn't

"Your grandfather used to apologize for the way

he acted sometimes," I said, "and I never thought much of it either."
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"I didn't say anything like that, Dad .

It means a lot to me,

actually. "
It was black inside the car, and our voices seemed slow compared
to the things flashing by.

I said:

"Your grandfather worked late,

sometimes all night. and he'd apologize to my mother and me, as if he'd
done something wrong.

But I never thought he did.

I admired him for it."

"You did?" Peter asked, or I think he asked.
he was listening.

Maybe I only imagined

I'm not sure.

"I used to sit on the steps of our old house," I went on, "the one out
at Atwood, where they lived up until his retirement.
remember the house.

You probably don't

You were just a baby when they moved out, I think. It

had a porch in the front, and when I was a kid I'd sit on the steps and do
crossword puzzles until it got too dark.
Cincinnati then.

Your grandfather was working in

I'd be just about ready to go inside and do my homework

when I'd see him pull off the road; his headlights blinded me as he came up
the drive.

Sometimes he'd turn the engine off.

But sometimes he'd keep it

running and he'd leave the lights on, right in my face."

I stopped for a

minute, remembering what he'd look like as he emerged from the light,
patted me on the head, and went on inside without a word.

didn't tell

Peter this part.
"Why did he leave the car running?"
"Because he wasn't staying.

My rnother'd have his supper all made

in a paper bag, and he'd give her a kiss, apologize, of course, take his
supper, and come back out.
sometimes all night.

Then he'd get in his car and go back to work,

He'd back out the drive and the headlights got

smaller and fainter 'til he was gone."

We were almost home now, I

104
noticed, and when the house came into view I realized I hadn't turned on
any front lights.

"I liked the way he worked so hard," I said.

"I respected

it. "

Peter pulled up the hill, seemingly unaffected by what I'd been
saying.

"I'm driving your car to the rink.

Hope it's all right."

"You haven't heard anything l've said."
"Yes, Dad. Of course I heard you. I always knew Gramp worked too
hard."
"But that's my point-he didn't. You can't work too hard."
"Goodnight, Dad. Will you please just go inside and go to bed?

I'll

see you in the morning."
I got out, holding onto the door to lean in and speak to him.

"Is

your mother expecting to make a habit out of this going with you to the
rink?

She's wrong, if she thinks she is."
"Just once in a while, Dad.

Goodnight.

J'U stay here until you get

some lights on."
I slammed the door.

Inside, after a struggle with the keys, I

turned on the light in the hallway to let Peter know he could leave.
car backed down the driveway and was gone, leaving me in the silence.
was too quiet, even quieter than before.

The
It

I thought of making myself

another drink, for by this time I was very sober, but somehow my mind
wandered away and I never did drink anymore that night.

Instead I crossed

the living room in the dark, with only the soft glow of the hall light
pouring in behind me. At the piano I sat down, recalling that I'd been in the
same spot earlier in the evening.

My memory of Lois, as I'd last seen her,

hugging herself, was vivid in my mind.

She'd been waiting for me to go
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Corinne

Maybe I was wrong about P.O.
female to him.

I believe I was at first,

Maybe I wasn't just blonde and
when we moved to Illinois with

Judy and he had nothing else to go on; most everybody judges people on
looks when there's nothing else.

But by summer he had made it past that.

especially with all that had been happening for him a home; his mother
gone--gone from our house now, too. since she'd found an apartment and
moved about a week ago--and his father not dealing with the divorce very
well.

Not well at all.

I'd been twelve when my father moved out, but I

clearly remeber that our situation was much simpler; my father left, my
mother cried a - lot, then it was over,
for a father.

But then, I didn't have George Eakins

He was the knid of man who probably saw me as pretty and

blonde and girlish, not his son, not P.O., who had fortunately not learned
everything he knew from Mr. Eakins .
All I kn ow is that I'd started fee Ij ng pretty close to P.D., and
sometimes, when he occasionally opened up about what his father had said
to him, or done to him, I actually felt sorry for him.

When Mr. Eakins came

over to our house one Friday night at the beginning of the summer, totally
drunk, P.O. and I didn't talk about it for a long time afterward, maybe a
couple of weeks.

He was late to the rink that night--he had to drive his

father back home-sand when he did arrive he apologized; I don't know why
he felt he needed to do thls-! knew what he was going through--but
maybe he didn't know I was concerned, and maybe he thouhgt I was angry.
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But whatever he thought, we didn't talk about it.

Not until one night later

in June, when Todd's parents were in California and he had a party at his
house, and we all got drunk.
Todd Paradis lived north of the city, drove an Audi that his parents
gave him for placing second at Midwesterns last year--it was the first
time he qualified for Nationals at the Senior level--and he was, in my
mind, friendly, considering how well
considering his family's money.

he was doing

in skating, and

His house looked much like I'd imagined

my father's house looked, when he and his new wife had moved out of our
old place in New York; Dad had described it to me over the phone, and when
he'd said it had a pool I immediately envisioned a pool house, a vast lawn,
and some endless patio with elaborate landscaping, maybe a fountain.

But

my father's new home, when I saw it later, was ordinary, more - ordinary
than our old house had been, and the pool was one of those tiny
above-ground kinds.
it was big.

Todd's house did not have a fountain on the patio but

Tall and modern.

And his pool stretched across much of the

backyard, its L-shaped surface leading right up to the doors fa a pool
house, which Todd had told me contained just a dressing room and
bathroom and tool shed.
When Stacey and I arrived it was about to get dark, around eight,
and everybody else was already there.

Inside people from the rink, mostly

older skaters, were drinking beer and looking tense.

In the background

Prince's latest album filled the entire house with breathy singing and long
repetitive drum solos.
"Corinne!

And Todd danced by himself.

Stacel

Where have you been?

calling you," Todd shouted at us.

I've been calling you and
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"Sorry: Stacey said, and I just smiled.

Todd pointed to the beer.

When I had a bottle in my hand I felt better, looser, but a lot of other
people still looked nervous.

1 walked over to Sue and of course Stacey

followed; soon Sue was complaining about her lesson with Judy today,and
what a bad mood Judy had been in lately.

Stacey agreed with her but I said

I hadn't noticed, glancing around the room to find P.O., who I couldn't see
anywhere, and when Todd danced past me he told me P.O. was out by the
pool with Ben, his "straight, boring friend from school."

That was Todd's

description of him; I'd never met Ben, although I knew he went to our high
school and P.O. was always talking about him.
team.

And he was on the swim

When I left the room Stacey and Sue were accusing Todd of inviting

some of the younger skaters, who could never handle drinking and usually
reported everything that happened during the party to Judy the next day,
but Todd laughed, and defended himself by shouting "got to start them
young!" as he went to flip over the Prince album .
The night was warm and still.

Todd's huse stood on high ground,

r

and as I walked down the long decline of redwood steps to the pool I looked
for P.O. in the darkness.

Trees lined both sides of the path and I really

couldn't see much of anything; then I realized what I was doing, and how
strange Todd and the others must have thought it was for me to go off
searching for my partner, for P.O., who probably couldn't care less if i was
at the party or not.

My beer was empty.

I didn't care.

to the house and get another, jf I could find him.

I'd get P.O. to go up
suddenly didn't care

about what everybody thought, then I worried again, and by the time 1
found him I was shrugging it off once again, my mind switching back and
forth in a way I wasn't familiar with.
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P.O. and Ben had their swim suits on but weren't in the water.
They sat on the diving board, their legs dangling as they straddled it, beer
bottles surrounding them.

A crowd of loud kids filled the pool, and some

of them screamed at me to join them, but I purposely hadn't brought my
suit.

One girl named Wendy, who was only thirteen, shrieked as a boy

dunked her, another boy joining him, then another, and the three boys were
soon chasing Wendy across the shallow end.

They tried to run but couldn't,

their upper bodies getting ahead of their legs, their arms thrashing.
"Wendy's drunk. Really drunk," I said.
"We know.

We've been watching.

She'd acting really dumb."

had seen me coming; he barely turned his head.

P.O.

I got the distinct

impression they'd been talking about me but I pretended not to notice.

Ben

was staring off into the trees.
I sat down on the damp cement and P.O. handed me his towel.
"Thanks," I said. "Have you guys been in yet?"
Ben looked at the water and nodded. "Irs great," he said.
"I hate swimming," I said.

Then I remembered he was on the swim

team, but it was too late; he and P.O. exchanged a glance and I felt like I
wasn't welcome.

Physically, Ben was P.D.'s opposite.

eyes and almost black hair-sand his skin was pale.

He was dark--dark

He looked shorter than

P.O., and wider, and had a typical swimmer's body. Sleak and lean. But was
almost too lean, I thought.

He slouched, sitting there on the diving board,

and I pictured him the way I pictured all swimmers, standing at the side of
an indoor pool in a yearbook photograph, wet and skinny and shivering, his
hands clasped in front of him.
"I don't think I've met you," I said to Ben, and P.O. gave me a look,

109
his face showing that he knew I wasn't planning on leaving soon, so he
quickly introduced us.

Ben smiled at me shyly and I smiled back.

"Oh.

My

beer's empty: I whispered to myself as silence descended on the three of
us again, and I felt Ben's eyes on me.
"Want another?" he asked.

"1. .. 1 was just about to go up and get

more:
"Sure. Thanks."
Ben hopped off the diving board and left, and I took his spot,
handing the towel back to P.O. We both gazed up toward the house, where
it seemed every light in every room was on, and the music had changed
from Prince to the Human League.
"I didn't mean to interrupt anything," I told P.O.
He sighed. "You didn't."
·What's your problem?"
"Nothing.

Nothing at all,"

He turned to look right at me.

"Where's

Stacey?"
"I don't know. Inside, I guess. Why?"
"No reason,

I just thought. ..1 just thought you two would be

together."
In the water Wendy was laughing uncontrollably as someone handed
her more to drink, and I commented on how young she was, and how my
mother never would've let me come to one of Todd's parties when I was
thirteen.

But P.O. wasn't listening.

My mind kept playing the same tricks

on me, switching from a certainty that I should go back inside, that trying
to talk to my partner was a joke, to feeling that if I wasn't here with him I
might as well just go home because everybody else was uniteresting.
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"Look, I'll just go," I said finally.

"j

thought I'd come talk to you

but I guess you and Ben are so chummy--"
"Fine. Go play games inside," he mumbled.
"What the hell
about anyway?

is wrong with you? What were you and Ben talking

How worthless women are?"

"I'm just sick of. .." He pulled one leg over the diving board so both
legs were on the same side.

"l'rn sick of the way you always get people to

do things for you."
Ben emerged from the house with a six-pack, walking fast down
the steps; obviously we were the only people at the party he knew.
"I don't think you're in a good place to be criticizing anyone," I said
quickly, and immediately regretted it.

He looked down, dangling his feet.

"You're so young sometimes, PD."
He swallowed.

"I know."

Ben was back and gave us beers. They downed some, then told me
to guard the six-pack, and without either one "even suggesting a swim they
dived into the pool together, which was deserted now as Wendy and the
three boys were running up the steps to the house.

One of the boys tripped

and nother turned around, reaching out to help him up, but when he started
to accept the offer the second boy pulled his hand back and the other fell
down again.

They all laughed.

Wendy rode piggyback on the third boy into

the house.
P.D. and Ben swam in diagonals across the deep end, coming up only
to clutch the cement edge for a minute before they went under again,
kicking

hard at

first

until

gracefully to the other side.

their bodies gained

speed,

then

gliding

They began racing , starting on different sides
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and seeing who could touch the opposite wall first, and Ben won every
time.

The fourth time they they did this, P.O. didn't swim in a straight

line, crossing into Ben's way,and Ben saw him coming and stopped.
never noticed until he made it to the other side.

He looked up, shook the

water from his face, blinked, and, realizing his mistake, he laughed.
joined in, throwing himself onto

P.O.

Ben

his back to float i t Jle center of the

pool.
I laughed, too.

My second beer was making me a little dizzy and I

couldn't stop laughing even when the others were quiet again.

I watched

them swim over to me, pulling themselves out of the water and finishing
their beers as they towelled off, and I knew they both liked me.

They had

been showing off for my benefit, enven if they didn't realize it.

I glanced

at Ben as he brushed his thick black hair from his face; he smiled at me.
P.O. leaned over, drying his legs, feeling better, I could tell.

As he stood up

his pal e graen eyes darted in my d i rectio n: I took a bottle fro m the
six-pack and handed it to him, but he looked away instantly.

Ben was dark

and well-built, P.O. fair and less mysterious, and the combination was
startling.

Neither knew quite what to make of me.

I fascinated Ben

because he'd heard a lot about me from P.O., and this was the first chance
he'd ever had to meet me in person, yet I think P.O. struggled ever more.
P.D.'s struggle was like my own. Of course he knew me better than Ben did,
or so he thought, and he had trouble deciding whether to treat me like a
partner or a girlfriend.

Luckiliy I was beginning to know how I wanted to

be treated, and I didn't think lt'd be too difficult to accomplish.
"You guys want to go inside?" I suggested.
"I think I'm going home," P.O. said.

"I was one of the first ones
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here. Seems like I've been here forever:
Under his breath, Ben said, "but it's early," wanting to agree with
P.O. but also wanting to stay.

All three of us stayed right where we were.

We started to talk

about the music we heard inside--now it was Janet Jackson--our favorite
groups, then our favorite movies, then our favorite and least favorite
people at the rink and school.

Ben didn't know any of the skating people

and P.D. hardly knew any kids at school, but

managed to keep the

conversation going until the end of my third beer.

felt drunk, and I saw a

glazed-over look on both of the guys' faces.
"I'm getting drunk," Ben said, as if it were the first time for him.
"Yeah. I should go," P.D. murmured.
"Why do you keep saying that?" I said.
"Why?"
the water.

He crawled forward on the cement and stuck his feet into

"I told my dad I'd be home earlier than I was the last time Todd

had a party."
But still everybody stayed.

I'd never seen my partner even a little

drunk; in fact, I'd never really seen him at a party before" at least not at
the same parties I went to.
"Does your dad stay up 'til you get home?" Ben asked, slurring hs
words.
P.O. chuckled.

"My father never sleeps."

Neither Ben nor I knew what to say so we tried to change the
subject.

I mentioned that I was sorry I hadn't brought my suit, although I

really did hate to swim, and no one said anything after this.

We all swayed

a little in the darkness and Ben bounced on the diving board.

I moved
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closer to P.O., my legs stretched sideways on the concrete to avoid the
water.
"I think he goes into the bedroom and broods all night long," P.O.
said softly.

"Broods and cries and wonders what he did to deserve all the

shit he's gotten from people."
Ben kept bouncing. He said: "I'll bet Wendy's passed out by now,"
"You

know," I said to P.O., ignoring Ben, "your father was pretty

scary the night he came over to my house.

He was really fuming about

something.
"I know."
"Does he get like that a lot?"
"No. Yes. Well, yes, sometimes ."
"Thank God he doesn't come to the rink like that."
"It's funny," P.O. said, almost as if he were talking to himself and
not to me.

He laid back, letting his legs straighten, his feet brushing the

surface of the pool, and gazed up at the sky.
way.

"I kind of like when he's that

It's embarrassing, when he decides to go visiting people, but at least

he's ...gentle.

Sometimes after he's been to the rink he's so sickening.

Pissed off about something:
"Like my mother," I said.
He looked over at me. "Maybe. But a lot more so, I think."
"You shouldn't let him bother you," Ben said.
"You shouldn't let him talk to you if he's so horrible," I said
strongly.

"You shouldn't let him come to the rink to watch if he makes you

nervous."
"It's not nerves, really,· said P.O., taking a gulp of his beer.

"Well,
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maybe I am nervous. I don't know."
Todd must have been changing a record or something; the only
noises from the house were people's voices, sounding much more relaxed
than they had earlier, and I heard Stacey's high-pitched squeal above the
rest.

Then music started up again;

I think it was some new band, but by

this time it all sounded pretty much the same to me through the haziness
in my head.

Reflections of the underwater pool lights rippled on the

cement around P.D.'s head, and between P.D.'s words 1 heard the drumbeats
of the new song on the stereo, a melody I was sure I didn't know, and the
rising and falling of some brass instrument.

It was just music, music for

a party, and I'm sure more people than just Todd were dancing by now. I'm
sure everybody was dnacing, even it they talked while doing it, swiveling
hips and swaying shoulders without even realizing it.
"Have you ever thought about moving in with your mother?" I said
after a long pause.
"Yes." He closed his eyes.
"Just do it. Just leave if he bugs you."
"It's not that easy."
"He'd probably give you problems no matter where you are,"
Ben said.

He'd left the diving board and put on a shirt, handing another to

P.O.
·1 don't want to talk about it anymore," P.O. said.
stupid.

"It's all so

It's all so fucking stupid."
It was the only time I ever heard P.O. say "fuck," or maybe just the

first time, but regardless, I was surprised.
Mr. Eakins, but I wanted to know more.

It put an end to his talk about
I was curious now.

But I kept
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quiet. I touched his arm.
"Are you O.K.?" I said.
"Yeah, Fine, Corinne." He sat up. "But I reallly should go."
"Not until we all go inside and dance," Ben said, which seemed
strange to me because Ben hadn't struck me as someone who enjoyed
dnacing.

Maybe he was trying to help P,O. in his own way, I thought,

getting up.
"Let's do some thing," I said.

"I'm getting cold."

We walked up the redwood steps toward Todd's huge, extravagant
house and I wondered what might have happened between P.O. and me if Ben
hadn't been there.

It seemed like such a ruined opportunity, I thought, and I

wanted to lean against him as we climbed but I thought he wouldn't
understand.

If Ben hadn't existed I could've asked P.O. more questions, and

by the time we came inside it would've made sense for him to put his arm
around me.
him.

The way it was now he'd been shocked when I even touched

But that was with Ben around; when we were alone things ended

differently.

We entered the house through wide glass doors and the lights

made us squint.
"Corne on. Let's dance," Ben said to me when everybody around us
was jumping up and down to the music. I hesitated. "Come on,"
Ben was a lousy dancer, even drunk, bit I did notice Todd and Sue
watching us; they obviously wanted to meet this friend of P.D.'s who kept
so much to himself. I recognized the album now. It was the Pet Shop Boys.
Ben moved a little closer to me and I swung my arms above my head,
making fists as my hips pushed toward Ben, then pulled away.

When the

song ended I pretended to be hot, fanning myself with my hands, and Ben
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said he'd get me a beer.

I didn't want one but he was gone before I could

tell him, which was just as well.

P.D. had disappeared.

I went over to

Todd and Sue, who had collapsed on a sofa at the end of the song, and asked
it they'd seen him.
"Who?" Sue said.
"P.D.," I repeated.
"Don't know.

He went that way," Todd said in a raspy voice,

pointing into the next room.

I started to go look but Ben returned with two

beers, one which he gave to me. "Who's this?" Todd asked.
"Oh. This is Ben. Ben. Todd. And Sue."
"You know, you look just like myoid pair partner," Sue said.
"Frank?

You're crazy," Todd said.

"He doesn't look like Frank.

He

looks lide that guy in Juniors; you know, the one who trains with Carla
Garibaldi in Denver."
They talked about him as if he wasn't standing there but Ben didn't
seem to mind.

The topic of conversation moved on to someone who skated

in Boston, then what triple jump Todd had landed this morning, then they
remebered Ben and asked him if he was from Chicago, or if he'd moved here
from somewhere else.

Ben said he wasn't from Chicago, really, but had

lived in Eagle Hill all his life. Todd and Sue groaned.
"Isn't it boring ?" Todd asked.
"Look, I'm going to find P.D.,"

interrupted.

They glanced at me for

a minute, nodded, and kept talking.
I made my way through the poeople.
the kids I'd seen with Wnedy in the pool.

In the doorway leaned on of

He opened his eyes as I walked

past, smiling at me, and I gave him my beer, which r hadn't touched.
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"Hey.

Thanks," he said.

I recognized him.

He skated in Novice and

If I hadn't drunk so much myself I wouldn't have

was maybe fourteen.

offered him yet another beer, but I was feeling like I had earlier--that I
didn't really care what J was doing.

I just wanted to find P.O., although my

mind was clear enough to know that he'd probably slipped out and gone
home.
I was wrong .

I found him by the front door, sitting on a bench with

Stacey.

In between them sat Wendy, leaning over with her head on her

knees.

P.O. was telling her to breathe and Stacey had an arm around her

shoulder.

Then Wendy sat up straight and said she was going to get sick.

She and Stacey ran to the bathroom.
"Tomorrow she'll think this was the greatest party ever, and tell
Judy all about it.

Then we'll all end up in deep shit," P.O. said when he saw

me.
"Are you on your way out?" I asked.
for Stacey, but I'm going home soon, too.
you to your car?

He nodded.

This is ridiculous.

"I've got to wait
Can I go with

I need air."

"Sure," he said and I wondered if he thought it was a transparent
excuse to be with him.
everybody had parked.

We walked out the land drive to the road, where
Off to our right I could hear lawn sprinklers

swishing rapidly, then spraying for a while, then repeating the noise, and
two dogs were barking from different yards, probably blocks away from
each other.
"Are you O.K. to drive?" he said to me.
"Of course."
"You sure?

Why don't I drive ' you home?

You could leave your car
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here, for just tonight."

He looked down at me, his light brown hair having

fallen into his face, and I knew he really was concerned.
seemed concerned for everybody.
that he'd even offered.

But then, he

I said no, and thought it a little strange

I asked him if he'd said goodnight to Ben.

He told

me Ben had known he was leaving and that they'd probably see each other
tomorrow.

Our steps got slower and slower.

"I suppose Ben knew you wanted to be by yourself," I said.
how good a friend he is to you." P.O. didn't say anything.

"That's

"I'm glad I got to

meet him."
P.D.'s car--P.D.'s father's car, actually--was the first one in a
string of cars parked by the side of the rod, its rear bumper backed up so it
almost touched a mailbox, as if P.O. had stopped just in time.
see us from the house through the trees.

No one could

Inside the music and noise went

on and on.
"Why do you hate to swim? P.D. said in the darkness, pulling keys
out from somewhere.
"Why do I hate swimming?

I don't know," I told him.

"I don't

nata

it. "

"Oh." He unlocked the car door.
"I just remeber my mother taking Lindsay and me to the pool every
Saturday morning," I said quickly.

"She made us take classes, and I don't

think I would've been so uncomfortable if, well, if Lindsay hadn't liked it
so much. She'd splash around and laugh, and her teacher loved her. And the
more Lindsay swam, the more I didn't. You know what I mean?"
"Maybe that's why Matthew gave up hockey."
me. "Goodnight," he whispered.

He stepped closer to

His 'eyes were serious, the same way they
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got on the ice when I tried to tell him what to do and he wasn't in the mood
to listen to suggestions from anybody but Judy.

He seemed worried about

something and I immediately thought of his father, but it wasn't that.

May

be he wasn't thinking about his father at all, I realized .
"Goodnight," I answered, just as softly.
Then he leaned forward to kiss me and
side of his face, bringing his lips down to mine.

put both hands on either
I held his cheeks tightly

and tasted beer in his mouth, mixed with a saltiness.
chlorine.
sure.

He smelled like

After one long kiss he pulled away, or I pulled away--I'm not

Then he got into his father's car without saying anything more and

drove off.

I stood there by the mailbox and listened to the rhythm of the

sprinklers until they stopped, my mind confused; for a minute I couldn't
figure out why

I hadn't let him drive me home, why

disappeared from

the

party with

P.D.,

mysteriously,

I hadn't just
but when

the

sprinklers stopped I heard the party inside and I remembered, turning to
walk back up the drive to the house. I had to find Stacey.
goodnight to the others.

And I had to say

10

P.O.

"It's amazing.

I feel like we're in another world," Ben said,

watching ripples on the surface of Lake Elwood vanish beneath the pier.
"When are we going swimming?"
P.O. barely heard his friend.

He, too, stared at the lake, but his

eyes were higher, gazing out to the island, where he'd snowmobiled last
winter.

It was taking him a moment to adjust to the lake as it was now,

silvery and transparent and warm, alive with giant pines lining the shore.
It seemed totally different without the ice and grayness of December, yet
he knew it was the same place. the place he'd visited with his family
every year since he was born. Last summer things had looked much as they
did now, but it was the image of Lake Elwood in winter that he'd kept in
his mind so vitally.

He had missed his grandparents then--it had been the

first Christmas without them--and now, this trip, it was his parents who
were absent.
he told himself.

But the longing for his mother and father wasn't as strong,
He hardly missed them at all.

"It's so quiet," Ben said.
"Yeah.

And hot already."

Over by Drapers' Point, across the wide

bay, a motorboat revved its engine and P.D. saw Mr. Draper leave to go
fishing with his wife and children.

At least it was one

of the Mr. Drapers.

The old dentist had a handful of sons and daughters, all married now, and
P.O. always waved at whomever he 'saw on their pier, confident that they
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were friends.

His mother used to know them all, spending long afternoons

with one of the Mrs. Drapers in the shade in front of their cabin, or the
Eakins', it had never mattered which.

"Let's go in, Ben,· P.O. said after he'd

waved across the bay and all five Drapers waved back.
hear the car.

"Matthew's back.

I

II

The sun was rising higher behind the cabin, its light slipping
through the trees to hit P.D.'s face as they came up the path from the lake.
In the kitchen they found Matthew and his girlfriend setting down bags of
groceries on the counter. They peered over the top of each bag.
"Good morning," P.D.'s brother said in greeting.
"Good morning. What's for breakfast?" P.O. asked.
"Laura's making pancakes."
"But it's the one and only time.

After today you're on your own."

She laughed, presenting a plastic bottle of syrup, putting it down, and
folding the empty bag.

She was Matthew's girlfriend from college, he'd

met her in some singing group, and, as far as P.O. knew, they had been
seeing each other for most of Matthew's freshman year.

It was all his

brother had told him--the bare facts--but he still knew more than his
father did: Matthew hadn't even mentioned Laura when he was home for a
week in June, and when it had come time for their trip north and George
had decided not to go, Matthew had quickly asked permission to bring a
friend.

George approved, P.D. brought Ben, and they had met Laura at the

Central Wisconsin Airport on their drive up from Chicago last night.
Immediately P.O. had liked his brother's girlfriend.

He didn't think she was

particularly beautiful, but from the minute he'd seen her appear through
the sliding doors at the airport, 'firmly declining Matthew's repeated
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offers to carry her suitcase, he'd known

that she wasn't going to

complicate their week-long stay at the lake too much.

And she did have a

fresh, shiny prettiness about her; her reddish brown hair always looked
and smelled incredibly clean, and her eyes sparkled.
"P.O. and I are making spaghetti one night," Ben said as he helped
Laura with breakfast.
"I think we bought enough food to last us a month," Matthew
shouted from the little bedroom off the loft, where he was changing his
clothes.
P.O. stood at the bottom of the stairs, listening to the swishing
sound of his brother's clothes coming off, and more being pulled over his
head and up his legs. He could hear the bedsprings as Matthew sat down to
tie his sneakers, and a small sigh when he was done.
the door to their parents' bedroom, unopened.

Under the stairs was

P.O. had assumed that

Matthew and Laura would take that room--it had a double bed that wasn't
as old and lumpy as the one upstairs--but no one had said anything and the
door still stayed closed.

It seemed like the room didn't even exist now,

and wasn't attached to the rest of the cabin.
"P.O., what are you doing?"
down at him.

His brother stood in the loft, looking

He wore shorts, a T-shirt that said "Minnesota" in big letters

across his chest, and ripped sneakers. "Whars wrong? You look sad."
"I'm not sad," said P.O. "1..."

He wanted to ask Matthew about the

bedroom but he felt it wasn't really important, and he thought he knew the
answer anyway.

If he were Matthew's age, and had Corinne with him, he

wouldn't want to go near the bed his parents had slept in.
Matthew came downstairs.

"You sure?"

"Never mind."

For a second P.O. thought
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his brother might put his arms around him, but Matthew just stopped
briefly and said: "Laura and I are going hiking after we eat. Do you and Ben
want to come?"
The moment of concern had passed, like it always did, P.O. thought.
He hardly ever asked the question he really wanted to ask, and Matthew
never offered advice or opinions willingly.
"We're going to try to make it over to Lake Holyoak and back.
want to show her my favorite spot."
"No thanks. Ben and I are going to the island."
"You are? It's a long way."
"We'll make it."

He hadn't told Ben that they were going yet; in

fact, he'd just thought of it.

P.O. stepped out of his way and Matthew

passed, and neither brother mentioned that the two of them used to canoe
out to the island sometimes when they were younger.

Laura's pancakes

were ready, thick and fluffy and filled with blueberries, and they all ate
hungrily.

When breakfast was over Matthew and Laura set out through the

woods for Lake Holyoak, and P.O. and Ben carried the canoe down to the
water from the shed out back.

They pushed off from the pier around eleven, after they'd made
sandwiches and searched to find the paddles for a good half hour, P.O.
wondering the whole time if it might be better to wait until tomorrow for
such a big activity as a trip to the island.

Ben wasn't questioning the

purpose for the trip; clearly he just wanted to have fun, as P.O. himself
did.

The sun was at its hottest now, high in the sky, its gleam bouncing
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off the water on the tiny waves that disappeared underneath the canoe.
The air felt thick and humid, and some of the trees along the bank leaned
out over the water, as if bent by some invisible weight.
They rounded the point without any problems, Ben in the bow and
P.O. steering, and left the inhabited side of the lake.

P.O. thought the

island looked much further away across open water; in winter the frozen
surface seemed to pull the horizon closer and make the distance shorter.
Now he paddled silently, watching the back of Ben's dark head and the tiny
island in front of them.

As kids, it had taken Matthew and him a couple of

hours to cross the wide space of the north end, and P.D. guessed it wouldn't
take nearly so long today; he was much stronger than he'd been a few years
ago, and Ben was in better physical shape than his brother ever was.
They didn't talk much.

Instead P. D. concentrated on Ben's

movements, which side of the canoe he was choosing to paddle on, and how
fast he wanted to go.

The aluminum canoe glided swiftly through the

water, slowing as P.O. and Ben raised their paddles to bring them forward
again, and speeding up when they stroked together.
the left or right, keeping the bow facing the island.
they were there, floating in a shallow bay.

P.O. tilted his paddle to
In less than an hour

The island, probably no larger

than the area of his front and back yards back home put together, was
slightly U-shaped, forming a small cove, protected from the breeze which
otten blew down from the far north end. Today there was no breeze.

When

P.O.. and Ben came to the island they put down their paddles and just
drifted.
"I can't get over how quiet it is," Ben said.
"Not always," said P.O.

"Sometimes there were water skiers
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everywhere.

There's one guy who comes every summer, about my brother's

age, and brings all his friends.

They're out here drinking and riding around

all day long."
"Sounds fun."
P.D. unzipped his backpack. "Hungry?" Ben nodded and he handed
him a sandwich.

"Yeah.

They always have fun.

It's weird

how Matthew

never goes along; I mean, they've been asking him to join them for years
but Matthew isn't into it."
"He probably doesn't like to ski."
"How can anybody not like)i to ski?"

I

"IJI

The cove was so still that the canoe had barely moved.
dangling his fingers in the water.
nothing alike.

Ben was

"You know, P.D., your brother and you are

It's hard for me to believe you're even in the same family."

"Are you and your sisters so much the same?"
"More or less. I mean, we like to do most of the same things."
"Really?"

P.O. finished one sandwich and began another.

He had

planned to get out and eat lunch on the island itself, like he and his brother
ised to do, but Ben seemed content just sitting in the sun, and the island
was so small there really wasn't anything that they couldn't see from the
water.

"Matthew and I did some of the same things when we were younger,

but lately we don't share much:
"He's in college, P.D."
"No, I mean, it happened long before he left for school.
years ago.
stuff.

A couple of

We just got interested in our own activities, after school and

But we didn't even talk to each other when we came home.

right--it's like we're in two completely diHerent families.

You're

Mom and Dad
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talked with him about piano lessons, and recitals, and me about how things
were at the rink.

But never together.

Never all four of us talking at once."

Ben didn't seem to fully understand this.
interest.

Or maybe he'd lost

He pulled off his shirt, throwing his head back so the sun hit his

neck. "My parents hold these family meetings once a week, and if we're all
not there we're in deep shit.

We have to tell each other everything."

"That's the way it should be."
"Not always."

Ben put his hands on his knees.

"I'm so hot. I wish

there was a breeze or some thing,"
The island curved around them in an almost perfect semicircle.
P.O. could barely make out the roof of the Drapers' lodge. far across the
middle of the lake, but his own cabin, on the other point. couldn't be seen
at all through the thick pines and birches.

By the time they'd eaten their

lunch the canoe had moved, drawing in close to the island's shore.

The

trees' shadows darkened the water near the bank and now it was shallow
enough for P.O. to spot old logs and other strange shapes on the bottom.
covered in a soft brown film.
"We can get out and walk around the island if you want," he
suggested.
"I've got a better idea."
standing knee-deep in water.

In an instant Ben was out of the canoe,

He reached inside the boat and grabbed the

rope, pulling it as he walked away from the shore.

He'd only taken a few

steps when it became too deep to walk, so he swam, the end of the rope
around one finger, the aluminum canoe--and P.D.--trailing behind him.
swam back to the center of the cove and let the rope go.

"Come on in.

He
It

feels good to cool off," he called, swimming away from P.O. before he
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flipped onto his back, his face and chest exposed above water.

P.O. shook his head.

"I don't really feel like swimming," he said,

collecting the plastic sandwich bags and putting them into his backpack.
Ben didn't seem to care.
often to keep from sinking.

He floated, wiggling his arms every so

After a while he called:

"So what do you think

of Laura?"
"She's all right."
"What?"
"I said she's all right."
of the canoe.

P.O. slipped off his seat to sit on the floor

Moving his pack and shoes out of the way, he lay back slOWly

until his body was flat on the bottom, his eyes looking up toward the sky.
"Actually I like her."
"Yeah.

Me, too," Ben said, his voice a little further off.

"But she's

too plain,"
"It's strange seeing Matthew with a girl.
Corinne up here for a week.

And have Matthew meet her."

splashing, then silence, then more splashing.
pretty well, and her family.
which is just fine with me.
"Does

this

mean

I could never bring

P.O. heard

"My parents know Corinne

But they only think of her as my partner,
Keeps things simple.
you're

finally

For now, at least."

calling

Corinne

girlfriend?" said Ben's voice, very far away now, it seemed.
"It's not like you can hide it from me, pal.

Apps

your

He laughed.

All you skating pairs are in love

with each other."
"Not true.

Most dancers I know can't stand each other."

There was a silence, a long, happy silence between the two of
them, and P.O. stared at the sky.

To his lett it was a dull bluish-gray, like
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it had been all morning--sunny, yet through a thin haze.

To his right there

were a few clouds, mostly white and high up, hanging without movement,
suspended like parts of a mobile.

He thought the canoe might have drifted

back to the shore, but he sat up quickly and discovered he'd hardly moved
at all.

Ben had come in a little closer again.
"I probably should ask her out: P.O. said loud enough for Ben to

hear, then laid down again.
all seems so unnecessary.

"We've never really gone out together.

But it

I mean, I see her for hours every day, and we

talk then. And there's usually some party, like at Todd's or something.

And

1. ..1 don't know what she'd say."
"If you asked her out?" Ben said.

"She'd love it.

Even I. can see

that. "
"You think so?
nobody's around.

Yeah, I guess.

We kiss a lot in the rink, when

But it feels like it's just part of skating together."

"You just told me it's not
"I don't know.

part of skating together."

Going out on a date almost seems like something

we've been doing for months."
When P.O. sat up a second time, after listening to Ben's splashes
and breathing and realizing they'd stopped, his friend was gone.
was quiet.

There was no ripple in the water, no sign of Ben's black head or

white skin, no sound of his voice.
nothing.

Everything

P.D. called his name and there was

He glanced down into the lake and saw nothing; at this depth the

water looked like thick oil and there was no hope of seeing the bottom.

He

swallowed, and for a split second in that silence a memory came back to
him.

Behind this very island last winter on the snowmobile, when he'd

turned off the engine, it had been the same terrifying nothingness.

All he
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. saw were trees and water and all he could feel was the air around him.
"Ben!" he called again. "Ben, where are you?"
Nothing.
Then arms grabbed him around the waist from behind and the canoe
rocked sharply.

There was laughter, and water splashed the back of his

neck,
"You're coming swimming whether you want to or not!" Ben said
from behind, playfully.

"Did I scare you?

I swam under the canoe.

My

sisters and I always have contests on who can hold their breath the
longest.

Of course I always win."
"You scared the shit

out of me!

Let go.

You're going to turn us

over,"
Ben let go and disappeared underwater again. When he surfaced he
was back where he'd been before. "Aren't you coming in?"
"I told you. I'm not in the mood."
"Hey, sorry, P.O.

I didn't mean to scare you."

Ben swam up to the

side of the canoe and held on. "Look, let me pull us up to shallow water so
I can get in. If I try it here we will

turn over."

P.D. handed him the rope and they moved toward the shadow of the
trees and the thick brush along the island's bank.

Once Ben was in P.D.

picked up his paddle and turned them around.
"I'm really sorry, pal.

I thought you wanted to swim, but just

needed, you know, a little encouragement."

He dried off his chest and arms

with his T-shirt before pulling it over his head.
P.O. pointed the bow in the direction of the lake's other side, and
neither of them mentioned that it was time to go home.

Ben acted like he
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was ready, P.O. thought, and if he was done swimming there wasn't a whole
lot else to do.

Leaving the protected semicircle of the island, they were

immediately hit by strong gusts of wind coming down from the north end.
P.O. looked up and saw a massive bank of dark gray clouds, almost black,
hovering just above the northern horizon.
island's tall trees.

All of it had been hidden by the

But the north end was dark, accentuated when every

detail was seen twice, once above and once reflected in the water.

P.O.

was just about to say something to Ben when a quick flash of lightning lit
up the clouds and the sound of a motorboat approached from behind.
It was Mr. Draper and his family.

They'd been fishing in the weed

bed between the island and the north shore, a spot P.D.'s father always said
was the best in late summer.

Mrs. Draper waved and the kids all turned to

look, bundled in sweatshirts with hoods, but Mr. Draper looked more
concerned.

He made large motions toward the far shore with both arms

and P.O. knew it meant to hurry home. Ben paddled harder and P.O. nodded
to Mr. Draper to let him know that was exactly where they were going.
motorboat sped past.

The

Now, in the middle of the wide open space, the wind

was strongest and the crest of each wave grew higher than the one before
it.

"We want to keep the bow into the waves," P.O. said.
Ben turned around slowly.

"But your cabin is over there!"

He

shouted this much louder than was necessary for P.O. to hear, pointing
toward their peninsula.

Ben's hair had dried and fallen in his face, but

before he could brush it away the wind did it for him.
and there was a tightness around his mouth.
he hadn't panicked.

His eyes were large

It frightened P.O.

Until now
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"Just do what I tell you," he yelled back, his voice as high-pitched
as Ben's.

"As long as we make it to the other shore it'll be calmer.

Then

we can go along 'til we get to our place"
Ben nodded.

The waves hit them straight on, crashing over the top

to add to the growing puddle on the canoe's bottom.

P.O. couldn't really

steer, so he put sheer strength into each stroke, fighting hard to keep his
strokes as powerful as Ben's on the other side.

It started to rain when

they were halfway across, soaking them in seconds with stinging drops.
was almost hail.

It

The clouds had grown and moved closer, covering half the

sky now. their base black with rain.

The north shore was gone, hidden

behind a sheet of rain, and P.O. watched each oncoming line of waves swell
to a peak. change to white foam, and come down, passing under the canoe
as they swayed from left to right, right to left.

He had seen storms like

this--there was usually a big one during each summer visit--but he'd
always watched the build-up from the cabin's porch, where he was safe
and dry and excited by the wind and thunder.
they came up.

He'd never realized how fast

Now he kept telling himself, over and over as he saw the

last patch of blue sky vanish far in the south, that storms like this were
gone as quickly as they came.
Lightning flashed again, and roars of thunder tore through the air
just above their heads in rapid succession.
closest shore wasn't working.

P.D.'s plan to head for the

The wind blew too hard.

They were forced

more directly toward their pier, which P.D. knew was convenient, but made
for more time spent in the roughest water.

When they were about forty

feet from the end of the pier, still rocked by whitecaps, Ben started to
stand up, dropping his paddle onto the bottom of the canoe.
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"What are you doing?" P.O. said as calmly as he could.
"I'm going to pull us in from here.

It's not that deep.

Give me the

rope."
Before P.O. could object Ben had jumped out of the canoe and taken
the rope himself, standing up to his chest in water, which rose far higher
each time a wave hit him.
"What the hell are you doing?" P.O. said again, having heard Ben's
explanation but not quite believing it.

Each time the water hit his face

Ben shook his head and stopped for a moment, then walked on, amazingly
sure-footed.

P.O. saw Matthew and Laura standing on the pier, his brother

in front of his brother's girlfriend as if he sheltered her from the rain.
They made it to the pier rapidly--much more

rapidly than if Ben hadn't

pulled them, P.O. thought--and when the water was only knee-deep P.O. got
out, too, and they flipped the canoe over to empty it, handing their shoes
and backpack to Laura and the rope to Matthew, who helped lift the boat up
onto the pier.
"Thank God you guys are back," Matthew said, grabbing P.D.'s hand
as he stepped out of the water.
"We were so worried," Laura said, nodding and smiling over
Matthew's shoulder.
P.O. turned away from hls brother to help Ben onto the pier.

His

friend was drenched -and out of breath. but smiling, and for a second P.O.
thought they might embrace; Ben's arms opened. and P.O. opened his, but
Ben just laughed, embarrassed, and dropped his arms as abruptly as he'd
raised them.

P.O. patted Ben's shoulder as they walked up the path to the

cabin, and for him it was enough.
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An hour later it was still raining hard.

The phone rang.

"It's Dad," George's voice said through the receiver slowly and
without strength.
"Oh.

Hi, Dad," answered P.O.

Matthew and Laura stopped playing

their duet at the old upright piano in the dining room, and Ben looked up
from the bubbling spaghetti sauce he'd made with P.O.

P.D.'s first thought

was to conceal Laura's presence--to keep her from laughing or singing too
loudly and revealing her sex to George; George had assumed Matthew's
friend from college was male--but she knew enough not to give herself
away.

P.D.'s second thought was to figure out what state his father was in.
"I just got out of a session with Dr. Cleary," George said.
That explained the call.

He often tried to contact either Matthew

or P.D.--or even Lois sometimes, P.O. knew--after a talk with Cleary.
"How'd it go?"
"Fair."
Just once P.O. wanted to hear hope in his fathers voice, and not
this deadness, this inability to see good on anything.
have to say?

"What did Cleary

Anything new?"

There was a long silence on the other end.
be with my family, if I want to be.

Then:

"He said I should

And if I can control my anger:

"Are you coming up?" Matthew looked nervously as Laura when P.O.
said this.
"Do you want me to?"
"Uh. Sure, Dad," P.O. said, but he knew it sounded like he was lying.
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And he was.

He knew his father felt left out of their annual summer trip,

yet it had been his decision not to come, not anyone else's . "I thought you
said you had a lot of work to do, though.

And that memories here were too

much for you:
"Shit: George said, and all P.O. could hear was his father's
breathing, in and out.
"Dad? Didn't you say that?"
"Are you and your brother having a good time with your friends?"
"What? Oh, yes, Dad. Ben and I went to the island today." He chose
not to mention the storm because he knew if he did George would remind
him how irresponsible it had been to be so unconscious of the weather.
"How is Matthew's friend?"
"How is Matthew's friend?"

P.O. clenched the receiver tighter and

glanced at Laura and Matthew and Ben, who all were listening intently,
trying to imagine what George must be asking by the answers P.O. gave.
"He's

fine.

afternoon:

He likes it here a lot.

They hiked over to Lake Holyoak this

Laura and his brother smiled, but P.O. wanted to give the phone

away, to Matthew, and let him lie for himself.
"It sounds like you're all having fun," George said.
"Oh. We are, Dad."
"I mean, why shouldn't you?

You have nothing to do but play.

You've got a beautiful lake, and a house, neither of which you ever worked
to have. And there's no one there to remind you of reality.

There's no one

there to tell you you're mooching; you're just sucking off everything your
grandfather worked for, and I worked for.

There's no one to tell you you

don't deserve it, so I'm sure you're having a fucking ball."
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P.O. didn't say anything.

For a second he'd actually thought his

father was curious about the time they were having, about how it felt to
be at the lake.

But the cheeriness in George's voice was meticulously

controlled, low and dull and said through gritted teeth.
followed instantly.

And the sarcasm

He'd heard George talk this way to Lois over and over,

baiting her with a pleasant question--something that sounded genuinely
interested-sand keeping it up until Lois realized how angry he really was.

Then he'd reveal the bitterness in his questions.

Then the accusations

started.
"I mean, why would you want
have I done to make you want me

me there?" George continued. "What
with you?

I've paid your skating bills

for ten fucking years and I'm putting your brother through college--but
what does that mean?"

His words came faster and more closely together,

and his questions ran into one another, forming a stream that became
uninta IIig ibl e.
Then it stopped.
a dial tone.

There was only a click, and quiet, and eventually

P.O. stared at Matthew and Laura and they stared back, not

knowing George had hung up: they waited for P.D.'s next sentence to help
them guess what George was saying, and if he'd dropped the questions
about "Matthew's

friend~"

Ben looked as if he knew George had hung up. His

face held the same expression as when P.D. went over to his house after a
scene with his father, an expression of disbelief that anyone could treat
his family in such a way.

P.O. knew that he and Ben would probably never

talk in depth about his father, but this didn't bother him.

It was enough to

know that someone elsa was affected at all.
"Yes, Dad," P.O. said into the quiet phone. "Yes... Uh-huh... No... Well,
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thanks for letting us bring our friends up", O,K.... We'll call you in a few
days. Bye." P,O. hung up slowly, trying to look natural.
"He's not coming up here, is he?" Laura asked.
back to St. Paul.

"Maybe I should go

It

"No. You're not going anywhere," Matthew told her.
he'll just have to deal with my seeing you.

"If he's coming,

I'm in college, for Christ's sake.

It's not like he can keep us all to himself forever,"

But Matthew wanted to

know the same thing as Laura--if George was going to appear late in the
night, or tomorrow or the next day, and complicate their week together.
They wanted his reassurance.
"I seriously doubt he's coming," P.O. said.

"No.

He won't be here,"

He went to the stove and stirred the spaghetti sauce, listening to the rain
pound on the cabin's windows and roof.

The storm didn't blow over, but it did weaken. changing to a gentle
rain mixed with soft rumblings of thunder.

Matthew and Laura played

cards for a while after dinner and went to bed early.

P.O. and Ben sat on

the screened-in porch without any lights on, talking about Corinne and
Ben's latest girlfriend and
families.

school and

the

differences in their two

P.O. hoped they wouldn't run out of things to talk about during

the rest of the week; but then, as he saw the moon appear through clouds
up at the north end, vanishing instantly. like a ghost, he realized his
friendship with Ben was comfortable enough not to have to talk .

It was

like when he and Corinne were busy thinking about what dance they should
do next, or were basically just tired

of

each other, and they skated around
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and around without a word.
Ben was already asleep when P.O. went to bed an hour later,
turning off lights, locking the sliding porch door, and climbing the wide
oak stairs.

There were two twin beds in the loft: Ben had taken the one

under the window, furthest from the door to the little bedroom.

P.O. got

undressed, leaving his T-shirt on, and climbed into the bed against the
wall.

The last thing he heard was Ben's slow, muffled breathing, rising

and falling on the other side of the room.

Then he fell into a deep sleep

and didn't wake up until very early in the morning.

Ben was asking him what time it was.
was a rustling of sheets.

·P.D.? Sorry.

"P.O.?

You awake?"

There

I thought you were awake."

"It's five-fifteen," P.O. said after he'd found his watch on the floor
inside a sneaker.
Once his eyes were open and his mind cleared of sleep, P.O. heard
more rain, hitting the roof above his head like it had all night long.

Faint

lights came in through the window, just enough for P.O. to make out Ben's
shape in the bed next to him, his back to P.O. and his head turned to look
outside.
"Do you hear that?" Ben said.
Then he heard it.
inside the next room.

"lt just started a while ago."

It didn't come from outside the cabin, but from

Ben seemed to be staring out his window to distract

himself from the noise , which grew louder as P.O. became more fully
awake.

Something bumped against the wall.

slightly muffled, as if from under a pillow.
Matthew's soft "sshhhh" cut her off.

And Laura's laugh followed,

Then Laura laughed. louder and
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"Jesus," Ben said.

"It's getting worse."

P.O. listened carefully, unable to sleep now even if he wanted to.
His brother's voice faded and all that remained was Laura's giggling,
louder, then softer, with long periods of silence before she started to
giggle again.

The bumping against the wall increased and bedsprings

squeaked, and Ben buried his head in his pillow. P.O. raised his own head up
a little to hear all that he could.
sound now.
hadn't.

The rain served only as a background

After a while P.O. checked to see if Ben had fallen asleep; he

Ben's sheet was twisted down around his feet and the pillow still

hid his face, but P.O. could see that the middle section of his body was
shaking.

It took him a minute to figure out that Ben, too, was laughing.
•Jesus," Ben said again, raising his pillow to look at P.O.

'This is

disgusting ."
P.O. felt a smile crease his own face as Ben curled into a ball with
fits of laughter.

In the other room the bed continued to thump against the

wall.
"Tonight we're sleeping downstairs," P.O. said as he joined in, the
laughter rising up from deep inside him.
"I'd never do it with people in the next room ,. Ben said.
"Me neither."
P.O. tried not to imagine what his brother looked like at this very
minute, but it was difficult; it excited him to see Laura and Matthew in his
mind, alone in the tiny adjoining bedroom, naked, with the morning light
exposing their smooth and pale skin.

P.O. knew that Ben and his most

recent girlfriend had slept in the same bed at her house, when her parents
were gone.

It'd been a couple of weeks ago, and Ben had told him that he'd
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tried to have sex with her but she refused.

She~ said she was scared, and

as Ben told him the story he knew Ben was a little scared, too.

But it

would happen soon, either with his present girlfriend or someone new.

P.O. had fantasized about Corinne some nights.

He wanted to do

more than kiss her and touch her, but his instincts told him not to even try
it, at least for a while.

Competition was coming and anything he

attempted might mess things up, and in reality his desires hadn't grown
that serious yet.

They only bothered him at isolated times, when he felt

particularly alone in his dark bedroom at home, wanting Corinne with him
to fill up his room with the sounds of someone else's voice--a woman's
voice.
Outside the light brightened, and inside P.O. saw Ben more clearly.
Now his friend was on his back, his neck arching with each wave of
laughter.

P.O. gasped for air and his stomach ached.

They couldn't even

look at each other without losing control and laughing for another few
minutes.

It wasn't until they were both flat on their backs, P.O. clutching

his stomach and Ben with the pillow back over his head, that P.O. noticed
the bumping noise and squeaking springs had stopped.
Laura had been quiet for some time now.
knew they'd heard their laughter.

In fact, Matthew and

Then he heard whispering and

Laura wasn't giggling anymore and

Matthew's whispers sounded nervous;

P.O. could only imagine how

embarrassed they felt.

He glanced at his watch; it was only six.

Yet no

one fell back to sleep.

P.O. and Ben stared at the ceiling of the cabin and

listened to the rain mingle with the conversation the others carried on
behind the wall, and he knew that he and Ben would always be able to laugh
about what they'd just heard.

Matthew would probably never mention it.

11
George

Cleary drank Coke from a plastic cup and leaned back in his swivel
chair, listening to me, I could tell, with new interest.

I'd never before

talked about the early years of my marriage. but only the last six or seven,
and even this was unprovoked.

During my appointments I just talked about

whatever I felt like talking about.

Lately I'd been remembering things.

hadn't thought about my wedding in years.
"I remember it raining, hard, like it does in the summer," I said.
"It was a fucking downpour and everyone got soaked getting into the church
from their cars.

I wasn't nervous.

Just extremely proud."

"Proud?"
"Proud to be getting married.

I remember my mother finding me in

some little room at the front of the church.

She came in and straightened

my tie. I knew she assumed I was nervous, but she was the one who was
nervous; her hands were shaking.

When Lois came down the aisle she had

that same look on her face. Everyone in the damn church probably thought I
was scared to death. except Dad"
Cleary drank again.

I turned away from him and studied the long

neat line of diplomas and certificates that covered two walls in his office.
They were all framed in black, hung straight. and the fluorescent lighting
on the ceiling reflected in the glass covers of some, so I couldn't read the
names of the institutions ~
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"Dad knew I wasn't nervous, and he didn't think it was peculiar
either.

He knew I wasn't nervous because I was ready.

I was prepared.

thought the whole concept of being nervous was ridiculous.

I

Every face in

the church looked more nervous than mine did. but I kept thinking they
didn't have any reason.

I guess they weren't as prepared for my wedding

day as I was."
Cleary smiled.

"Memories like this are very important, George .

What else do you remember?"
"I remember everything.

But isn't it a waste of time to go over

everything?"
"Do you remember how Lois was feeling?"
"Happy, excited, the usual.
out.

Why wouldn't she be?

She was getting

She was getting away from Jim Jersey and that whole fucking family

of hers."
"You didn't get along with her family?"
"No.

They were cold people.

Very cold."

At the mention of the

Jerseys I could feel the blood pumping through my hands, up my arms, up
my neck. "They were farmers, for Christ's sake.

No imagination.

THey had

no real concept of the world, no idea that it was possible to leave Ohio,
leave all the shit.

They were--"

"Hold it, hold it," Cleary interrupted .

His thick glasses reflected

the same overhead lights as the diplomas did.

I couldn't see his eyes. Just

as I noticed this, he took his glasses off and rubbed his forehead.
,/

this anger over Lois' family?

Have you ever thought about

"Of course l've thought about it.

tolerate ignorance.

I won't

i~~~./

Because they're ignorant.

tolerate ignorance.

"Why all

I can't

No one should have to go
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through what I've gone through.
ripped apart by these people.

No one should know what it's like to be

They suck you dry.

They take your success

and use it until you're through; they use it for their own benefit.

Lois

learned it from her family."
"Do you understand that maybe

Lois wasn't exactly like her

family?"
I shook my head vehemently. "No, no. You're wrong. She spent too
many years with them growing up.

Everything she ever did I could trace

back to Ohio and the Jerseys."
There was nothing else to look at in the office--just diplomas and
Cleary, and a window behind me that looked down on Ontario Street; I knew
you could see Michigan Avenue if you turned your head far to the left,
because " I'd done it before, during conversations with Cleary.
now and went to the window.

I stood up

Cleary's office was on the twelfth floor, and

straight across the street from his building rose condominiums that used
to be apartments, and before that was a hotel.

It was late afternoon.

summer was over, and now, in early October, there were fewer and
tourists

crowding

the

streets,

and

more

and

more

students

The
fewer
from

Northwestern's med school, from Loyola, from some of the community
colleges and tech schools around.
"Why do you think it's so difficult for you to push past Lois?"
Cleary asked me. "Why is she still on your mind so much?"
I shrugged.

"The kids, I guess."

Suddenly I didn't care about being

in Cleary's office, or about how I felt about the Jerseys, or any of this
shit.
"George, I see your mood changing again. A minute ago you were so
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set on me helping you..."
I stared at the cement wall across the street, broken only by
steel-framed windows.

"I don't give a shit," I said.

"Why do you think you become so indifferent?"
"I don't need this."
"Now hold on, George.

We've already determined that you may very

well have manic depressive tend--"
"Fuck you." I grabbed my coat.

"O.K., if--"
"You're wrong, Cleary. You're wrong. You may be a goddamn Ph.D.
but this is if.

It isn't working.

You're either extremely incompetent or I'm

some case you've never seen before, but you can sure as hell be certain I
won't be back here."

He didn't respond, really, except for taking another

sip of his goddamn Coke.

He put his glasses back on.

"Don't you see?

I

have been raped by these people. I have been abandoned, not just by Lois,
but Matthew, and it's just a matter of time before Peter disappears, too,
once he's taken me for all he can.

I wanted

They're all fucking leeches!"

to jump on Cleary and hit him hard, over and over, breaking his glasses,
breaking him , obliterating that look of fear on his face.

"I don't deserve

any of this."
"George--"
"Fuck you."

I couldn't stand up anymore.

I was too dizzy.

I leaned

back in my chair, across the desk from him, and stretched out my legs,
closing my eyes. "Fuck you fuck you fuck you fuck you fuck you--"
"George.

Stop."

His voice was finally firm.

some strength, some solidity.

"Just stop a minute.

He finally gave me

Stay there.

Keep your
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eyes closed.

Breathe. Just rest."

I did what he told me to do.
face but I didn't wipe it away.

Sweat trickled down the sides of my

didn't move.

I did exactly what Cleary

told me. I wanted him to help me.
"George?" I didn't open my eyes, or move. "George, I'm glad you've
shown me this side of you today.

We've known it was there but you haven't

exposed it until now, and I can't help you unless you show me everything,
tell me everything.

I see more clearly where your anger comes from,

but

we'll need to talk much, much more about this before I can tell you
something concrete:
My breathing slowed.
street.

I could hear a car horn below us on the

"I don't understand why she had to leave: I said calmly.

"I wanted

her to stay and help me. Don't you think she could see that?"
"Possibly," he said. "But she couldn't take your abuse.

She couldn't

hold herself together with your anger continually cornering her."

It was the most I ever really got out of him.

I put on my coat--he

obviously had run overtime--and he offered to shake my hand, like he did
at the end of every session.

I accepted, feeling weak.

His hand was as

sweaty as mine and I wanted to wipe my hand on my pant leg as we
separated, but didn't.
on him.

I had the idea that I'd really made some impression

He looked a little like Lois looked after a fight, but there wasn't

as much fear in his expression as there was curiosity.

I wanted to believe

that he was anxious to see me again and that his commitment to helping
me was strong. But then he surprised me.
"George, what I think would be best for you, at this point, is a
change.

I'm not sure what yet, but some form of escape.

A small escape.
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You need to alter your life--your daily life--in some way."
"You think so?"
"Let me think on it.

We'll talk more about it next week.

Goodbye,

George."
left his office without saying goodbye.
knew I'd be back so there wasn't much point.
his last words:

He knew I'd be back and I

In the elevator I remembered

"You need to alter your daily life:

about my daily life.

We hadn't even talked

We hadn't discussed my boredom with my daily

routines, or my dissatisfaction with my job, or anything even remotely
like that.

The suggestions seemed absolutely ridiculous to me; it wasn't

my daily life that made me violent and angry.

Yet as I left Cleary's

building, turning right toward Lake Michigan, I couldn't move beyond this
last thought.

My office was only three blocks away, also on Ontario

Street, and further from Michigan Avenue.
The light was fading, and as I walked toward my building most
people seemed to be walking the other way, back toward the bus stops and
parking garages.

The wind off the lake whistled up the street in strong

gusts and I dropped my head to avoid the dirt that rose from the sidewalks
in clouds, always getting into my eyes.

Some trash flew by--an empty

package of cigarettes, a McDonald's bag.

I'd originally planned to return to

work after my appointment and catch up on a little journal reading, but
now I thought I'd go upstairs to get my briefcase and bring the journals
home with me.

Or maybe they'd just wait until the morning.

A couple of young men passed me as I crossed Fairbanks.
looked about Peter's age; one, in fact, looked like Peter.

They

We should be

eating together tonight, I thought. but only if he didn't decide to skate the
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early session at the rink.

When he skated both the early evening and late

night sessions I ate by myself; if I knew in advance I ate in the city.
and more he'd been doing both sessions.

More

Regionals were next week,

Sectionals in St. Louis a month after that, and Nationals would be in
January, which wasn't really that far away.

I'd already bought my plane

ticket to Cincinnati, where Nationals were this year,

and I'd asked

Matthew to come with me but he said he couldn't miss so many classes.
Peter was nervous, I could tell, as well he should be.

There was heavy

pressure on him this year but I felt he'd come through it all right.

It was

good for him. It'd been good for me when I was young.
/

But I wasn't young anymore.

The pressure Peter felt didn't even

compare to what I had to go through every day--the meetings with clients,
the paper work, the continual demand for me at my best.
understood what I went through.

She'd thought my day began when I came

home at night; she had no concept of pressure.
deserved an escape.

Lois had never

Cleary was right.

And there was no one to hold me back.

Peter knew

how to take care of himself--I'd taught him that much-sand if no one else
would provide me with what I needed I'd provide myself with it.
At the next street I realized I'd gone too far, passing my building a
half block back.

I turned around, the wind now behind me, pushing me up

Ontario faster than I normally walked.
open.

pulled at the door and it flew

The lobby of my building was empty, made mostly of gray marble,

and cold.

I crossed to the elevators and pushed the UP button.

Immediately a bell rang and doors opened, and as I stood in the stuffiness
of the elevator, watching the numbers illuminate above my head, I
considered my options.

The first' possibility that came to mind fit my
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mood perfectly and I knew I'd have to wait a while and see how I felt later.
It would be a significant change, but a good change, something a qualified
man such as Cleary had more or less recommended.

I would quit my job at

the law firm and move up to the lake.

12

Lois

Lois stood at the huge square window of her classroom and
watched a group of girls wander through the woods behind the school,
stopping every few feet, their chins buried in the collars of their coats as
another gust of cold November wind hit them from behind.

The school was

quiet now, since it was after three, and except for the girls the woods was
empty.

Brown leaves flew in circles in front of Lois' window, swirling

higher until they headed off out of sight.

Tomorrow was Thanksgiving Day,

and today the third-graders had come into Lois' music class with Pilgrim
hats on their heads, made from black construction paper.

She'd asked them

where all the Indians were and they'd shouted with disappointment that Mr.
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Van

Goll's

art

fourth-graders.

class

had

gotten

to

be

Indians

since

they

were

Lois had let them leave their hats on as they sang

"Country Roads" and she'd felt their spirits rise again.

It didn't take much,

she knew, to make the kids change their mood.
She stood very still and listened to the wind.

Matthew and Peter

would be back soon.

Maybe Otis would make them see all the artwork his

kids had done today.

It was something Otis would think of" doing; she hoped

he hadn't bored them, or embarrassed them.

She remembered the disbelief

on Matthew's face when the three of them had gone out to dinner back in
October-·Matthew had stayed with her for his mid-semester break--and
Otis had ordered from the menu for all of them, asking Matthew what he
wanted to eat, changing the order a little, and telling the waiter before
Matthew could say anything.

Her son had looked so grown up that night, as

he smiled across the table at her.

He'd accepted Otis' taking charge easily,

as if he truly understood the things about Otis that she'd grown to enjoy so
much.

By the end of the evening Otis was telling the story of his failed

painting career and switch to elementary schoolteaching, and Matthew
offered details about college life, and about Laura.

She had pretty much

kept quiet, simply content that the two were sharing so much with each
other.
Last fall, during his first weeks at the school, Otis had appeared in
Lois' room one afternoon when the kids had all left, going to door to door
to announce that his fourth-graders would be giving an art show the next
morning. They were going to have orange drink and cookies, he said.
had found his enthusiasm amusing.

Lois

As he'd made his announcement,

starting to move on to the next room, she had turned back to the window,
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wanting only to be alone.

He'd asked her if she would bring her third-grade

"musicians" to the show and she'd agreed; she could feel him standing
there a moment longer. watching her. but she didn't want to begin a
conversation.
gone.

When she had finally moved away from the window he was

She went back to grading tests, forcing herself to concentrate on

what she'd been doing before her mind had wandered.

That morning George

had suggested they go up to the lake for Christmas even though his parents
weren't able to come, and she was trying to understand why she'd bitterly
rejected the idea. and why her stomach had tightened so violently.
Now, a year later, her sons stood in the doorway to her classroom.
"He said he's got work to do so he can't come with us." Matthew
said.
Peter didn't speak.
"He said we'd see him tomorrow at dinner,· Matthew continued.
didn't realize we're eating at his house.

"/

I thought you were making

Thanksgiving dinner."
"I am.

The apartment's just too small."

"I didn't know he was a painter," said Peter.

"Oh, yes, Peter.

He paints portraits mostly.

He's very good.

He's

painted all his life," Lois said, straightening the piles of papers on her
desk. "You should ask him to show you some of his work."
"/ did."
"He told us he'd show them to us tomorrow after dinner instead of
watching football," Matthew added.

·We all agreed on one thing--how much

we hate football."
Lois stood still for

a moment,

half expecting

Peter to say
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something , but he didn't and she sighed, taking a Kleenex from the pocket
of her cardigan to dab under her nose.

"I wish I could get rid of this cold,"

she said as Matthew helped her into her coat.

She put her papers into her

bag, quickly finished erasing the treble and bass clefs on the blackboard,
and looked at Matthew and Peter. Her sons were smiling at her.

"What's

wrong?"
"Nothing," Matthew answered.

"You look happy.

That's all.

New

coat? I've never seen it before. It looks good on you."
"Thank you," Lois said, as she turned off the lights and they
followed her out.

She raised her collar.

They wound through long, polished

corridors until they came to the building's front door.
"Otis?" Peter said, nodding at the coat.
Lois smiled.

"It's an early Christmas present.

He said he didn't see

any reason to wait when it's already so cold out."
The front of the school faced as busy street.
felt glad that her sons had noticed the coat.

As they walked Lois

Cars passed them on their

left, taillights blinking as the stoplight ahead turned from yellow to red.
It was getting darker earlier.

Just last week when she'd left in the

evening the cars on Baxter Street hadn't had their lights on, and now some
did, some didn't.

At the corner they crossed to the other side of the

street, Lois hooking her arms through the loops her sons made when they
stuck their hands in their pockets.

She was proud to have Matthew on one

side and Peter on the other, and they all walked the next block without a
word, headed for the small French restaurant Otis had taken her to many
times, introducing the place to Matthew on his visit a month ago.

George

would be driving home from the city about now, she thought, as Baxter
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Street narrowed and the beginnings of downtown Eagle Hill surrounded
them--several banks, a plant shop, two drug stores.

When they made it to

the restaurant she felt better, knowing George wouldn't spot them, and
they sat at a table next to a long brick wall.

Their waiter announced that

his name was Henri in a deep, throaty voice and Lois opened her eyes wide
and imitated him as he walked away.

Matthew laughed.

Peter hadn't

seemed to hear or see a thing, his eyes already scanning the elaborate
menu.
"You're in a hurry, aren't you Peter?" she asked him.
"I have to be on the ice at seven."
"How many weeks are left?"
"Five."
"Five weeks,"

Lois

repeated.

"Five weeks

until

your first

Nationals. Peter, you know I'm proud of you, don't you?"
He nodded, folding his menu.

His attention had perked up at the

mention of Nationals; maybe it just wasn't a good time for him to get to
know Otis.

Maybe later, after competition was over for the year and the

pressure was off him, Peter: would warm up to the man who might very
well become his stepfather.

Now, when he did talk, he talked about

skating, about Corinne, about the qualifying Sectionals that had ended last
week in 8t. Louis, where he and Corinne placed first.

Lois knew there were

three Sectional competitions in the country and that the top four couple
went on to Nationals, so her son's victory in 81. Louis meant he had an
excellent chance of placing in the top three in Cincinnati.
"You might just earn a medal in Cincinnati, isn't that right?" she
asked. "What does Judy say?"
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He shrugged.

The waiter returned and took their orders, Matthew

choosing the wine that he and Lois would drink.

She made a point of

telling Peter he was welcome to join them, but he refused.
"Judy doesn't talk much about our chances," he said when the
waiter had left.

"I guess she wants us to keep from getting too confident."

"Or too scared," Matthew suggested.
"Either way irs bad.
performance .

We're only supposed to think about our own

Nothing else."

"That sounds like good advice," Lois said.

She leaned forward and

Peter looked up; he'd been unfolding and re-Ioldinq the cloth napkin in
front of him, and now he spread it out in his lap. "Don't you think so?"
"What?"
"Don't you think that's good advice, Peter?"
"Yes. I guess. Can we please talk about something else?"
The request left Lois speechless.

She felt Matthew looking at

her--as if to say "what's wrong with him ?"--but she kept her eyes fixed
on the brick wall and the small Impressionist paintings that hung in a nice
long row.

The waiter brought three salads.

She carefully cut her lettuce

and put down her knife, raising the first bite to her lips with little desire
to eat.

She wasn't hungry.

Otis had come by her room for lunch, as he

usually did when one of them didn't have to eat with the kids in the
cafeteria, and he'd shared his homemade cookies with her to the point
where she felt slmost sick.

Otis enjoyed cooking tremendously and their

first real time alone together, just a few months ago when her divorce
was close to finalized, had been a dinner at his house.

He'd talked mostly

about how empty the rooms seemed since his divorce, and she'd been
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grateful that he did the cooking.

For some reason, since she'd left her own

home, lived with the Apps, and now at the apartment, she had grown to
truly despise cooking.

It made her lonely.

Matthew poured the wine.

"So... P.O.....

Lois knew what Matthew

was going to ask, and that he was asking the question for her because he
knew she wouldn't ask it herself.

"What do you think of Otis?"

Peter put down his knife and fork.

-j

"Really.

"He seems great," he said.

I want to talk moree to him tomorrow.

I mean, I only saw him for

a few minutes."
"Any first impressions jump out at you?" Matthew said.
"Well, no, not really.

I'm anxious to see his paintings.

seems like he'd be pretty good with kids.
"Oh, yes.

Very good.

Is he, Mom?"

The kids love him.

But that may be just

because he's not teaching grammar and arithmetic, of course.
for those teachers.

And he

I feel sorry

The kids give them such a hard time."

"The restaurant was full now.

Lois noticed that their waiter was

stopping by the table less and less frequently; since he'd brought their
main course he had virtually disappeared, clearly busy with other people.
She wanted more water but didn't say anything.

Every few minutes a cool

draft passed through the long and narrow room as more people came in,
standing impatiently by the door until the hostess greeted them .

Lois

checked her watch to see how long Peter had before he had to leave.
"Mom?"

It was Matthew, between bites of veal.

"Does Otis have kids around our age?"
"No, no.

No kids.

He and his wife decided not to.

Apparently she
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was a very independent woman, very dedicated to her work.
she wouldn't take time off for children.
was the start of their problems.

It's really too bad.

She told Otis
I guess that

He wishes he had someone left to talk to,

since the divorce.II
III suppose that's why he's been so excited to meet us, II Matthew

said softly.
Lois smiled. III suppose so."
"You

know,

Peter, the three of us--just us guys--should do

something together, maybe this weekend while I'm home.
would be good, really good.

Maybe we'll go into the city.

I think that
What do you

think, Mom?"
"I think Otis would love it.

1I

"I can't this weekend," Peter said.

"We're spending all Saturday

afternoon at the rink, and Sunday you said you'd re-do Corinne's compulsory
dress, remember, Mom?"
"Yes, I know."
"Maybe in the evening, then," Matthew added.
"We're spending all of Thanksgiving Day at his house," Peter said
sharply.

"lsn't it enouqh?"
He stared at Lois and for a second she thought she might cry.

People at the next table

had stopped their conversation, but only for an

instant, and now they were talking again. She pushed her chair back.
"I'll be right back," she said.
'"No, Mom.

Wait."

"Ladies' room..."

Peter started to stand up.

"No.

Don't go.

I'm

sorry. '"
She didn't go.

The waiter removed their plates and asked if anyone

155

wanted coffee or dessert.

Peter wasn't even listening and Matthew said

no, so Lois quickly ordered a cup of decaf.

When they were alone again

Peter smiled at her, a weak smile, very forced.
"I'm sorry I said that.

I don't know what's going on in my head.

Something stupid, I'm sure."
"You're just tense about competition," said Matthew.
"Yes. Don't worry about it. Please."
"I like
know him.

Otis. Honest.

Or I think I do. I'm sure I will , when I get to

And if he's good to you then that's all that matters."

"Well..."

She couldn't think of anything to say.

"Well, he is good to

me. Very good to me."
"Not like Dad," Matthew said as a deep silence ended their
conversation.
Lois pretended not to hear the reference to George.
keep him completely out of the talk, and out of her head.

She wanted to
But the mention

of him made her feel uneasy again, as if he might walk into the restaurant
at any moment.

Peter was slipping his slender arms into the sleeves of

his coat.
"J've got to go."
"We'll walk back to the school with you," she said.

"You did park

there, didn't you?"
"Yes. .sut don't bother.
Just enjoy yourselves.
we can go to Otis'.

Really.

Your coffee's not even here yet.

I'll come over in the morning around ten, and then

II

It's Nationals, she thought, trying to catch his eye one last time
before he left them:

It's skating, it's the pressure he's feeling from his
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father.

"All right, then ," she said.

"Ten o'clock."

"I'm sorry, Mom."
"Please don't worry, Peter.

These kinds of things take time:

"Well. .. Bye, Matthew."
"Goodbye, P.O. Work hard tonight at the rink."
"I will."
He was gone.

She felt the' draft pass by their table just as the

waiter brought coffee and the check.

After a few sips she told Matthew

she was ready to go and he helped her with her new coat, once again
complimenting her on the way she looked.

She thought she'd aged terribly

over the past several years, and although her life was much happier now
without George, she'd noticed that she wasn't looking younger again.

Just

the other day she had stood in front of her bathroom mirror and realized
that the age and grayness could not be returned now that George was gone.
It was not something she could change, and she accepted it.
As they walked the blocks back up Baxter Street she and Matthew
said very little.
said:

At one point she did pull her son closer, however, and

"I wish I could be in Cincinnati when Peter skates:
Matthew paused, then answered:

"I do, too.

I wish I could just skip

classes for a few days."
"I couldn't show up, not with George there."
"I know, Mom.

He'd get upset, and it wouldn't be fair to P.O.

Not

with all else he's got to deal with at competition."
"There are always other times to see him skate," she said, but the
idea of missing Nationals still made her sad.
In the school parking lot Matthew took the keys from her, offering
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to drive back to the apartment.

They got into her car and pulled out onto

the busy street, stopping almost immediately at a red light on the corner.
Tiny drops of rain began to dot the windshield and Matthew let them
accumulate before he turned on the wipers.

Lois sat there quietly all the

way home, watching Eagle Hill go by her, and she remembered her wedding
day twenty-one years ago.

They had chosen her family's church in a small

town outside of Cincinnati, not far from where George's parents lived, and
the

Eakins'

completely.

friends --as

well

as

her own--had

filled

the

sanctuary

In fact, a few men had stood through the whole ceremony

along the back wall, unable to find a seat; they'd come in late, shaking the
rain from their arms and trying not to make noise, but she'd noticed them.
They were George's college friends, she remembered quite clearly.

She'd

been surprised by their presence because George had never told her about
any close friends he might have made during college, and she had assumed
he hadn't really had any.
During the entire ceremony she had heard the rain beating down
hard and smelled the thick scent of the magnolias her mother had picked
for the altar display.

Once she'd said her vows without any mistakes, and

once George had said his, she'd thought about how good some fresh air
would feel in the crowded room.

For an instant she feared she might

instinctively go open a window, letting the cool summer rain splatter the
windowsill and the heavy sweet floral odor escape, and ruin the moment,
embarrassing herself, and George.

She was afraid she might forget what

she was there for, but she didn't, and when the minister finished and the
music started up again, she led George quickly toward the door at the rear
of her church, eagerly breathing in the damp air from outside.
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P.O.
P.O. parked his car in its usual place, next to Corinne's.

The rain

had changed gradually to sleet as he drove to the rink, and it stuck to the
windshield more and more with each arc of the wipers.

He turned off the

engine and sat still, watching the tiny pellets collect on the glass,
obscuring his view of the hood, a black tree in front of the car, and the
rink beyond.

The radio was off.

Nothing made noise, except the slushy,

wet sound of sleet sticking to more sleet, and his own breathing .

The

session inside would be starting in five minutes but he didn't care.

He'd

sit for a minute and relax. For once he'd be late.
He had just had dinner with his mother and Matthew--the first
time he'd seen Matthew since summer, the first time the three of them had
been together in a long time, the first time he'd ever met Otis Van Goli.

It

was an evening of firsts.

His mother was happy, and Matthew was pleased

with college and Laura.

Otis he would have an opinion of tomorrow, when

the four of them ate Thanksgiving dinner together at his house.
reaction left him confused.

A first

The man who loved his mother taught art to

children, yet P.O.'s immediate impression was that the man knew very
little about young people.

Maybe he was better with kids than teenagers,

or maybe he was really a painter at heart, as he'd claimed to be, standing
in

the

middle

of

his

classroom

that

afternoon,

an

construction-paper Indian feathers on the table behind him.

array

of

Painting,
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maybe, was what he did best.

If he loves my mother, and is gentle with

her, then I will like him, P.D. thought.

He grabbed his skate bag on the seat

next to him and opened the car door.
Corinne looked away quickly.

He smiled at her, as she climbed out

of her car, and she acted as if she hadn't seen him.
"What are you doing," he said, "just sitting in your car?"
"What are you doinq?"
He didn't answer her.

"I didn't see you there," he said instead.

"I

thought you'd gone in already."
"You're late," she said.
"I know.

Angry?"

They crossed the parking lot, weaving through diagonal lines of
cars.

Hoods and windshields gleamed. wet with sleet, and the night was as

cold as the inside of the rink.
"No, P.D.," she said. "I'm not mad"
"I was thinking," he said.
"Imagine that."
He laughed.

She smiled. walking ahead of him through the snack

bar, along the side of the ice, and down the corridor to the locker rooms.
The session had started, but Judy was busy giving Todd a lesson and no one
seemed to notice their lateness.
feeling.

The cold, damp air gave him an uneasy

The music, silence, music reminded him of too many similar

nights he'd spent there in the past, and the too few nights ahead, between
now and Nationals in early January.
Ohio.

His first Nationals.

terrifying.

Nationals in January in Cincinnati,

The visions of what it would be like were

It wouldn't be the safe world of his Eagle Hill Arena, and it
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wouldn't be as exciting as Regionals and Sectionals.

It would be

paralyzing.
At the end of the hall, Corinne turned to the left and he to the
right.

The men's locker room was empty, and as P.O. continued his familiar

routine--taking off shoes, loosening skates, squeezing feet in the tight
grip of black leather, lacing up--he pictured a hotel lobby full of judges
and coaches and Nationals officials, and a stadium, not a rink, with more
open air above him than he was used to.

Maybe even a television camera.
that

He could see the setting vividly, but he could not picture himself in
setting.

He and Corinne, on

that perfectly smooth ice, was something

which seemed far off, an image that, at most, made up a vague dream.

All

he imagined were physical buildings, people, memories he had of watching
Nationals on television, or memories Todd
experiences.

relayed to

him from

his

But he could never include himself in his creation of what it

would be like.
He came out of the men's locker room at the same time Corinne
emerged from the ladies'.

They stood and stared for a second, before

heading silently toward the ice.

Neither spoke.

She felt familiar to him,

and he knew that they weren't going to end up fighting, for once.

There

was something working against them--the tension surrounded them the
instant they got onto the ice and warmed up--and it drew them toward
each other, not away.

He took her hand and they lapped the rink, then

again, before Judy called them over for a lesson on their free dance.
P.O. hated doing the free dance now that it was completely
choreographed and he and Corinne could no longer invent things--steps,
lifts, footwork.

They had worked with Judy all last summer to put the

161
thre-minute routine together, and now they'd been practicing the final
version for three months.

They had already performed it, at Regionals and

Sectionals, and P.O. was sick of it.
"I want two run-throughs," Judy told them at the outset of their
lesson.

She said it easily because she

didn't have to do the free dance

twice, in a row, starting it a second time before any chance to rest.
could just stand there at the barrier.

Judy

For a second P.O. hated her. "You can

do them now and get it over with, or you can wait 'til the end of the lesson.
Choice is yours."
"Now," Corinne replied.
"Now?" P.D. said.
"Now. Why not?" They glided to the center of the ice, stopped, and
waited for Judy to call up to the booth and request their music.
"No stopping," the pro called to them.
we'll rewind the tape and start again.
you're tired.
these things.

"And the minute you're done,

I don't care how rough it gets when

You've only got five weeks left .

It's time you started doing

II

"Why tonight?" P.O. asked his partner while they waited.
Corinne shrugged.

"Just relax.

She can't be expecting miracles.

We didn't even do two run-throughs before Sectionals."
"We've never done two run-throughs.

II

His body tensed when he heard the crackling of the tape--those
fractions of seconds before the opening notes.
the free dance.

There were three parts to

The first music was fast, resembling an Irish jig, chosen

by Judy and agreed upon halfheartedly by Corinne and P.O.

The middle,

slower piece Corinne had suggested from a film soundtrack, and the last
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piece, its tempo as quick as the opening, had been unanimously liked--a
big band swing tune, something the judges would definitely appreciate.
P.D.'s immediate thought, as they began--and some of the other skaters
stood at the barrier to watch--was how stiff they felt.

He wanted more

time to warm up; he wasn't ready.
Their familiarity with the steps seemed to carry them smoothly
through the dance the first time.

P.O. holding his partner's hand and

skating behind her, stopped, his left blade perpendicular to his right, and
snow flew.

Corinne stopped at the exact same moment, the music stopped,

Corinne went down on one knee to strike the final pose. and they were
finished. Todd and Stacey and the others clapped, getting back to work. As
their tape rewound, the rink became so quiet that P.D. could hear the sleet
hitting the arena roof high above him.
and louder.
closer.

The drops sounded harder than rain,

Corinne was bending over, hands on knees, and he skated

Their breathing, quick and shallow, hadn't slowed.
"Again!" Judy called.

"The tape's ready.

And don't stop for any reason.

Now's when it should hurt.

I want to see all your lifts again, like you

just did them."
"The pivot lift?" P.O. called back, between breaths.

"Can't we...skip

it? "

"No." She shook her head. "Everything."
The first section unfolded much like it had before.

It always felt

ridiculous to P.D., trying to do a jig on the ice, kicking high, hands on hips.
But it was the shortest section and didn't take long to get out of the way.
When the slow piece began he sighed, lifting Corinne off the ice in two
consecutive moves, then stroking hard around one end of the rink before
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gliding all the way to the other end, Corinne draped over his right knee.

As

they rose from the long move, turning backward to weave across the ice in
the opposite direction, the fatigue hit him.

The music's fluid rise and fall

made each muscle in his legs ache, as their skating became languid, each
turn deliberate.
as tired.

Corinne's eyes darted up at him and he knew she was just

The slow part ended with a third lift, where he held her by her

right leg as her left stretched out straight, and they rotated twice before
he set her down.

They made it through the lift, but just barely.

His arms

and legs were shaking and his stomach felt uneasy.
Corinne whispered to him:

"Don't stop...or we'll just have to do it

again." She meant the whole free dance, from beginning to end.
He knew this, but it didn't keep him from considering stopping.
The fact that she had said anything to him meant she was too tired to go
on, but the last portion of the routine started and they began the footwork
which led to the ending pivot lift.

In his mind he saw the move coming.

He

could picture them skating the length of the rink in a long diagonal, toward
the door where the Zamboni machine came on and off; then, in the corner of
the ice, he'd skate behind her, holding both her hands, lift her onto his
back, stick his right toepick into the ice, and pivot quickly in a circle, one
rotation, flipping her off his back only when they faced the Zamboni door
again.

He saw the footwork, and less than a second later they were doing

it, tripping once or twice.
falling.

There was no way he could do the lift without

In his mind he imagined the pivot lift, but he stopped before

picking her up.
.. P.O.....

Corinne said this wearily, between breaths.

She looked

disappointed but not angry, gliding through the space where the lift would
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have been. She did" a few more steps by herself before giving up, looking at
him, then Judy.

And their free dance music ended by the time Judy had

skated out to where they stood.
Their coach waited silently while P.O. and Corinne gasped for air,
leaning over, rubbing muscles.

Then she calmly said to do five pivot lifts

in a row, once they had caught their breath.
but he didn't dare say anything to Judy.
moist, and weak.

P.D.'s legs were still shaking

He took Corinne's hand; it felt hot,

They did one lift successfully, then a second, and on the

third they stumbled. With the speed they had as they approached the move,
it was very difficult for him to not fear sticking his toepick into the ice.
The move was an original, created by Corinne and P.O. and Judy one night
last spring, when they'd been in a relaxed mood, their ideas numerous.

As

they prepared to do it a fourth time, he remembered what Judy had said at
the end of that fruitful lesson:
ones-vare

thinking."

"The best moves--the most inventive

usually mistakes, something the dancers fall
It was true.

into without

They had been trying to copy a lift they'd seen in an

old competition program, but they couldn't get it right and instead they
came up with their own pivot lift.

Now they did it two more times,

skating without as much speed as they normally had in the dance.

Brenda Apps came into the rink as their lesson was ending.

P.o.

spotted her immediately, climbing the steps to the music booth to relieve
another mother.

Brenda stood behind the tape machine, her big head facing

the ice, her hands busily shaking the water from her umbrella.
them.

She studied

P.O. knew this because he saw her nod, very subtly, noticing how
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exhausted they were and clearly approving of how hard Judy had made them
work.
"Your mom's here," he said.

Judy had already moved on to Sue's

lesson.
"I know.

I'm glad she

missed the

free dance.

Let's do

compulsories. "
They started the Tango, their energy gone.

After one pattern they

gave up, their hands lingering together as they drifted along the barrier,
both speechless.

P.O. had nothing to say or suggest that was new. They'd

done their free dance, and Corinne certainly knew what was left to work
on--the compulsory dances, and a choreographed dance called the Original
Set Pattern, or OSP.

Before they could start the Tango over, Corinne's

mother turned on the microphone in the booth. There was a loud screeching
noise as she twisted the microphone around to speak.

The skaters covered

their ears, but kept working.
"Corinne?

Peter?"

Brenda's voice was trying to be gentle, but P.O.

thought it was only quieter in pitch than when she spoke right to his face,
and not less tense. "Could I please see you both up here?"
In the booth Brenda presented them with two new outfits, designed
to wear during the free dance at Nationals.

Lois had helped with P.D.'s

costume, so it was no surprise to him; he'd seen it in various stages over
the weeks.

The change in costuming, from what they'd worn at Regionals

and in St. Louis, had been by Judy's demand because the old ones were a
too-pale color.

The whole thing seemed to P.O. unnecessary, and added

source of anxiety, but he knew he was alone in his wish to keep
preparations for Nationals simple and unspoken.

Everyone but him,
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including Corinne, made the event loom bigger every day.
"Judy and I think you should try these on," Brenda announced.
"Now?" said P.O.

All he thought was how glad he felt that his

father wasn't there; if he were, he'd have to explain why they were taking
time out from practice, and George would not understand.
"We need to see them on the ice. Your mother said she'd so some
extra beadwork if Corinne's dress doesn't sparkle enough."

"I think we'll definitely need more beads on my arms," Corinne
said. "There aren't half as many as we'd talked about."
"It's exactly like we designed it, dear.

Go on.

Put them on.

I only

came in tonight to get this done." P.O. wished she hadn't come.
The men's locker room was empty, as usual.

From the ice came a

low murmuring of music, hardly clear enough for P.O. to tell which dance it
was, and Judy's voice, calling to Sue to "do it again,· as the pro skated
across the close end of the ice, her words fading quickly as she moved on.

P.O. felt the weight of all the arena seats above him, rows and rows of old
wooden chairs bolted to the floor, and the stuffiness of this small room
beneath.

Across the hall he heard a locker door slam, and he started to

unlace his skates.
"Corinne?

Are you kids ready yet?" He heard the swish of Brenda's

pants as she came down the corridor.

"Corinne?"

"Yes, Mom."
'"Hurry up."
"I'm ready
ladies' doorway.
more beading.'"

"

There was a pause, where Brenda arrived in the

"See? I hope Mrs. Eakins has a lot of time.

It needs a lot

167
"Maybe.

There just isn't 'a lot' more time, dear.

I'm sure Lois will

do the best she can. Judy says the last skirt was too short. How is it?"
Corinne didn't answer.

P.O. had his skates, pants, and shirt off, and

now, standing in his underwear, he held his jumpsuit with both hands .

It

was dark purple, and the beadwork looked gold in some lights, silver in
others.

Here it looked gold.

As he slipped his legs into the outfit, the

fabric expanded around each thigh, clinging to his skin as every costume
did.

It reminded him of the very first outfit he'd had, a red one with navy

stripes down both legs, and how when he first put it on he felt like he was
sealing his body in plastic wrap.

He had never gotten used to it.

Across the hall he heard Brenda's voice rising .
lesson tonight didn't go so well," she said.

"Judy says your

"She says two run-throughs of

the free dance is something you should've been doing weeks ago:
Again, silence from Corinne.
"She says she doesn't think you're really aware of how little time
is left."
"We're aware. She told us. Everybody has told us."
"Well, JUdy thinks you're not working hard enough."
"Judy, Judy," said Corinne.
"When P.o.'s f.ather says something like that I think he's just
worrying too much, but, dear, Judy is our coach.

We pay her to be honest

with us, and we should Iisten--"
"Mom!

Stop. Please. Just stop.

I know what you're telling me.

Now go back to the booth. We'll be out in a minute, so you and Judy can see
the outfits. So all the world can see them!"
Corinne's voice was controued, and as P.o. finished lacing up his
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skates, he heard his partner's mother swish out of the ladies' locker room
and back to the booth.

They were alone together, in their separate rooms.

The same sensation came over him as it had earlier in the car; he couldn't
move.

He sat on the bench, dressed, with his skates on, inert.

His boots

were scuffed, with minor rips where Corinne had stepped on his toes.

The

laces were frayed in places, looking as if they might break if he pulled too
hard, and his left blade felt loose.

There was a tiny hole in the damp

wooden sale where a screw had been.
Corinne stood in the doorway.
sweaters.

She looked thinner, without heavy

The purple dress transformed her beauty, formalizing it,

enhancing It. ·Come on," she said.
He still couldn't move.

He couldn't go back onto the ice just yet.

Instead of leaving him there, as he expected her to do, she sat down next
to him, took his hand, and her perfume flooded over him; in just the few
minutes they'd been apart he'd forgotten that smell.

She smiled.

He

couldn't bring himself to do anything, or say anything, but she didn't seem
to mind, her blue eyes clear and warm.
and touched her lips to his.

She clutched both sides of his face

The kiss was long, their upper bodies moving

closer, his hand moving down her bare back.

He ran his tongue along her

teeth and she laughed, drawing back, but he pulled her close and they
kissed again.

Her lips were softer than he remembered them being ever

before, and her breath was hotter.
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Lois. Corinne, George. P.O.

Lois' apartment was unbearably small.

In the only comfortable

chair, one she and Otis had bought jointly with plans for it in their own
home some day, she graded her students' quizzes, waiting for Peter to call
from Cincinnati.

She circled the incorrect treble c1efs--most of which

were almost right, but written backwards, or too high or low on the
staH--and made checks next to all the good bass clefs; most of the kids
knew how to make something that resembled a question mark.

It was

diHicult for her to distinguish some of the half notes from quarter notes
because of sloppiness, so she decided to give the questionable ones the
benefit of the doubt.

When her ungraded pile of quizzes was still taller

than her graded stack, the phone rang.
answer it.

She didn't have to go very far to

The kitchen was only a few steps away.

"Lois. Good. You're home."
I've been expecting a call.

"Brenda,

How is everything?"

Brenda sounded as if she might be next door.
good, isn't it?1t she told Lois.

"The connection is

"Peter mentioned calling you earlier this

evening, but he's busy now, and I wanted to make sure we got you before
you went to bed.

He might forget.

He's so distracted."

"I'm still wide awake, Brenda.
are practices?

How are the kids?"

Tell me how things are going.

How
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Brenda sighed.

"The kids are scared.

Plenty

of nasty nerves,

that's for sure."
Brenda began her excited speech about Nationals, and Lois listened
as best she could.

The story started in the Cincinnati airport, where they'd

bumped into other skaters, namely Susan Sykes and Randy Pratt, a Junior
Dance first-place couple from one of the other two sections, arriving on a
flight from New York.

Sykes and Pratt were apparently overweight and

rude, but despite Brenda's attempts to keep the kids' spirits up by pointing
out faults, the chance meeting, before they'd even had time to come to
grips with their new surroundings, had depressed both Corinne and Peter.
One practice session had gone well, and one poorly; none had been at the
official arena yet, and Brenda said it was very discouraging for the kids to
have been there almost two days already and stll! not stepped foot on the
real competition ice.

Judy was preparing them for tomorrow night, when

they had a Compulsory Dance practice at the "big rink."
"Stlll, things are good, really, when it comes right down to it,"
said Brenda.
"The events begin day after tomorrow?"
Brenda said yes, the Cornpulsories were on Wednesday, then the
Original Set Pattern Thursday, and the Free Dance on Friday afternoon.
Someone would call--probably her again, unless she could break Peter
away from his worrying--Wednesday night, same time, when they knew
how they'd placed in the first event.
"Well, don't bother Peter if he's too busy," Lois told Brenda.
want to hear how they're doing.
gets home."

"I just

He can tell me the details himself when he
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"We just need to get them both to relax ," Brenda said, but Lois
thought Brenda sounded wound up herself, and she wondered how Corinne's
mother was affecting the kids, and if Judy was any help, and if they would
be able to keep George's influence at a safe distance.

But she didn't want

to make the phone call too long, so she acted satisfied with the report, and
soon they said goodbye.

Lois held the phone to her ear until she heard

Brenda hang up with a click.

Then she got a tone and dialed Otis' number.

As one ring followed another--he was probably in the bathroom, she
thought--she listened to the cold January wind whip past her windows and
rattle parts of her apartment building.

She couldn't identify the sounds, or

what made them, but the creaks and bangs made her feel lonely.

After the

sixth ring Otis finally answered, breathless, and said he'd just stepped out
of the shower.

She smiled, and began to tell him how Peter's week in

Cincinnati was starting off.

Corinne
From the ice the place wasn't so bad, if I kept from looking up too
high.

Sitting in the seats with my mother and P.D. that first night here, as

we watched Senior Men's Group B practice, I'd thought about how tiny Todd
seemed, far below us on the ice.
was skating .

I couldn't even pay attention to how he

There was just too much space between the ice and me, and

too many other spectators to catch my eye.

But now, on the ice myself for

our first practice session in the official arena, it didn't seem so huge, as
long as I kept my gaze set on the bottom ten rows or so.
that, I started to get dizzy.

If I looked above

After all, most of the time the place wasn't
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used as an ice rink, but a stadium.
Mr. Eakins had arrived.

For basketball games and boat shows.
guess he took a cab from the airport,

because my mother told him there was no way she could pick him up and
P.O. was too busy. Or maybe he drove down from Chicago, I don't know. The
only reason I spotted him, out of all the people in the entire stadium, was
because he sat next to my mother, and as Judy talked to P.O. about
something that didn't pertain to me, I scanned the rows face by face.
was just a practice session, so a lot of the place was empty.

It

But a lot of

the place was full, too, with other parents, other dancers, the competition.
I saw some of the people in Group B--we were Group A--behind my mother
and Mr. Eakins.

Mom was ignoring P.D.'s father, I noticed, who looked like

he tried to be pleasant, but was losing patience with her.
glasses, his face grew pink.

Behind his thick

He was definitely watching us, probably

wondering why we stood at the barrier so long.

As P.O. and Judy finished

and we started to do the Rocker Foxtrot, it felt like everyone stared just
at us, no one else. We were new to Nationals, and we were good. Young and
good.
After one pattern, P.O. snapped at me, and I snapped back. He kept
throwing his head back and staring at the ceiling, and I kept telling him
he'd get dizzy.

On our way back to Judy he did it again.

I told him we'd

look really inexperienced if he kept doing it; we'd look like we'd never
skated in a stadium before.

He brooded. He told me we were looking stupid

no matter what, because we just weren't as strong as Sykes and Pratt, and
I wanted to hit him.

Our feelings for each other had changed.

Everything

was instantly wrong.
At the barrier, Judy ignored how we felt.

"The lights are bright,
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aren't they?" she said. "I wonder if a T.V. crew is here."
"What for?" I said.

"A T.V. crew for a Junior Dance practice?"

"Sykes and Pratt probably have an interview," P.O. mumbled.
I wanted to get off, let P.O. deal with a dance or two by himself,
in front of all these people. but I'd felt how hard his hands were shaking,
and how rigid his whole body w.as, and I stayed with him.

I began to feel

ju st as stiff.

George
"Is Ben going to be able to come?" I asked my son.
"Ben?

Come all the way to Cincinnati?"

He was not paying attention.

We were talking about his Visiting

me at Lake Elwood next week, when the competition was over, and not
Nationals.

Here he was, expected to be in his best form, physically and

mentally, and he could not even listen to me. "No, no, Peter. What's wrong
with you?"
"Oh, you mean the lake. Yeah, Dad. I think Ben's still going to drive
up with me. We're taking Friday off, so it'll give us three days."
Our waitress came with tea and two muffins for Peter.
want anything.

The coffee shop was crowded at this time of night, as

practices began to finish up.

I recognized some of the Eagle Hill kids at a

booth across the room, laughing and carrying on, eating sundaes.
believe they weren't taking things seriously.
parents?

I didn't

Where was Judy?

rink at home, but worse.

I couldn't

And where were their

It was like a damn circus, just like around the

Peter waved to his friends, a boy and girl named
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Todd and Stacey, but they stayed in their booth and we stayed in ours.
Brenda Apps had taken Corinne upstairs to their room; the practice had
been a disaster, and Brenda had told me that she thought the kids needed to
be apart for a while, until the next practice tomorrow.

At the time I'd

disagreed--Peter's partner needed to eat something, I'd said--but now I
wondered if Brenda knew what it was

like to try to have a calm

conversation in one of these coffee shops. and kept Corinne wisely out of
it,

or

whether

competitions.

I

was

merely

inexperienced

at

coming

to

these

Lois always went with Peter up until last year, and this

season Peter had gone to Regionals and Sectionals under the Apps' care,
when I was still working six days a week.

Now, living at the lake off my

savings--I'd decided to live up there for an indefinite length of time--I
had the free days to be able to come.

And I'd made Lois stay at home for

once, forced to hear about every little detail of the competition over the
phone, as I had for years.
Peter wrapped his tea bag around a spoon and squeezed it.

"I'm

looking forward to it," he said, about his trip north to see me, but he said
it without any energy.
"No you're not," I said.
"I am. Once this is over I'll need a real vacation."
I knew he didn't consider a long weekend with me a "real vacation,"
even if Ben was with him.

And it didn't seem to me like he'd been working

hard enough to deserve any "real vacation."
about next week.
doing here."
'" know:

I said:

"Don't start thinking

You need to focus one hundred percent on what you're
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"It's important that you realize why you're here.

I'm sure Judy

hasn't told you."
"Dad, I know why I'm here. Irs pretty obvious.

I'm here to skate as

well as I can."
"You're here to win," I told him.
you anywhere.

"Doing 'as well as I can' won't get

You're continually setting your goals too low."

lowered to his tea.

His eyes

The least bit of criticism and he put his tail between

his legs like some wounded dog.

"Look, you and Corinne aren't as ready for

this competition as some of the others.

I watched your session tonight,

and after just fifty minutes I can tell who's going to come out on top."
His head stayed down. "You're not a coach, Dad," he said. "You don't
know what you're talking about."
"No, I'm not a coach.
somewhere .

Now

You're right."

he'd learn something.

about winners, about what it takes.
time.

No w

"But I know more than Judy does

I can pick them out of a crowd in no

They're the ones who have endured pain, Peter.

their asses off.
gone through.

The pain of training

Coming to Nationals is easy for them, after what they've
You and Corinne haven't begun--"

covering his whole face.
All right.

we were getting

He looked up, his frown

Maybe he was too tired to listen to this.

You have started to know what it takes.

"O.K.

But you're just not

there yet."
He blinked.

His friends were leaving the coffee shop but he didn't

notice .

They started to wave, then realized he wasn't in the mood to be

friendly.

"Dad," he said, "tonight's practice went as well as to be expected.

It was the first time we'd been on the big ice. We were O.K."
"That's not the point, Peter," I said more softly.

"Of course you
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were O.K."
"And Judy does know what she's doing. She gave us a lot of good
advice tonight, about what to do tomorrow, when Compulsories are on."
"Peter," I said, sighing , "Judy is the type of person who fits in
perfectly in this environment.

She's one of them.

remember that she doesn't have anything at stake here.
stands there and holds your hands.

You do.

She just

You are the one proving yourself."

He pulled his room key out of a pocket in

"Dad, I'm going to bed."
his warm-up jacket.

And you've got to

"What's your room number again?"

I told him.

"I'll stop by in the morning before we go to practice."
practically reduced him to tears.

I had

He was whining, and there was no spark,

no fire, left at all in his presence.

As he stood up, his shoulders and head

drooped.
"Peter?"

He tried to look at me, but it seemed more like he was

staring at the wall behind me.

"Toughen up," I said emphatically.

me without a word, disappearing into all the other skaters.

He left

I sat in the

booth a long time, until I was one of the last people in the coffee shop.
Peter needed to be told things like this.
this way.

Someone needed to talk to him

I went up to my room and got ready for bed, and I did not regret

one thing I'd said.

P.o.
"Mom?"
"Peter!" said his mother.

·"Oh, I'm so happy it's you.

I thought
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Brenda would call, but it's better to hear your voice:
"Yep, it's me."

There was a moment of nothing. no sound between

them, when P.O. knew she waited to hear the news, the good news.

His

stomach felt just as uneasy as it had for weeks, but it was a good kind of
uneasy, an excited kind.

"We're in third!

Compulsories were this afternoon

and we ended up third."
"Third!"

His mother sighed.

"I'm so relieved.

Third is good.

So

you're one of the top three?"
"Yep."

They laughed together.

"We were fifth after the Rocker, but

Judy thinks it's just because some of the judges--the East and West Coast
ones-shad never seen us before.

We surprised them, I guess.

And then we

pulled up to fourth on the Paso, and third on the Tango." He realized he was
making it sound easy, but it hadn't been.

"The judges sometimes place you

lower at the beginning, because there are so many couples and you kind of
get lost in the crowd.

I mean, this isn't Sectionals.

Junior Dance has

thirteen couples, not just four or five."
"I'm very happy for you, Peter," his mother said.

"Now tomorrow is

the aSP?"
He said yes, and explained the rest of his schedule for the next two
days.

Friday was the Free Dance, Friday night the awards ceremony for the

top three, and Saturday it would be all over, and he and Corinne could
watch the Senior events and celebrate.
"Well, you skate tomorrow just like you did today," she said, and he
laughed; she was trying to give advice, in her own way, and he liked her for
it.

"We will, Mom."
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After a few minutes he hung up.

He crossed the hotel lobby

confidently, headed for the restaurant, and he and Corinne had dinner by
themselves.

Just the two of them.

Lois

She and Otis had gone to a movie, and now he was ready to go home.
During her phone conversation with Peter, Otis had stood behind her chair
in the kitchen, trying to decipher what the news was.
she told him the details.
thought.

Now he smiled when

He is trying so hard to appreciate things, she

At the door of her apartment they said goodnight.

She felt young,

younger than she had in years, as he kissed her, his one-day growth of
whiskers tickling her lips and cheeks.

Her body relaxed; every muscle

untightened, every knot in her arms and back vanished.
well.

Otis loved her.

Peter was doing

She kissed him again, and his eyes widened with

surprise, his dark maroon scarf almost the same color as his blushed face.
He was studying her, she knew, trying to figure out if she seriously wanted
him to stay the night, but when she laughed, he laughed, and she knew he
realized that the moment had passed.

He said goodnight and left.

She

pictured him downstairs in the parking lot, scraping his windshield,
warming up his car, driving home on the slick streets, and for a moment
she regretted sending him off.
could

Then her mind returned to the things she

see around her--her comfortable reading chair, her desk, her

stereo--and she closed the door.

She would wait until they were married.
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George

My parents couldn't make it to see Peter's free dance, although
they only lived about forty miles northeast of Cincinnati, because my
father still wasn't doing too well after his stroke.

I had called them twice

during the week to let them know how Peter was skating, and the second
time, just last night after the OSP, my mother had apologized for not
coming, saying happily that as long as Peter and Corinne stayed in third
through this last event, she could watch their performance on T.V.

I had to

tell her that Senior Dance was televised, not Junior, and although she
sounded disappointed, they still did not come.

I spoke to my father briefly,

but I could not understand most of what he said.

It was gibberish.

I had

accepted the fact that he was basically gone already.
Sykes and Pratt were fourth after the OSP.

Beforehand they'd been

second, but their Original Set Pattern had been very non-creative and
technically simple--even I had to admit it--although they still were the
strongest team on the ice.

I liked the way they used their stocky builds

for them, and not as a weakness.

They moved faster than anyone, certainly

faster than Corinne and Peter, faster than even the first-place couple, two
older kids from Delaware who had been at Nationals in Juniors for three
years.

Corinne and Peter were- taller, leaner, and more timid on the ice

than Sykes and Pratt, and Sykes and Pratt were burning to get back into
the top three, I could tell.

As Group A warmed up--the top five couples--I

decided it was defintely a good thing my parents hadn't come.

I wasn't

distracted from the skating by anyone this way, not even Brenda, who I
knew would've been down along the barrier with Judy if mothers were
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allowed.

The way it was, she sat on the side of the arena, about twenty

rows above the judges' box.
I had a seat just above the entrance the skaters used.

A voice

announced that one minute remained in the warm-up, and the fifth-place
team got off, standing in the entryway where I could watch them.
didn't have a chance--probably wouldn't even stay fifth.

They

They were

arguing, loudly, and their pro had no control over them whatsoever.

On the

ice, the team from Delaware did some tricky lifts, discouraging the second
place team, two blond kids from San Francisco.

Peter and Corinne slowly

did each section of their free dance, then stopped, discussing things with
Judy before they did the next part .
they were not taking chances.

They had mastered staying in control;
They weren't showing off, which was

important now, as the judges sat down in their box and caught the tail end
of the warm-up.

Pre-judging was happening right now before everyone's

eyes, and Peter and Corinne just skated dully and nervously from one move
to the next.
The fifth-place team's free dance I don't remember.

After them,

the San Francisco couple gave an excellent performance--the skating order
had been determined by a draw--and the crowd loved them.

Peter and

Corinne skated next, and while the San Francisco couple skated, my son and
his partner stood frozen in the entryway, watching the event as if they
weren't participating.

Judy didn't even try to keep their attention away

from the ice; she, too, studied the San Francisco team.
there was no pep talk, no last words, no final advice.

I could not believe
Did she really think

she'd told them all they needed to know?
The judges held up the marks for the second-place team on white
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cards with black numbers, and the announcer read the scores aloud.
marks, far above anyone else's so far.

Strong

But Sykes and Pratt, and the

first-place Delaware team, skated after Peter and Corinne.

As my son and

his partner got onto the ice, Corinne taking a long time to get her skate
guards off, I was not nervous.

My nerves have always been like steel.

had worked out in my mind how it would all come out, and at this point I
was more interested in the other couples' skating than in Peter and
Corinne's, to be honest.
knew what to expect.

I'd seen them almost every night at the rink.
The thrill came in watching competitors, people

hadn't figured out yet.
"Our next Junior Dancers," the voice said, "representing the Eagle
Hill Skating Club, Miss Corinne M. Apps and Mr. Peter D. Eakins"
People clapped, but they did that for everyone.

Corinne and Peter

skated to center ice, stopped, and took their beginning pose.

At first, the

music sounded far away, but I think the volume was really all right.
was just all that open space in the arena; the music got lost.

It

But Corinne

and Peter heard well enough, and before I knew it the Irish jig part of the
routine was already finishing.

Corinne
For a minute I thought I'd never get my right skate guard off.
felt, out of all those people, the stares of my mother and Mr. Eakins the
most.

Standing on one foot suddenly seemed very hard, so I held onto the

barrier and pulled with all my strength.

Finally the spring loosened up and

my guard came off, and as I set the guards on the ledge, I knew that this
was it.

The last event.

Short and sweet.

I wasn't really that nervous.

I
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was more excited.
nerves

had

I loved the fact that everybody was watching; my

gradually

gone

away

week--Compulsories had been the worst.
and in third place.

A bronze medal.

over

the

course

of

the

But now we were almost done,

The awards ceremony tonight.

I did a

couple of deep knee bends to keep my leg muscles relaxed, and told P.O. to
do the same.

Judy smiled at us.

She knew we would be fine.

When the

announcer's voice came on, P.O. took my hand and we moved to center ice,
surrounded by applause, even a scream or two high above us, probably from
Todd or Stacey or Sue.

It seemed like forever before our free dance

started.
By the middle of the slow part I was ecstatic, enjoying myself and
all the attention.

People clapped during the long drape movement down the

diagonal of the rink, and I smiled, letting my body sway a little toward P.O.
He was there, but I actually wasn't thinking much about him; there wasn't
time. I kept aiming for that final pose, with me on my knee and P.O. behind
me, when these months and months of work would finally feel complete,
even worthwhile.

P.O. skated with me, unnoticeably tense.

didn't feel as stiff as he had in Compulsorles and the
smiling enough but he was all right.

asp.

In fact, he
He wasn't

All three lifts in the slow part went

smoothly so I didn't care whether or not he smiled.

I rose off the ice, my

head thrown back, my shoulders arched, and tried to memorize the
sensation.

It felt like we did each lift for the very first time.

I had plenty of energy for the last part.

The swing tune started up

and P.O. and I danced in place for a few seconds, before stroking hard
across the end to get ready for the footwork.
Twenty-five.

The pivot lift came.

Thirty seconds more.

I was off the ice and P.O. was pivoting
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and all that remained were a few easy steps, a stop, the final pose.

Then I

felt his body crumpling beneath me, his back lowering, and as I jumped off
we both went down together, soaking our purple costumes on the wet ice
in front of the Zamboni door.

P.O.
His hands spread out on either side of him, his fingers sliding
through a good half inch of water.

His sleeves absorbed the wetness

quickly, as did his pant legs, as his hip collided with the hard surface.
he slid.

He couldn't stop himself.

And

His body flew toward the barrier, his

feet in the air, and no matter how desperately he clawed at the ice there
was nothing he could do.

His hip struck the wooden wall, then his skates,

and it made a loud slapping noise--just his boots, but it probably sounded
worse to the audience, he thought.

At first he couldn't move, his knees

bent, the wind gone from his chest and the arena lights pulsing above.

He

shook his head. Better. He could breathe.
He looked for Corinne.

She'd fallen, too, he realized, the instant

he'd planted his toepick into the ice for the pivot lift.

They had been going

too fast, or maybe he'd leaned over too far, but whatever the reason , his
pivoting in a sharp circle, after a long straight line of footwork, had been
impossible.

He got to his feet.

She was trying to continue their free

dance, he noticed, her gold head flashing by him, yet she was looking back
at him as she skated, motioning for him to come with her.
hand and the music was over.
end.

He grabbed her

He hadn't realized they were so close to the

They stopped, their blades scraping the ice in the silent air, and she

184

knelt.
He wasn't aware of any sounds after that, although he could see
people applauding for a short time, barely long enough for them to glide to
the door, where Judy stood, her face blank.

P.O. put his arm around

Corinne's waist, half expecting her to pull away, in front of all these
people, but she seemed to accept his gesture, leaning gently against his
side.

Her elbows were soaked and most of her hair had fallen out of her

bun, but she wasn't fixing it.

Her eyes were set on the exit, nothing else,

and her mouth was closed tight in a thin line.
ice, taking off guards, stretching.

Sykes and Pratt were on the

Corinne raised her face to his ear and

whispered to him in a sharp voice.
"Whatever we do," she said to him, "we're not

crying until we're

far away from here."
He nodded, although it was hitting him now--Sykes and Pratt's
faint grins, Judy's weak hug as they got off, and his father's presence, not
far away. he could tell, even though one brief scanning of the crowd around
the entryway didn't reveal him.

His father was up there somewhere.

As

they headed into the maze of corridors underneath the seats, leaving Judy
behind to copy down their marks, P.O. knew without a doubt that they were
out of the top three.
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I counted my holes.

Six.

Good.

I was setting things up

instinctively now, after living here for a month, without making mistakes
when I was thinking about something else.
think.

That's why I came up here--to

I moved up here to process all the events that had happened in my

life during the past year.

Lois' leaving.

The divorce.

Peter's Nationals.

Now I sat down on my minnow bucket and waited, not for fish, really, but
for some new thought.

I waited until I discovered something to do next.

That's how I wanted to live my life now-as thoughts moved me.
what Cleary advised, and I agreed.

It was

Peter had shovelled off a square of the

lake in the same spot as last year, on the southeast side of our peninsula,
and he was skating as I fished.

At the last minute Ben hadn't been able to

come--Peter didn't tell me why--and so Peter was alone, without friends
for the long weekend, without anyone but me.
He skated as if he was ashamed to be doing so. His head was down,
and he didn't really do much, just a couple of spins and small jumps,
because he knew I was watching.
Corinne wasn't there.

And I suppose part of it was because

Since he had skated with her he had done very little

freeskating, by himself; all his hours had been dedicated to Junior Dance,
and to heading for Cincinnati.
and he'd failed.

Everything had been geared for Cincinnati.

I'd had to leave the stadium when they fell.

he'd done it intentionally to hurt me.

It was like

As I watched him circle his tiny
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arena on our lake, his repetitive movements reminding me of a caged
animal, I thought for a second that I might've been wrong to put so much
pressure on him.
something...

Maybe he just couldn't handle it.

Or maybe I'd done

My mind wandered, confused, and I returned to the certainty

that he needed
doubted again.

me to toughen him up because no one else would; then I
All I knew tor certain was this:

I felt very glad that Peter

would be quitting competitive figure skating this spring so he could go to
college.

Skating people were killing him.
He switched direction.

He weaved in strange patterns, eights, S's,

spirals, never looking up to wave at me, or shout hello, and I stared at him
constantly for a good ten minutes to make sure he wasn't stealing glances
when I looked away.
Winning.

It was as if we had a contest going, and I was

Lois had done that; she'd peeked around corners to see me when I

couldn't see her, or glared at my back as I left the room.
know she did it; she just did, and I just know.
same stunts now.

I'm not sure how I

Peter was trying to pull the

He wanted to see what my next move would be--into the

cabin? stay where I was? actually come talk to him?--and he anticipated
it in time to react, scramble away, prepare his defenses.
After a while, around one or one-thirty, he stopped skating in
circles and took off his skates, sitting on the ice to unlace his boots, his
hands pausing long enough to wipe his nose after a sniff.

The sky had

cleared up from the blank gray it had been this morning, and it was getting
warmer.

Off and on I'd hear sheets of icy snow slide off branches in the

woods. My holes had iced over, but I wasn't going to move until r saw what
he might do.

He got up, slinging his skates over one shoulder, and started

toward me, following the path I'd made with my sled.
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"Any luck?" he called as he got closer.

He always asked me this.

"No."
He checked my holes but didn't mention how they'd iced over.
began doing things, getting up from my bucket, cracking the ice on one
hole, then another.

My small red flags flapped in the breeze.

"Dad?"
I kept breaking thin layers of ice.

Five holes were clear.

"The lake makes the weirdest noise," he said.
cracking when you walk over it.
isn't it?

One left.

"It sounds like it's

But by this time of year it's pretty thick,

It wouldn't crack, would it?"
Why was he asking me about noises the ice makes?
"Just now, walking out here, it sounded like I was going to fall

through."
"You won't fall through," I said.

"Not in the middle of January."

"That's what I thought."
"It's freezing.
time.

That's all," I told him.

"It's getting thicker all the

As it freezes it makes that noise."
He nodded, too enthusiastically.

freezing.

He wasn't interested in ice

He was just making small talk, I thought.
"That makes sense.

I hear it sometimes in the rink, too."

With the mention of the rink our conversation instantly died.
Peter watched what I was doing for a while.
before he moved.

In fact, it was a long time

He just stood there, one skate hanging in front of him

and one down his back, the black laces tied together, and he pretended to
be fascinated with ice fishing.

It must have been about two o'clock when

he finally left me, saying he was going for a walk.

He didn't ask me to
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come.
"I think I'll walk along the shore as far as that public boat landing,
up toward the north end.

Then I'll cut down the landing trail to the road,

and back home. Gramp and -I used to do it all the time."
I was sitting on my bucket again, watching flags now.

"I'll be in by

suppertime," I said.
As he started off across the lake beyond my fishing site, his feet
dragging in the deep snow, I thought about how my efforts were wasted on
him.

He didn't care about ice fishing.

at skating.

He pretended.

Or skating, even.

At least winning

I didn't even think he put on the act to make me

happy; he put on the act because it was easier than admitting he didn't
care about winning.

He didn't have what it took.

But I was on to him now.

He wasn't any different than his mother and brother, when it came right
down to it.

And if he wasn't going to excel at skating, then I damn well

wasn't supporting the activity.

He'd give it up.

He had almost disappeared now around our peninsula, headed
toward the north end.

I turned my attention to the holes. but all six flags

stayed down. When I looked up a second time. he was gone.

.

... ...

It is our second night at the cabin .
probably because we were both tired.

Last night was uneventful,

But tonight was different.

If I had

known this afternoon what would happen, I never would've come in from
the lake.

I'd still be out there in the dark. freezing to death.

But I'm not
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out there.

I'm in here, sitting in a quiet room with a dead fire and very

little fight.

When Peter disappeared across the lake on his walk today, I

should have shifted gears.

I should have slowly counted to ten with my

eyes closed, like Cleary has told me to do when I need to calm down.
heartbeat usually slows and my muscles loosen, when I do that.
didn't do that.

My

But I

What I did do reminds me of so many other instances when

I've done close to the same thing.
I came in from the lake and immediately made myself a drink.
Peter was in the kitchen making dinner.

I could tell he had noticed the

changes I'd made around the cabin since moving up here.

Last night he'd

said it was fun to have the television--Lois and I had purposely kept one
out of that cabin before--even if the reception was poor up here.

As he

searched the cabinets for the saucepan he needed to make spaghetti, I saw
the answering machine catch his eye. I bought one because I spent so much
time out on the lake and didn't want to miss any important business calls
from Chicago.
touch with.
one.

I still had associates at the firm who I wanted to stay in

And there was a second reason for the machine, a less rational

Somehow it represented to me a hook-up with the outside world,

more than a simple telephone would; the machine recorded

people's

voices, and didn't just transmit them, and I could listen to them over and
over if I wanted to.
I left the kitchen as Peter was waiting for water to boil.

In the

living room, I plugged in the Christmas tree lights, reaching beneath the
bottom branches for the outlet, holding my drink level in one hand.

My back

grazed the lower bows and millions of dry pine needles sprinkled the floor,
my back, even getting into my hair.

But they'd missed my drink.

J shook
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my head and more fell to the floor.

It'd been a month since Christmas and

most people took down their trees three weeks 'ago.
now that it barely looked green.

My tree was so dead

It was greenish brown, thin, and decrepit.

"I'm not eating!" I shouted to Peter.
"You're not eating?" he repeated, coming out as far as the passage
underneath the stairs.
at what I'd said.

I was sitting now on the sofa, letting him wonder

"I'm making spaghetti," he said.

"Aren't you hungry after

fishing all day?"
"No."

I got up and walked past him into the kitchen.

and another drink to go with it.

I twisted a tray and six or seven ice cubes

fell onto the counter, sliding all over the place.
to the floor, but I left it there.

I needed ice,

One skidded off, dropping

I added the scotch to the ice cubes in my

glass, knowing he was watching me, and took a big sip.
"Oh.

Well.

I'm eating," he said.

"I can't believe you're not hungry,

after all the interest you had this morning in what I was making for
dinner."
let the remark go, pretending , I hadn't heard it, but storing it,
remembering.

He put a handful of spaghetti into the boiling water, stirred

his pan of sauce, and started to make a salad with the lettuce and other
vegetables he'd already gotten from the refrigerator.
contests again.

We were having

This time it was to see who would talk first, a simple one

because I had something to say. I had thought about Peter and his future a
great deal that afternoon on the lake, more so than usual.
"In college you're going to have to go back to eating other people's
food.

All this cooking experience you've had this year might go to waste."

He ripped lettuce with his fingers and cut a tomato into wedges.

"When I
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was in col/ege, dorm food was the worst thing in the world," I added on the
end, trying to sound nice.
"Really."
"Yes.

Really."

He ignored me, putting away vegetables.

"Peter, I

think tonight might be a good time to talk about some things"
"What kinds of things?"
"Colleges.

I mean, the way I see it, you're pretty much too late on

your applications to go next fall, the way it is, but entering mid-year
might be a better thing for you anyway.

You could work for a while.

Get a

taste of what other kids your age have spent their summers doing when
you were skating all the time."
Scotch always affects me more quickly than vermouth, for some
reason,

and

I was

starting at this

point to

feel

smoothness on the inside of my throat and stomach.
more cleverness, · more than when I was sober.

the

warmth,

the

And I was gaining

I knew I'd confronted the

issue in a subtle way, testing him to make sure he planned on quitting
skating.
face

was aware of his doubts about quitting, but I wanted him to

me.

He wouldn't be able to defend skating.

There was nothing about

it worth defending.
But he was more prepared than I anticipated.
me and said: "I still am

He looked straight at

skating, Dad."

. "But you're just killing time.

Don't wait until summer.

I think it's

really a waste, Peter, when you could quit now, and instead of skating you
could spend the rest of the winter preparing--"
"I'm not quitting, just because Nationals are over."
"You've already quit, son, don't you see?"
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"No.

I don't."

Steam rose from the boiling water on the stove to

the light above, then just disappeared.
the kitchen.

"Not at all.

Peter had stopped moving around

Corinne and I decided--and Judy agreed--that we

need some time off after competition.

Everyone does.

We're taking a few

weeks. Then we're getting back onto the ice. Judy already has some ideas
for next year's music."
"This isn't what you and I have agreed on."
·We haven't agreed on anything,· he said, fast.
I swore. starting to walk out, but stayed in the room .

Peter had

picked the ice cube up off the floor and I put it into my glass and added
more scotch.

Peter was behind me. Without turning around I told him how

ludicrous his ideas were.

'" know you're not kidding," I said. "but I find it

hard to believe that you're that immature still, that blind.
happened to you over the last year, for instance.
been only a place where you've experienced failure.

Look what has

Look how skating has
There have been no

successes."
"You're talking about last week."
"No.

I'm--"

"Yes you are.

You're talking about fourth place.

Fourth out of

thirteen our first year at Nationals is not a failure"
I laughed at him.
things into your head?
Nothing, Peter.

"Where do you get these ideas?

Who puts these

Fourth place, any year, anywhere , is nothing.

If you belonged in skating, you'd be winning Nationals

hands down. You'd be in Seniors by now."
"Everyone but us, even Sykes and Pratt, in the top five, had been
there before. You have to work your way up."
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"I can't listen to this.

I'm simply not paying for anymore skating.

All it's taught you are lies, and fantasies, and how to lose.

You won't be

able to afford it on your own, as some eighteen-year-old high school
graduate, and you damn well won't get anything from your mother.
keeping everything for herself .

She's

You're quitting skating," I said, and left the

kitchen .
In the living room things began to get darker.
dark for a while already, but I mean inside.

Outside it had been

The oak paneling on the walls

faded back so I couldn't really see it, and even the Christmas tree lights
got fuzzy.

Things tilted--the fireplace, the tree, the furniture.

I could

make out the old upright piano in the other room, next to the dining room
table, but its keys all ran together, then it vanished.

I couldn't see much

of anything but Lois, and what she had done to my children, what she had
done to Peter.

I immediately went back to the kitchen.

plate in his hand.

Peter had a full

He moved calmly past me and sat down in the small

dining room.
"Don't think your mother will give you a goddamn cent," I told him.
"You don't really think that, do you?"

He started eating, trying hard, I could

tell, not to listen to me. "Do you?"
"No. I don't think that."
"Good.

Because she's a fucking leech.

She doesn't know how to give anything.

And has been all her life.

Just take.

your skating, but don't ask her to support it.

No!

She loves the idea of
She'll think of a million

reasons why she can't help, where you could go for--"
"You're wrong, Dad. She's not like that."
I wanted to hit him when he said this, so in control.

"You don't
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know anything," I said.
years.

"You weren't married to the bitch for twenty-one

You have no right to tell me what Lois is like!"

wedge into his mouth, staring at his plate.
yet.

He stuffed a tomato

He hadn't touched his spaghetti

The sauce was still piled high, a bright red in color.

where you get your ideas from.

Your mother is the one who lets you think

you're actually some skating star.
skating in the first place:

She's the one who started you figure

Then it occurred to me:

if he meant it when he

said he wasn't quitting, he must have a source in mind.
wouldn't pay anymore.
isn't it?

"Your mother is

I knew what he was thinking.

He'd known I

"It's the boyfriend,

What's his name?"
He looked up from his dinner and sighed.

"I've told you.

His name

is Otis."
"He'lJ

support you," I said.

"Of course.

support some kid who won't go to college.

If he'll support Lois, he'll

He'll support

a fucking whore ."

~

"Dad."
"You ate Thanksgiving dinner at his house, and Christmas.

What's

he like, anyway? How much money does he make? What does he do for a
living?"
"He teaches at Mom's school."
"That's right. You told me. You told me, didn't you?" He was silent
as I mocked him.

"You've told me everything before, all of this.

very good attention, do I?
boyfriend.

I don't pay

Not when you talk about your mother's

I don't listen, do I?"

"Dad, you've asked me. 1-"
"Fuck you!"
I brought both fists down hard on the table.

There was a loud
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crashing noise as the wood gave way underneath me. Peter's plate bounced
and spaghetti sauce slid off; his glass of water spilled.

The tabletop

slanted toward me, the dishes rolling and slipping in my direction. then
off.

I heard the plate break.

the kitchen.

Peter was out of his chair and running into

He came back with a rag, and I acted like I hadn't done

anything, leaving him, and returning to the scotch in the other room.

As I

drank one drink, pouring another at the same time, I heard Peter's crying.
It was soft, just sniffs, really, and it made me feel good.

My whole body

was shaking.
"Or maybe you'll go to the Apps' house," I called to him.
what you'll do.

Of course.

"That's

Why didn't I think of it before!"

He brought in the broken plate. empty glass, and soaked rag, the
rag stained red with spaghetti sauce.

He put these things away quickly and

was at the phone before I realized what he was doing.

He flipped the pages

of my address book nervously, not looking at me, his sniffling subsiding.
When he found what he was looking for, he hesitated a second, seemingly
unsure, before he picked up the receiver and dialed a number.
"Yes," he said slowly.

"I... uh... Is this Mrs. Cleary? .. Is Dr. Cleary

in? .. Yes, well, maybe it is an emergency. My name is P.O. Eak--"
He didn't get to finish because I grabbed the phone from him and
hung it up.
followed.

He instantly moved away, back to the dining room, and
chased him.

We circled the stairs once, then twice, and

switched direction, trying to stop him, but he slipped past me.
were mostly swear words.

My words

I remember saying that he was too much like

his "fucking" mother, and that he should call her, not Cleary, and whine
about me. He was crying again. I heard him choke, actually sobbing, and he
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stopped in front of the fireplace and bent over, holding his stomach.

His

face was splotchy and red, and tears trickled down his face and into his
mouth.

His eyebrows creased as he frowned, and his whole body trembled

as if he knew I wanted to hit him.

I clutched one of his arms in my

fingers. squeezing hard, and his eyes closed.

He tried to pull away but I

was too strong for him.
I don't know how long we stood like this, but it was long enough
for me to stop myself.
staircase.

let go.

He was gone; I heard his feet on the

Then I screamed his name as loudly as I possibly could and the

footsteps halted.

My voice echoed against the ceiling's beams.

so he could stop and witness what I did next.

r did

this

I remember wanting him to

know that he wasn't getting away from me by fleeing upstairs, that I was
still angry, still a threat to him.

I still had power.

wrapped the fingers

of both hands around the upper trunk of my Christmas tree, yanking upward
so the base came free of the stand, and threw the whole tree down onto
the floor, where needles and ornaments and lights flew everywhere.

He disappeared into the bedroom upstairs, and shortly after he'd
gone I went into my room downstairs.

I sat on the double bed. I'd found my

scotch glass somehow, and I drank what remained in it.

Then, as I relived

every tiny second of what had just happened, everything I'd said to him,
everything I'd destroyed, the sobs began to gradually rise up in my throat,
bringing the taste of liquor back to my mouth.
there.

I don't know how long I was

It could've been as long as an hour before I moved, standing up,

undressing, and putting on pajamas.

I was exhausted at this point.

I'm
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still in those pajamas right now, although I've put a robe on as well and I
have a blanket wrapped around my legs and feet.

I'm not half as sleepy

now as I was then; then I just wanted to sleep, and let Peter sleep, until I
could get a better picture of what was going on inside my head.

I would've

gone to bed, too, if I hadn't heard Peter's footsteps on the stairs again,
this time going down, and panicked, imagining he was leaving me.
of the bedroom as the kitchen door slammed.
over my pajamas, and went after him.

I ran out

I put boots on but nothing

I saw his car still parked behind the

cabin, and I saw him, walking toward it.

It was snowing.

The flakes were

cold on my face, forming tiny puddles on the lenses of my glasses.

In the

dark I yelled after him.
"Where are you going?"
He stopped and turned, and I noticed he was already past his car,
on his way down the drive to the main road. "A walk," he said.
I didn't believe him.

Now I believe that he was going for a walk,

but then, I felt certain he was considering leaving me up here all alone,
and he'd thought

about getting in that car and driving off, and that was

enough.

Still very much drunk, I had no intention of going back inside the

cabin.

stood for a while and watched the snow fall.

him.

My boots crunched.

Then I went after

My pajamas were wet but I wasn't shivering.

was like I saw the night through a window, from the inside.
for me, was the scotch I'd been drinking.
Wher~

It

The inside,

It kept me warm.

the drive met the main road was where I stopped.

Around

me were tall, black tree trunks, silent, not even creaking in the wind.

The

snow piled up on their branches, outlining them in white, making them
easier to see in the darkness.

I shouted Peter's name in one direction and
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then the other. Nothing. He was gone. He wasn't coming back. Just then I
spotted the vague outline of his form coming toward me, walking fast.

He

couldn't have gotten very far before I'd called him back.
·Peter?"
He came to me, unzipping his heavy jacket.

It felt good around my

shoulders. The cold had seeped in. "What are you doing?"
"I thought you were leaving me," I said.
"No. A walk, I said.

I just wanted to get away for a while."

"No. You're leaving me. You, too. You don't understand, you fucking
bastard. "
My swearing kept him quiet, I think.

He'd given me his coat but he

didn't put an arm around me or help me back along the drive through the
dark.

We walked separately, our arms at our sides .

through my dripping glasses.

I couldn't see much

It was all we said to each other; he treated

me like I was crazy and I swore at him, and when we got inside he didn't
offer to help me to bed, to help me clean up the mess in the living room,
nothing.

He climbed the stairs and left me alone, shivering now that I was

out of the snow.

I found my robe, and the blanket, and turned off all the

lights downstairs except the Christmas tree ones.

I'm watching them now, from the sofa, and listening to Peter
upstairs.
bathroom.

He's not in bed.

He's zipping up his suitcase.

Now he's in the

Now he's back in the bedroom, opening the suitcase again to put

in something he's forgotten, and closing it again.

He carries it with him to

the bottom of the stairs, where he stands and stares at me.
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have

decided to go, actually," he tells me.

"I've been thinking

just now, and I've decided it's best if I drive back to Eagle Hill tonight.
It's not that late, really.

Only around nine. I can be home by two or so. I'll

stop and get something to eat along the way."
"Bastard," I say.
"Dad, I don't deserve to be chased, screamed at, and beaten."
"1 didn't beat you."
"And I want you to know I'm not quitting skating.

Not yet.

I owe

too much to Corinne. And' want to skate. It's what I'm best at."
·WiII you call me when you get home?" I say gently.
"No.

It'll be too late."

The lights on the tree are blue, yellow, red, and green.
and off.

On for four seconds, off for three.

They go on,

On for four, off for three.

Peter's under the stairs now, moving away.
"You scare me, Dad," he says.
When the kitchen door slams I repeat aloud what he said:
scare me, Dad."

So what's a little fear?

in my cabin, wrapped in my blanket.
Lois' forehead.

It's good for him.

"you

I'm alone now,

I remember the color of the bruise on

It was a deep purple, almost black, and swollen, making

one eye smaller than the other.

It hurt me to look at her and remember her

falling, the forehead colliding with the corner of the refrigerator door.
Her slight groan--or scream, whatever it was-vis still in my head, and so
is the look of fear on her face.

I wonder what her life is like now with

Otis, what her apartment looks like with the furniture she got in the
settlement, with the new things she's bought with Otis, chairs and lamps
and dishes for their new home.

I'm sure they'll get married soon.

I won't
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know about it.

Not now.

Peter might have kept me informed about what

she's doing before, before tonight, but now he'll never tell me unless I
plead, and I won't plead.
much later.

I'll probably hear about her marriage indirectly,

I wonder if she's happy.

I wonder if she thinks of me at all

without fear and pain.
I heard her tell Matthew once that I am a sick man. We'd just had a
fight, and I was crying, in the den, but I heard her. She's right. I am a sick
man.

Matthew knew it; that's why he left so completely, so absolutely

certain that he didn't want anything to do with me or with Eagle Hill.
won't be back when college is over.

He'll go further away, to some other

big city, not Chicago, and maybe I'll hear about his
much later.

He's gone, like Lois.

He

marriage indirectly,

After that same fight, when Lois said

was sick, she called Cleary and asked him what to do with me, because
wouldn't stop crying .
had been an hour.

I was just staring at all the fish in my den, and it

Cleary told her to leave me alone, and when I'd calmed

down, she should ask if I wanted to talk.

When I did stop crying she said

we should discuss what had happened, and I called her a bitch, started
screaming again, and she ran upstairs.
to talk.

Cleary is an asshole.

I didn't want

I wanted to beat the hell out of her for degrading me to tears.
And Cleary was wrong about quitting my job.

What is there for me

up here in the woods? There is nothing. Not even Peter. He's gone. There
is nothing for me but silence and loneliness and fishing.

Lake Elwood is

cold and frozen. I have nothing. I want to be in my big house in Eagle Hill,
at least with

Peter,

talking about why

I get so angry sometimes,

processing these things that happen to me when I don't get what I want, or
when I lose what , thought I had.

I want to hold Peter and tell him I am
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sorry. I am
am wrong.

a sick man.

I am sick I am sick I am sick, I say to myself.

I

These things in the past year that I have been remembering are

events that lessen me, reduce me to a monster, yet there is nothing else.
My fights with Lois and my drinking and my hours with Peter in the rink
are all that I've had, all that I am. I have known more about my family than
they have known about themselves, but it has gotten me nowhere.

My

family is gone and there is no one left but me.
I stare at the tree on its side, still blinking blue, yellow, red, and
green, and the fire that I made hours ago, that now isn't even smoldering.

I

stay this way, on the sofa, for a long time, going over and over in my head
the times I have given more than others could humanly return, or just
given in the wrong way.

I lose track of time, and at some point I doze a

little, for maybe an hour, and when my mind is clear once again I notice
the first signs of morning creeping in through the windows.

The light in

the room is gray, very faint, and the temperature is colder in here than it
was during the night.

I move slowly.

At the window I watch as the lake

appears, the morning coming closer and closer.

The pines along the shore

look black, not dark green, and the snow that has fallen overnight has
covered Peter's small rectangle of ice.
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P.O.
From above, P.O. saw his father shake the Christmas tree free of
its metal brace, lift it off the floor, and throw it down.
angel on top flew across the room.

The pale gold

Pine needles showered the carpet.

The

few ornaments his father had hung on the tree dropped off, some rolling
across the floor, some breaking, some trying to cling to their branches but
failing, falling down one level to the next branch.

As George tugged at the

tree before he threw it, the skirt, made of green felt and decorated with
an embroidered Santa Claus by P.D.'s grandmother, stayed wrapped around
the trunk; and now, with the tree resting on its side, the skirt had twisted
so that only Santa's body was in view, his head lost underneath the bare
limbs of the tree.
P.D.'s father trembled , taking in rapid breaths, and the lights kept
blinking softly, on and off.

P.O. left him like that, just standing there, and

went into the upstairs bedroom to get his coat and hat and gloves.

When he

came out his father had disappeared, leaving the tree exactly where it
was, but remembering to pick his scotch glass up, P.O. noticed, from where
he'd set it on the mantle before going into the downstairs bedroom to cry.
It was a pattern his father always followed.

First he provoked "a fight,

then he became violent and destroyed some object within reach, when P.O.
knew he really wanted to destroy his mother, or, tonight, him , and finally
he retreated into the den or a bedroom and cried, his mother usually going
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to him after a while to ask if he wanted to talk.

It had been that way

during every fight his parents had that he could remember.
always started it, and always ended it.

And his father

But tonight there was a difference.

Tonight George's anger had been aimed at him, and, as he left the cabin
through the kitchen door, walking quickly out into the night, he considered
leaving his father early, before the weekend was up.

Maybe even tonight.

"Where are you going?" It was George, somewhere behind him.
"A walk," he said, without turning around.

A walk was all he

needed, he thought; he'd go to the end of the main road, where the landing
trail took off, and back.

By then his father would be asleep, and there

would be only one full day left before he went home.

But he hadn't gotten

very far when he heard his father calling his name, not from the cabin, but
closer.

His father's voice sounded like a little boy's, weak and guilty, P.D.

thought, as he stopped in the snow, turned around, and went back.
He wore pajamas and his boots, his big hiking boots, and no hat, no
coat, nothing to keep the snow off.

His pajama bottoms gaped at the

crotch and his top wasn't even buttoned all the way up.

P.O. was both

repulsed and slightly amused at the sight--there was nothing to fear in
this man, absolutely nothing.

He took off his own jacket and wrapped it

around his father's shoulders, and walked back toward the cabin, not
doubting that George would follow.
moment hungrily.

He felt himself feeding oH the

After the fear he'd experienced only moments ago, the

complete loss of his strength to the point of tears, when he'd simply
closed his eyes and waited for his father to hit him, this felt good.

This

was something he had wanted to feel for a long time, this power over his
father,

especially

during

those ' seconds

after their free

dance

in
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Cincinnati, and after his mother drove off that evening a year ago, and
after he'd come to the Apps' house, completely drunk, last summer.

This

meant that tonight, at least, he could do what he wanted.
He left his father downstairs on the sofa and went upstairs to
pack his suitcase.

It wasn't really unpacked, except for some things he got

from the bathroom, so it didn't take long.

He wondered when he would

come up to Lake Elwood again; maybe in the summer.

He thought of

Matthew and his girlfriend, in this very room, and he and Ben next door in
the loft, laughing.

He wondered if he'd ever get to bring Corinne up north.

Each time he left the lake, he always asked himself when he would come
back.

It was nothing new.

Except it seemed a little more final this time,

maybe because he was leaving alone, and leaving before he'd planned to.
There his father was, wrapped in a blanket, looking calmer, older,
more dignified, but also more dangerous.

He was staring at what he'd done,

the mess on the floor, and his eyes were practically squinting with a force

P.O. knew he'd never understand.
"I have
the stairs.

decided to go, actually," he told George from the base of

"I've been thinking just now, and I've decided it's best if I drive

back to Eagle Hill tonight.
can be home by two or so.

It's not that late, really.

Only around nine.

I'll stop and get something to eat along the

way."
His father called him a bastard.

P.O. only said a few things more.

He brought skating up again, but just long enough to tell his father that he
was not going to quit this year, because he owed Corinne, and because he
knew skating was what he did best.

Corinne was much more to him now

than a dance partner. but he wasn't convinced that his father knew this;
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this was good, because if George knew the depth of his feelings for
Corinne his reasons for continuing skating would never be believed.
did he really care if his father believed him?
and try to explain.

Yes.

Yet

But not enough to stay

Not tonight.

"You scare me, Dad," he said, stopping on his way out of the cabin.
His father didn't respond.

He didn't come after him, he didn't swear

anymore, make another drink, knock something else over.

He just sat

there, and P.D.'s last glimpse of him before leaving was a frozen one--eyes
straight ahead, body slouched, chin down. Then P.D. was out the back door,
and the snow came down all around him.

He started the engine, letting his

car warm up as he scraped off the windshield and put his suitcase in the
trunk.

He kept the radio off; there were no good stations up here, and

besides, the silence was good. As he turned the car around and headed out
to the road, he listened to the engine hum, and the wipers make squishy
noises as they kept the snow off. He turned the heat on high, knowing that,
if he were leaving the house in Eagle Hill for the rink right now, the inside
of the car would be warm by the time he passed the high school.
had no idea where he'd be in five minutes time.

Here he

Probably out on the state

highway, headed toward the first town on his way south.

Winnashwa was the first town.

As the houses and other buildings

along the two-lane highway got closer together, he. lost count of how many
he was passing--it was too hard in the dark and snow anyway to see what
went by.

Winnashwa was the town his grandmother loved to come to

during the summer on rainy days because of the handful of shops and
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restaurants, and now, as P.O. came to the central crossroads of the town,
Main Street to his right and the way out to the interstate to his left, he
turned right. He was hungry, and there was a place he wanted to go to that
he hadn't eaten at since his grandparents had been up almost two years
ago.

He wasn't even sure it stayed open in the winter, but it was worth

driving past.

The snow was letting up a little, and he figured it would

probably stop altogether when he got on the interstate and headed further
south toward Chicago.

He glanced at his watch; it was 9:40.

The restaurant had been a public boathouse before a fire burned it
to the ground.

P.O. remembered vaguely what it had looked like:

dark

brown wood with white trim, and a pier behind the building that made the
shape of a letter E, with boats parked on all sides, as well as inside the
pockets of the E.

Now only the pier was the same, but even it had been

taken out before Winnashwa Lake had froze.

The building still clung to the

side of a steep bank, but it was made of white cinder blocks now, with a
giant stuffed walleye hanging on the outside above the front door.

His

grandfather had made a point of bringing everyone on Friday nights for
all-you-can-eat fish fries.

P.O. parked and went inside, but the first thing he saw once he was
through the door was a sign that said:

·Sorry.

Dining Room is Closed."

In

the front hall there was a staircase that went down to the restrooms, and

P.O. leaned against the railing for a minute, trying to decide whether to go
someplace else or just get going toward home and forget dinner.

The

dining room and the bar were separated by a long fish tank, and through the
murky green water of the tank he saw a few people at the bar, a man and
two women.

One of them, a small, thin woman behind the bar, saw him,
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and smiled.
"Did you come to eat?" she called, wiping out glasses with a rag.
"Yes. I thought the dining room might be open:
"Well, it just closed.

But I'll tell you what.

hasn't put everything away yet.

I'm sure the cook

Have a seat here in the bar and I'll see

what's left."
"Thanks," P.o. said, slowly moving into the bar.

The woman and

man who remained, both sitting at the bar, ignored him, and he decided to
take a table by the window and not sit near them.
hadn't come in now.

He almost wished he

He didn't want to talk to people.

He just wanted to

eat and leave.
The small woman came back with a menu.

"You're in luck.

Order

anything you want but the clam chowder or the fried shrimp"

P.O. laughed. "Don't worry. I don't want fried shrimp."
He ordered a roast beef sandwich and hot tea without hesitation,
and she left him alone.

At the bar, the man and woman, dressed in waiter

and waitress uniforms, were counting their tips, sliding quarters across
the bar as they counted and pressing thin stacks of bills flat with the
palms of their hands.

The waitress was humming and the waiter put his

tips into his pockets, rising to go.
"Don't go yet," the waitress told him.

"I haven't finished my story.

The small woman appeared again behind the bar and the waitress smiled.
"O.K. So, to finish," she said, "I took him to see Santa Claus after all."
"Where'd you go?

You didn't drive all the way over to Malcolm, did

you?" the waiter asked.
"No, no. They had a Santa Claus here, out by Gimbel's. But the line
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was so long it took us about two hours to get to the front.
A brothsr!"

what Teddy asked for?
followed.

She laughed, and the other two

"A brother, can you believe it?

Santa, told him that it was up to me

And you know

And this old man, who was

to give him that.

Teddy has been

asking me for a 'brother' now every day since Christmas."
"Some Santa Claus that guy was," said the small woman.
"And the funny thing is, he wants an older one!"
P.D. realized he was staring at them and turned his head to look out
the window.

Christmas.

brother, and Otis.

He'd spent it in Eagle Hill with his mother,

Matthew had even brought Laura down from Minneapolis

for the first few days of his vacation, before she flew back up on
Christmas Eve to be with her own family.

He and Corinne had taken off

just Christmas Day from skating, and only because the rink was closed.
Judy hadn't returned to the rink for a couple of days, but he and Corinne had
gone in anyway and worked on their own, with Nationals much more
intensely on their minds than the holidays.
about Christmas at all.

In fact, he hadn't thought much

The whole thing had slipped by him, the dinner at

Otis' house going more smoothly than Thanksgiving had now that he felt
more comfortable around his mother's boyfriend, so smoothly that he
pretty much forgot about it.
The bartendress brought him his sandwich and tea together,
setting them on the table as she looked at him.

He thought she was going

to say something, and probably try to make conversation, but apparently he
was looking sufficiently preoccupied to keep her from talking, and she
returned to the bar without a word.

As he began to eat he remembered

what he'd made earlier for dinner, the spaghetti, and what it all had looked
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like sliding down the slant of the broken table and onto the floor.

His

father ate dinner by himself all the time, yet when they were together he
always made P.O. cook.
Christmas dinner.

P.O. wondered what his father had eaten for

He'd called George from Eagle Hill before going over to

Otis', and the call had ended in the usual argument, his father complaining
about how no one was up there at the cabin with him, about how empty it
was, about how he didn't understand why P.O. had stayed in Eagle Hill for
Christmas instead of coming to see him.

Of course he'd understood, really;

P.O. had to skate, with Nationals only two weeks away.

But now P.O. tried

to imagine how empty the cabin really must have felt on Christmas
morning, and what it had been like to set up the tree, decorate it, and
string the lights through the branches all by himself.
There were no more Christmas decorations here in the restaurant,
not even a forgotten drape of tinsel over the top of a window, no frosted
plastic tree or empty boxes wrapped to look like presents.

P.O. tried to

imagine how the dining room and bar had looked a month ago, even two
months ago, probably, because he guessed it was the kind of place that got
ready early, right after Thanksgiving.

He was sure they'd played Christmas

carols every night at the grand piano behind him, and all the employees had
probably given each other gifts, maybe even thrown a party.

P.O. finished

his sandwich, thinking that his father might have come into town for
company on Christmas Eve, maybe even to a place like this.

The

bartendress came toward his table, and he started to lean back in his chair
as a sign that he was done, but she walked past him to the window.
waiter and waitress followed her.

The

The three of them put their faces close

to the glass and stood in a hushed silence for several minutes.
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"Here they come," the waitress finally said.
P.O. craned his neck toward the window and saw a long line of
round yellow lights, far on the opposite side of Winnashwa Lake.

The row

stretched from one side of the blackness to the other, bent slightly in the
middle, and it was coming closer.

Snowmobiles.

"I wish we could see who was who," the small bartendress told the
others, and P.O., for she'd noticed that he was watching.
and he smiled.

Then she turned back to the window.

She looked at him

"I'd never know if Bill

fell through the ice!"
They watched the race for a moment, as the lights got closer and
closer.

"You know," said the waitress, "every year these guys seem to go

faster and faster. Do you know how dangerous snowmobile racing can be?"
The others nodded. P.O. saw the long line bending, collapsing in the
center as the middle snowmobiles pulled out in front.

When it looked like

they all were going to ride right up onto the shore, the whole line began to
turn to the right, looping some marker that was invisible to P.O. in the
dark, and head back in the direction they had come.

Now the lights were

tiny and rectangular and red, taillights, as everyone raced back toward the
interstate bridge at the far side of the vast lake.
"I think that's Bill," one of them said.

"See?

Right there."

"Where?"

.. There."

She pointed excitedly.

"He's not too far from the front.

Hell, why can't they do this during the daytime when we can see who's on
the machines?

I hate this."

"They have daytime races, too," the waiter said.
P.O. sipped his tea.

His snowmobile had been a Ski-Do.

It was
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yellow and had black stripes on either side, and the narrow leather seat
had been just long enough for two people, almost three when he and
Matthew had been younger.

Matthew had hardly ever driven it, but he'd

enjoyed riding, holding onto P.Di's waist as they tore off across Lake
Elwood.

He had never seen his father on it, but sometimes his mother had

gone along, pointing at wildlife as they went down the landing trail.

But

he'd always gone the fastest when he was on it alone, ducking behind the
clear plastic windshield as the air whipped over him, his eyes sometimes
watering like they did in the rink when it was really cold.

He had told his

father that he'd pay for the upkeep, but George had sold it anyway when he
moved up to the lake at the beginning of winter.

Now there was nothing to

go fast on across the lake. All he had been able to do this trip was walk.
When the taillights had mostly disappeared, they all left the
window and returned to the bar.

The small woman who had served him

came over and took his plate, calling to the waitress to turn on the radio
on the shelf above the cash register.

Then she gazed down at him and

smiled.
"Anything else?" she asked.
"No. Thanks." He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin.
"We've got some great fruit cake. left over from Christmas."
"No," he laughed. "Really."
"You're not from around here, are you?"
He shook his head.

"Chicago.

But we have a place over on Lake

Elwood."
"Lake Elwood, really? I used to spend summers over there as a kid.
My aunt is a Draper. You a Draper?"
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"No, the Drapers own the point on the other side of the bay."
She started to leave, apparently satisfied with his answers.

"So...

What's your name?"
"P.O."
She chuckled, looking at him as if he were a child.

Maybe he still

was a child, he thought. "I mean your last name."
"Oh.

Eakins .

You probably haven't heard of us."

what she was going to say.
'em."

He anticipated

"No," she'd tell him, "can't say I've heard of

Why would she have heard of the Eakins family?

For one thing, they

weren't natives, and for another, they didn't exist anymore.

Not really.

There was no Eakins family left. just people named Eakins, most of whom
weren't up here as much as they used to be; or, like his mother and more or
less Matthew, they weren't up here at all.
"Eakins. really?"

She stopped to think .

"Hey, Connie.

Do we get

any Eakins in here?"
P.O. waved his hand. "No, I don't think--"
"'Course we do.

George is an Eakins," the waitress called.

"Yep. You any relation to a George Eakins?"
"George Eakins?" P.O. repeated blankly. "Uh...yeah...George Eakins is
my dad."
"Really?"

She got excited at this, and as she walked over to the

bar and set down her tray she kept talking to him, raising her voice the
further away she got.

"You must be...Paul? No, hold it. Not PauL...

"Peter .n
"Peter!
here a lot.

That's it.

The skater."

She laughed.

"Your dad comes in

Hell, he spent most of the Christmas holidays with us here at
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Michalowski's Boathouse, isn't that right, guys?"
smiled and nodded.

The waiter and waitress

"Some lawyer from Chicago, isn't heT Yep.

Sits a lot by the piano and talks to Tony.

Nice man.

In fact, one night just before

Christmas--a Friday, I think it was, when we were real busy--Tony even
got your dad to sing along on some carols.

Pretty soon we had the whole

place chiming in."
P.O. didn't know what to say.
"You on your way now over to Lake Elwood?
from the south?" she asked him from behind the bar.
watched him, sizing him up, he could tell.

Just come into town
The three of them all

They were comparing the image

they had of George with what they saw in front of them, this strange young
man, he thought, eating dinner alone when he was only fifteen miles from
his family cabin and could be eating with his father.
"No," he answered slowly, looking down.

"I'm ...leaving.

Back to

Chicago tonight."
"In all this snow?

Hell, school's not 'til Monday.

stay a while, spend time with your dad?
enough.

Misses you, you can bet.

Why don't you

He sure talks about you often

A man like that needs his family around

him."
P.O. didn't agree or disagree with the bartendress.
wallet out of his pocket and got up from the table.
bill.

He pulled his

At the bar he paid his

The waitress had turned on the radio, and now the three of them had

lost interest in

him,

focussing

their

attention

on

snowmobile race as the announcer provided it to them.

the

end

of

the

He thanked them

quietly for his dinner.
"Say hi to your dad!" the small woman behind the bar called to him.
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Then she bent her head down to listen.

"There was Bill's name.

Hear it?

Did you hear that? Hey, ninth place isn't bad. not in the damn dark ."
P.O. walked out the door and into the cold.
started the engine, and turned on the heat.
lot right away.

But he didn't leave the parking

His father came to Michalowski's Boathouse a lot to eat.

What else did his father do?
nothing about?

He climbed in his car,

Where else did his father go that he knew

It was almost eleven.

The way it was now he wouldn't be

at home in Eagle Hill until three in the morning.

He could go back, just to

sleep for the night at the cabin, and leave first thing in the morning,
instead of tomorrow afternoon, as originally planned.

Maybe his father

would still be up, even, and they could talk about what had happened
earlier. They needed to talk about it, either on the phone when he was back
in Eagle Hill, or tonight at the cabin.

It was still snowing and the roads

might be getting bad.
As he sat there, watching the snow fall onto the hood of his car in
big wet flakes. he remembered what his father had done to him, and to his
mother.

And he remembered how his father always acted as if he knew

what he was thinking, like he could read his mind, when, in fact, he was
usually wrong.

If he went back now, George would feel confident that he

came back because he had forgotten what had happened.

If he went back

now it would be like all the years his parents had spent together,
struggling, then pretending it hadn't happened.
give up skating.
from Corinne.

And George wanted him to

And George wanted him to go away to college, and away
Corinne was the one thing he still had, despite what had

happened in Cincinnati.

Corinne would be there when he called her

tomorrow and asked her out to dinner, and she'd be there at the rink when
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they skated again after their break.
He backed the car up, then put it into gear and moved forward. The
main street of Winnashwa was deserted, and all the stoplights flashed
yellow.

At the crossroads in the center of town he passed a sign for the

highway back to Lake Elwood, but he didn't turn.

He sped up, and drove

straight through the yellow lights toward the interstate.

