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			For Victoria.

			All ways. Always.

		

	
		
			
				The scarlet letter was her passport into regions where other women dared not tread.

				—Nathaniel Hawthorne

				A perfectly straight shot with a big club is a fluke.

				—Jack Nicklaus
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			It is neither virtue nor might that rules the world; it’s luck. Practice does not make perfect, and the stars are but flickering blowhards—they know nothing because they are, in fact, nothing but gargantuan globes of hot gas. If you look to the night skies or astrological charts to divine the promise of tomorrow, please take note: the stars are little more than hot air.

			Also? The stars we see are likely dead. Long dead. We are viewing but their shimmering ghosts, light-years after they have imploded.

			Now…

			There are usually (but not always) 336 dimples on a golf ball, their presence giving the small sphere greater lift and allowing it to fly farther after impact. An engineer might compare them to an airplane’s wings. A golf ball usually weighs about 1.6 ounces. The cores vary, but the inside is likely to have some combination of rubber, plastic, titanium, tungsten, and chemical resins.

			These are the sorts of recondite facts that matter.

			Obviously, a golf ball is not a deadly weapon: it’s not a crossbow or dagger or assault rifle. Balls—all kinds of balls—rarely kill people. (Excluding, arguably, balls as testicles. History is awash in testicle-fueled carnage.) Only one baseball player has ever died from a baseball, and that was a ball thrown by a pitcher, not hit hard by a bat: what’s called these days the exit velocity, the baseball’s speed sometimes nearing 115 miles per hour. Spectators, of course, have been killed by foul balls, but even that is rare. (In 2024, Topps, the renowned baseball card company, issued 108 special cards in honor of Judy McLean, a Tigers fan who was hit just above the left eye by a foul ball traveling 108 miles per hour at a game in Detroit. The selfie she posted online of the mesmerizing goose egg on her forehead went viral.) And while football is a demonstrably violent sport, the football itself—which isn’t even a ball, technically—is responsible for literally zero deaths. Same with basketballs.

			Now, marbles? Those are orbs, and they kill. Over the centuries, the number of children who’ve choked on them and died or had their insides dammed up by one they managed to swallow would likely fill a cruise ship.

			So, it’s the small balls that kill. Not the big ones.

			Which brings us to Kenneth Foster, called Kenny by his friends and family and even the people who barely knew him. Pretend there’s a drone—the sort that takes photos, not the kind that rains down hellfire on soldiers and civilians in war zones—hovering with vertiginous aplomb above a swank country club just fifteen miles north of New York City. Right now, it is recording the no-man’s-land near the club’s side entrance (not the front entrance with its wide white Doric columns reminiscent of a Southern plantation) and the first tee of the golf course. The club is at the edge of a particularly mannered suburb. The year is 1978: decades before there actually might have been a drone wafting over this small world.

			Still…

			Nearby is an expansive green where members can roll a few putts before teeing off, a petite practice net in lieu of a driving range where members can work on their swing, and a pergola where the caddies wait to be called by the caddy master for what they refer to as a loop: the chance to carry bags or putters for members playing a round. The other caddies intimidated Kenny, but they didn’t mean to: this was not torment by intent or harassment by design. They certainly didn’t bully him; in truth, they hardly thought about him. But Kenny was seventeen, too young to understand that the other caddies were largely oblivious to him. That most people are largely oblivious to most other people around them.

			And, of course, he was embarrassed when he caddied, as sometimes he did, for the fathers—and sometimes the mothers—of kids in his school. Parents of classmates. He’d been in that school only a year, arriving there the previous August from South Florida. But the caddy master knew the golfers and sometimes thought he was doing everyone a favor by having Kenny carry the bags belonging to (for instance) Carolyn Eastburn’s dad.

			Oh, you’re in my Carolyn’s class? George Eastburn would ask the boy.

			Yes, sir.

			Are you a member here—your family, I mean?

			No, sir. They don’t play golf.

			Ah, but you do?

			The answer was fraught. Sometimes he lied, and so there were parents of some classmates who believed he caddied because he had a deep love for the game. And then there were those to whom, for whatever the reasons, he told a half-truth: he caddied for “book money” for college in a few years, as if the dollars he earned were not direly needed. Oh, but they were. They were.
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			And he worried about seeing his classmates themselves, though that happened rarely. There were only a few who played golf, and there was never any reason Kenny would be at any part of the club other than the golf course. The pool and the tennis courts and the dining room and the snack bar? They all were off-limits to the caddies. When they went to the bathroom, they were expected to steer clear of the men’s locker room or the one near the pro shop, but instead use the one off the kitchen frequented by the cooks and dishwashers and waitresses and cleaners.

			Some of the other caddies were only a few years older than Kenny. They were students at the nearby college, a small place with Jesuit roots where the majority of the scholars lived at home and commuted rather than residing in one of the campus’s two dormitories. Others were three or four times Kenny’s age, men who, in some cases, had over a decade on even his own father. These were the real pros, the grizzled old guys who caddied in the South in the winter and here in the suburbs of New York City in the summer. At least some of these men were alcoholics. All of them had lives that had unraveled in unexpected, unpleasant ways. After all, no fifty- or sixty-year-old man recalls thinking as a boy, When I grow up, I sure hope I get to carry sixty pounds of golf bags for six miles for entitled doctors and lawyers and bankers—and, if I’m lucky, get to do it two times a day.

			It wasn’t merely the idea that all the other caddies knew more about golf than Kenny did that made him nervous around them, though that was likely a factor. He hadn’t played much golf, not even on Mondays, when the course was closed to members for maintenance and caddies were allowed to play for free. (Caddy Day, the club called it, as if it were an august celebration of the help.) It was really only those college kids who took advantage of the program. Nor was it the fact that he was the youngest caddy there, the only high school student in the pool. It was this: he feared that all the other caddies supposed he came from money because his family lived in the neighborhood with many of the club members, and that he didn’t need the ten bucks a bag the way they did. Or the forty bucks for a foursome, when you managed four golfers on your own. (Like a one-man band, you carried two bags on your shoulders and a pair of putters in your hands; two of the four golfers rode in a cart, their bags hitched to the back, while two others walked the links beside you. You were expected to follow four balls and give four golfers their clubs. If you were Kenny, you always felt like Lucy Ricardo falling comically behind at the candy factory assembly line.) He suspected the other caddies, whether they were twenty years old or sixty, viewed him as a dilettante, a poseur, a faux-working-class fraud.

			Which wasn’t the case. Those rare moments they actually thought of him, they probably viewed him as a shy kid who was not a great caddy, but that didn’t concern them because he was rarely given loops with members who knew the difference between a good caddy and a bad one, the members who actually benefited from the caddies who knew what they were doing. The caddies who could recommend the right club, weigh in on the speed or contour of the green, find that ball that had sliced deep into the woods along the fifth and fifteenth holes. Kenny usually—again, not always, there were exceptions—got the newbies and the bad tippers, the newlyweds and the retirees who hit the course right after their lesson.

			But Kenny did need the money. Maybe not the way the other caddies did, but his family sure as hell couldn’t afford to belong to a club like this. He was seventeen, and most of the fifteen hundred bucks he hoped to earn that summer would go into his college fund, and the little that didn’t would go for dime bags of weed.

			Now, that day—the first Thursday in August—the sun was high, and the temperature was flirting with ninety. Kenny put down his book and bowed his head against the midday sun, staring for a long, languid moment at the grass between his legs, the voices of the dozen or so caddies behind him the burble of a small crowd before the curtain goes up at the theater. Then he closed his eyes. All of the caddies, like him, were waiting for a Thursday afternoon loop, and a second walk around the course. They were in the shade, sitting in folding chairs or on the two wooden benches beneath that pergola where the caddies waited to be summoned by the caddy master. Kenny was sitting on the ground outside the bower, using the pretext of a tan to allow himself the separation necessitated by his fear of them. He was facing that small driving range practice net, unaware—as was everyone—that there was a tear in the netting. It likely was new, the fraying fabric perhaps separating only that morning when years of golf balls slamming hard into that section had, apparently, finally torn two of the thin nylon cords.

			The caddy master, a paunchy guy with the thick silver hair of a movie Bolshevik and a nose striated with clusters of spidery red lines, tended to allocate the loops based on seniority, except when a member had a favorite caddy or the member was such a fledgling, loser, or bad tipper that he’d call Kenny’s name.

			Or, on occasion, when the golfer was the parent of one of his classmates. Sometimes the caddy master would summon Kenny for them, too.

			Brendan Bedford and his wife, Jill, were duffers. Perfectly nice people, sanguine about their future, but terrible golfers. Moreover, while Jill’s bag was small, even for a woman’s bag, Brendan’s was a beast, the sort of expensive and needlessly heavy Redwood that a know-nothing neophyte like Brendan could be talked into by an enterprising salesman at the golf store. Brendan took a half day that Thursday, going to morning meetings at the liquor company headquartered on Park Avenue where he worked, but returning to Westchester on a lunchtime train and meeting his wife at the club, which they had joined only that spring, for watercress sandwiches in the dining room and then an afternoon round of golf.

			Neither of the Bedfords was mean-spirited or a bad tipper, but they were beginners—one of whom had a leviathan for a bag. And so they were a perfect loop for Kenny Foster. Which was why the caddy master called his name. Or, to be precise, his last name. The caddy master always called the caddies by their last names. And so he yelled the name “Foster,” shouting it out across the airless, humid expanse, leading the seventeen-year-old to look up from the grass, a reflex.

			Which was a split second after a girl a mere thirteen months older than Kenny, a senior at his high school who was planning to start at Yale in less than a month, one of the only kids at the local high school who played golf, finished her follow-through at the small practice net. She was using a driver. A wood. She was practicing her drives with a tee, and she knew what she was doing. She was good. Very good. Had already met the coach of the women’s golf team in New Haven.

			There is no record as to how fast that 1.6-ounce golf ball with 336 dimples was traveling when it passed almost untouched through the hole in the netting, but it was likely speeding between 140 and 150 miles per hour. And it had traversed only fifteen yards when it slammed into the right side of Kenny Foster’s head, shattering the temporal bone and causing a traumatic rupture of the middle meningeal artery in the brain: an epidural hematoma.

			See? It is chance that pulls the strings. A hole in a net, a tee shot that’s more line drive than moon shot, a name called into the air. A boy looking up.

			Kenny brought his right hand to his head (some witnesses thought he was reaching for his ear, others his cheek), but his upper body was already wobbling like a struck bowling pin before it falls to the floor at the end of the lane. The pupil in his eye on the ipsilateral side—the side where the golf ball had smashed into his skull—was growing dilated. He toppled over into the grass, some of the caddies laughing because they were unaware of the severity of what they had witnessed, but then they would run to him. All of them would: they raced. Even the caddy master.

			But already Kenny was losing consciousness, his breathing slowing then ceasing as a tsunami of blood flooded his skull. He was dead before the ambulance arrived.

			I know because I was there.

			I know because I was the girl who hit the golf ball.

		

	
		
			
				Part One
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				There Won’t Be a Trial. There Will Never Be a Trial.

			
		

	
		
			
				1

				Bad Luck’s Human Conduit

			
			I didn’t go to Yale because, in part, I no longer wanted anything to do with golf, and I associated my acceptance there with the sport. I didn’t have a golf scholarship, but the coach had encouraged me to come to New Haven, assuring me that I would make the team. Had it been a decade later, I might have been actively recruited. But that might be presumption on my part. Maybe I wasn’t quite as extraordinary and rare as I liked to believe. In hindsight, I doubt I was even on the radar of the southern or western universities that took golf—especially women’s golf—seriously.

			Besides, after Kenny Foster’s death, I was in no condition to study anywhere.

			

			 

			

			In a tony suburb of New York City in 1978, in a place like Tallmadge, a mere thirty-five minutes by commuter train from Grand Central, almost all of the houses were colonials, Tudors, and Georgians. The bedroom closet floors were awash in wing tips, penny loafers, and espadrilles. In that world, no one was going to propose therapy to deal with the trauma that comes when you kill someone with a golf ball. If you were a teen back then, the only sure ticket to a shrink was to try to kill yourself, and still your visits to the psychiatrist would be the darkest of family secrets. So, no one suggested that I might benefit from a little talk therapy. It didn’t cross my anguish-addled mind any more than it crossed my parents’ minds to bring it up. Would my life have turned out differently if I had seen someone? Perhaps. But maybe not. I had plenty of other demons just waiting to emerge from the vault.

			For instance, when I was fifteen, three years before I would kill Kenny Foster, I took my father’s nine iron and smashed in the driver’s-side window of the Ford Maverick in which a senior at the high school had tried to rape me. (I used my father’s nine iron because his short game was already terrible. I sure as hell wasn’t going to use one of my clubs.) The boy didn’t succeed, but he did tell his friends that he had. I demolished the window in the country club parking lot, and it seemed to me at the time a reasonable, measured response: I wasn’t denting the car, after all. The family would just need to have the window replaced. But the police investigated, and even though the district attorney and the family chose not to press charges, a photo the dad took of the vehicle made it into the local newspaper with a caption the editors clearly thought was gently comic:

			
				Golf prodigy Mira Winston showed her competitive edge when she vandalized schoolmate Frank Pendleton’s Ford Maverick at the Tallmadge Country Club. Rumor has it, he illegally moved his ball on the thirteenth green.

			

			Remember, this was the mid-1970s, and I was considered a fiery sophomore girl who might someday be an LPGA great. No one, including me, was going to suggest his real crime was far worse, and shattering a window was hardly an overreaction.

			It would be years before this would come back to haunt me.

			

			 

			
				
			

			“And you knew this Kenny Foster how?” my father was asking me, once his stupefaction that his daughter had killed a boy had begun to recede. He and my mother were sitting on my bed beside me late that afternoon, an hour of the day when usually my mother would have been drinking and making dinner. My father was a lawyer, but not a litigator: he was rarely in courtrooms, and to this day I cannot imagine him giving an opening statement or closing argument. He worked in the contracts department for the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, and his strength was that he was always a stickler for details. That moment, he was intellectually fascinated by the legal ramifications of a golf ball speeding briefly through space—and a net—and taking a human life.

			He loved me, but he loved my older brother far more. My brother didn’t steal one of his golf clubs and break a car window. My brother didn’t crash our mother’s Camaro into a stop sign when he was stoned: that, too, was me, weeks after I got my license. Once again, however, I dodged legal jeopardy: the local police didn’t realize I had been smoking weed at a friend’s house and accepted my lame excuse that I had swerved into the sign to avoid a cat that had run into the street. But this, too, would be a strike against me when I could have used an immaculate history.

			My face was buried in the pillow, but my mother was sitting close enough to the headboard that she was rubbing my back through my shirt in great, gentle circles, the motion honed from years of dusting the dining room table. (We had a housekeeper who came once a week, a woman my mother’s age named Felicia who baked us sweet potato pies at Thanksgiving and brought us crispy, golden fried okra in July, but that dining room table had been in my mother’s family since the eighteenth century, and she cared for it with the sort of gentleness and devotion more sane people reserve for elderly cats.) Could she feel the heat from my inner core, volcanic and flushing my skin, through the cotton of my golf shirt? I wasn’t sunburned, but my hands were clasped under my pillow, and they were hot to the touch. I was feverish with fear and self-loathing and guilt.

			“He was a year behind me in school,” I murmured. I sounded feeble.

			“I know, I understand. But how well did you know him?” my father pressed, annoyed that I had oversimplified my response to his question. “Were you two friends? That’s what I meant.”

			“Yes. I mean, we weren’t super close. We hung out with different people. But he’s in…he was in…my AP European history class last year. And we got to know each other a little more this summer at the club. We’d talk sometimes when I was on the practice green or at the net.”

			“He took AP European history as a junior?” my father asked.

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Well, good for him. Spencer did that, too,” he remarked, referring to my brother.

			I picked my head up off my pillow, surprised that even my doctrinaire pedant of a father had paused to commend the initiative or the intellect of the dead boy whom his daughter had killed. “Dad? Really?” I asked.

			“He may have been a caddy, but I guess the kid had ambition,” he said.

			“Honey,” my mother told him, “you’ll only make Mira feel worse.”

			A part of me was parsing the idea that my father thought Kenny Foster had potential even though he was a caddy when, in hindsight, that was among the demonstrable evidence that he might, in fact, have been going someplace extraordinary. Until he wasn’t. Suddenly, my febrile imagination was wondering what Kenny would have become had I not killed him.

			Both my parents had brought their drinks to my bedroom. My father was holding his scotch, while my mother was using a Seventeen magazine on my nightstand as a coaster for hers. Of course, they always were drinking. Booze was the rocket fuel that caused their fights to achieve escape velocity and really take flight, the verbal pyrotechnics growing from cruel but clever to merely mean by the fourth drink some nights. Sometimes I could control them: I’d insist on being the dutiful daughter and mix them their drinks, adding more water or soda or extra ice than they did. Other days, I’d come home from school, pour out an inch of the Johnnie Walker, and replace it with tap water from the kitchen sink, always careful to note exactly where on the label the fluid reached and the depth of the amber or gold behind the glass. I’d been doing this since I was eight.

			“She shouldn’t feel bad,” my father was saying. “She didn’t do anything wrong. It was an accident that wasn’t her fault. All culpability is the club’s. Or the company that made that little driving range net. Legally, they’re the ones on the hook.”

			“The club manager and the caddy master were very kind,” my mother agreed. “So was Harry,” she added, referring to the club pro.

			And they were. They all were. Even the caddies were sympathetic, one of them bringing me a Coke from the soda machine to settle my stomach, because I’d said I might be sick. (The EMTs, of course, were too busy to see me as anything more than Bad Luck’s Human Conduit.) Harry Fallows, the club pro, had stood with me as we waited for the ambulance. He was in his late forties, his skin tanned, freckled, and aged by decades on the links, and his torso had the pear-shaped broadening endemic to lots of middle-aged men. He was married, but his wife was a mystery we never saw and he seldom discussed. In other words, he was pretty much my type back then, except for the tiny detail that he loathed me. He found my talent threatening and around me would spew Johnny Carson–esque monologues about lady golfers, most of the jokes involving the word balls. But that day? He had been avuncular and kind.

			I had been, at first, confused by what had happened, that moment when the golf ball hadn’t been caught in the webbing or thwapped into the net’s leather target and fallen harmlessly back to the ground. The human being I had been only vaguely aware of—Kenny, reading a book—falling over. It took me a moment to put the elements together and understand what had occurred. But, even then, the magnitude of what had just transpired—what I had just done—wasn’t clear. I expected Kenny to sit back up. Perhaps rub his temple. I saw the golf ball in the grass a few feet to his side. In my mind, I see myself dropping my driver and bringing a hand to my mouth in disbelief, a part of me still believing that I had just witnessed a comedic pratfall of sorts. Girl hits boy with golf ball. Could have been the meet-cute start of a rom-com.

			“I don’t suppose you’re hungry,” my mother was saying, “but you should eat something.” I peered with one eye over the side of the bed and saw my mother was doing this thing with her shoe that I’d always assumed she did when she was flirting: she pulled her heel from the flat or slip-on and dangled it by her toes, exposing the ballerina’s arch of her bare foot. I knew that she loved her feet. (I suspected my father loved them, too, but that might have been because, back then, the older man who was interested in me—who was fucking me—got an erotic little charge from my feet.) But, apparently, if this was a flirtatious gesture on my mother’s part, it was also something she did without thinking.

			“A grilled cheese, maybe?” she suggested, her tone almost amiable.

			It would be easily five or six seconds before the enormity of what I had done at the practice net began to hit home. It would be seconds after that I would be kneeling on the ground with the caddies, surrounding Kenny, his eyes already glassy marbles the color of walnuts, his breathing labored for a teenage boy whose summer job was carrying golf bags for miles and miles in sometimes sweltering summer heat. I was useless: I had no idea what to do or how to help.

			“In a while,” I said to my mom. I found coping was easiest when I shut my eyes. The pillow was sodden from hours of gentle crying—not biblical keening, my body was never racked by sobs, because that’s not how my family ever behaved—and I didn’t mind the fact I was nestling in what felt like a heavy, waterlogged sponge. I craved punishment. And a hot soggy pillow and hunger seemed the right start.

			“It’ll be interesting to see whether this rises to a level of criminal liability, or whether it will just be a civil lawsuit,” my father said.

			I flinched at the word criminal, and my mother added, “He doesn’t mean you, honey. He means the club.”

			“No, of course not,” said my father. “I just find it fascinating—from a legal point of view.”

			“Will Mira have to testify?” my mother asked him.

			“If there’s a criminal case? Perhaps. But, obviously, not if she’s a defendant. And if it’s only a civil case, she won’t, because, I promise you, the club or the netting manufacturer will settle before it ever goes to trial.”

			“Well, if they do settle, I hope we never hear the sum. I have no interest in knowing the fiscal value of a human life,” said my mother.

			“For God’s sake, that’s kind of part of my job. Aren’t you fascinated? A little curious?”

			“I am not. It’s not a fact I want to know.”

			“Well,” he said dismissively, “I will never put indifference before concern.”

			“That’s not it at all.”

			“I’ll call Spencer and tell him what happened,” my father said. “I want to be sure he hears about this from us, not through the rumor mill. I don’t want the news to adversely affect his internship in Washington because he loses focus.”

			“It’s an internship, Peter. If he loses focus, the sun will rise.”

			“I’m thinking about his future. I’m thinking about—”

			“Stop talking,” I said into the pillow, but loud enough for them both to hear me. “Please: just stop,” I added, pressing my forehead into the wet down and beckoning the sable embrace of the dark.

			

			 

			

			My golf coach called and wanted to come by the house. She was the pro at another Westchester club but had taken me under her wing when, at fourteen, I won the women’s championship at Tallmadge Country Club, a two-day tournament, shooting seventy-three the first day and seventy-one the second. I made four consecutive birdies that Sunday. When I escaped a bunker on eleven, my shot rolled into the cup as if drawn by a magnet.

			Heidi Romming was somewhere in her mid-sixties, and though her hair was nearly white, her blue eyes were as vibrant as they were in color photos I’d seen of her taken twenty years earlier, and her skin had not been cooked by decades on golf courses. (Most older golfers I’d met had the brown, leathery skin of my father’s wallet.) It’s unlikely you recognize her name, but she’d played for three years in LPGA tournaments and still looked great in short pastel golf skirts. Her accent was, I know now, upper midwestern, where she was from, her Norwegian grandparents settling there just after the Civil War, and she would have sounded right at home in the movie Fargo and the TV series it spawned.

			We spoke briefly on the phone, and the call ended with my telling her, “There’s nothing you can do or anyone can do. He’s dead. He’s dead and I’m done.” It was melodramatic, but it was also true.

			

			 

			

			The news had traveled fast to my friends that Kenny Foster was dead and that I was the instrument of his death. I talked to none of them that night, however, though many of them, including the forty-seven-year-old man who slept with me when his schedule permitted, called. (I knew it was him because of our signal: two rings at nine p.m., after which he’d hang up. I would call him back within five minutes, if I could. That night, alas, I couldn’t.) The only people I spoke to that evening, other than my mother and father, were my older brother, whom my parents had already phoned in Washington, D.C., to tell him what his kid sister had done, and two detectives who came to our house about eight o’clock. But I didn’t speak to even them for very long, because my father was adamant that I wasn’t going to say much more than hello without a lawyer—a lawyer other than him—present. They were in their thirties, both tall and slender, and my parents didn’t allow them into the living room, and so our brief exchange was in the front hall, our dog, a mutt that was mostly springer spaniel and had great brown-and-white curls and soulful eyes, watching us from the landing on the stairs. (Some of you, I would wager, picked up this memoir and supposed our dog would have a name born of golfing or the links. No, our dog was named Harvey, after the drink, the Harvey Wallbanger. Both of my parents liked that cocktail a lot: it’s basically a screwdriver with Galliano, an Italian liqueur that came in a bottle perfectly shaped for the 1970s. Imagine a lava lamp with booze. We gave the dog that name because his zoomies were so extreme when he was a puppy that when we first brought him home, he’d lose his footing on the hardwood floors and bang into walls.)

			“How ya doin’, Miss Winston?” asked one. “Remember me, your old friend Detective Richie Marino?”

			I did remember. He had been one of the detectives to visit me after I smashed a window on Frank Pendleton’s car three years earlier. “Yes, sir,” I replied, a far more chastened soul that I had been back then.

			He smiled. His tone had the sort of fatuous bonhomie that would have been appropriate if he were inquiring about a hangover the Sunday morning after the high school keggers—or keg parties—that were how I spent many of my Friday and Saturday nights in high school. (Many, but not most. Some weekend nights I actually did homework, and since I was fifteen there had been those weekend—and weekday—nights when I would meet a man three times my age in hotel rooms in Manhattan or his home in Westchester, always sneaking in through the back door.)

			“So, how are ya?”

			I put out my hands, palms up. I didn’t have it in me to lie and mumble that I was fine. Because I wasn’t fine. Not at all.

			“Yeah,” he said when I was silent. “I get it. I do. Well, tonight I have with me Detective Jerry Corbin.” The other fellow nodded. “We don’t think you did anything wrong. It’s not like you busted up a car window. Or a stop sign.” He smirked.

			“No,” I said.

			“We just want to ask you a few questions.”

			My father was having none of this. “I want a lot of things in this world, Detective, most of which I can’t have and won’t get,” he said. “I told you: you can’t ask her any questions without a lawyer present. I’ve already called a friend of mine who’s a defense lawyer, and we can schedule an interview at everyone’s convenience over the next few days.”

			The detective shrugged. “Or she can come to the station.”

			“You’re not going to arrest my daughter because she hit a golf ball at the country club’s practice net.”

			“Nope. We’re not. Of course we’re not. But we do have some questions.”

			“About what?” He sounded incredulous.

			“Well, Miss Winston, did you know there was a hole in the net?”

			“Obviously, no,” I answered.

			“She wouldn’t have been using it if she knew there was a hole,” my father said. “And do we even know for a fact the hole was already there? I rather doubt it.”

			“How often are you there—at the driving range?”

			“It’s not a driving range. It’s just a net,” I corrected him.

			“So. How often?”

			I shrugged. “Maybe three or four days a week.”

			“That many?”

			“In the summer? I guess.”

			“Ever see a tear in the net before?”

			“I never noticed a tear ever,” I replied.

			“You look?”

			“Detective, we’re done,” said my father. “This really doesn’t involve my daughter. She’s just a girl who was hitting golf balls. If anyone is responsible for the death of that poor boy—and I’m not sure anyone is, and I’m a lawyer—it’s the country club or the net manufacturer. Sometimes things happen, and there’s no one to blame but the stars.”

			“And what kind of lawyer are you, Mr. Winston? Remind me.”

			“Contracts,” he replied curtly.

			The detective pressed his tongue into his cheek, digesting this. He nodded and handed my father his card. “Got it,” he said. Then he looked at me and bowed his head ever so slightly, a gesture that was unexpectedly chivalric, and continued, “Thank you for letting us bother you. We’ll let you all know when we have more questions.”

			

			 

			

			“Man, what in holy fuck must it be like at the Fosters’?” my brother, Spencer, asked me on the phone later that night, thinking aloud in a fashion that, knowing him, I’m confident he regretted as soon as he gave voice to the rumination. But I had wondered about that, too. I understand now that the frontal lobe develops more slowly than the rest of the brain, which is why adolescents can be both reckless and narcissistic. Nevertheless, even then I was not so wildly self-absorbed that I was oblivious to the reality that my pain that evening paled before Kenny’s parents’ or his sisters’.

			“I know,” I agreed. I was sitting alone at the kitchen table, the pink phone cord stretched so far that the tight coils looked like a clothesline.

			“He has siblings, right?”

			“Two younger sisters.”

			Spencer was three years older than me. That summer he had an internship at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in the capital. He would soon be a senior at Princeton, our father’s alma mater, and on track for a job about as boring as our father’s—though, in all fairness, the director of the lobbying group where he was working that August had an eye patch that made him look like a Republican pirate, and so even at eighteen I knew I should not be so confident that I had the slightest idea what anyone really was doing. Heaven knows, I had my own secrets.

			“When Dad called, he seemed very focused on the legal ramifications. Intellectually.”

			“Of course he was. And he was worried about you,” I said, allowing a dollop of bitterness to creep into my voice.

			“Worried about me? What the fuck for?”

			“He didn’t want it to upset you so you weren’t your usual perfect self and tanked your internship or your future.”

			“I’m sure he’s worried about you more.”

			“Don’t bet on it.”

			“Come on, you know our father. He’s just…”

			“Go on.”

			“He’s just…he doesn’t get daughters. He never did understand Mirror Land,” said Spencer. When I’d been a child, I’d created a world with my Barbies, stuffed animals, and naked plastic trolls that I had called Mirror Land. The name had its origins in the long Woolworth’s mirror I’d placed horizontally along the bottom of a bedroom wall to expand the little universe I was creating—an inspiration that I know had come to me courtesy of Lewis Carroll, since I had christened my favorite Barbie “Alice.” My anal-retentive father was never able to fathom the cross-pollination of my toys, or why I’d allow a stuffed zebra into the Barbie Dreamhouse. And while I had explained, with all the pronunciative distinction I could muster at five, that the creation was called Mirror Land, he had heard Mira Land, as if I had named the world after myself. Afterward, anytime I did anything that my father might view as nonsensical, unpredictable, or simply perplexing, he—or my mother or Spencer—would say I was off in Mira Land. Later, when my friends heard my mother or Spencer use the expression, they glommed onto it, too.

			“Daughters?” I said. “He doesn’t get people.”

			“Probably true,” he agreed. Then, a glimmer of incredulity in his tone, he continued, “I’ve never seen anyone die.”

			“I hadn’t until today.”

			“Awful?”

			“Yes. But the worst…no, not the worst, just one of the many awful parts of the moment…was that, at first, I laughed. I think I did, anyway.”

			“Oh my God, you laughed?” he asked, and he was laughing himself at the notion. “Why?”

			“I don’t know! But it was kind of like a Looney Tunes cartoon or maybe a Jerry Lewis movie.”

			“Or Animal House.”

			“I haven’t seen it yet.”

			“You haven’t seen Animal House?”

			“It only opened last week,” I reminded him defensively.

			“Okay, at this point, don’t. A guy gets hit in the head with a golf ball.”

			“Does he die too?”

			“No, because he’s wearing a helmet.”

			“Why is he wearing a helmet on a golf course?”

			“They’re not on a golf course. Two guys are just driving golf balls on the college campus—”

			“Really? Driving golf balls?”

			“And the guy who gets hit is in ROTC—the character is. That’s why he’s wearing a helmet. But the golf ball spooks his horse, and he falls off and is dragged around the campus by the animal.”

			“And he’s really not killed?”

			“Of course not. It’s a comedy, so he only winds up with one of those neck koozies. You know, a beer koozie, but it goes around the neck.”

			Our dog, Harvey, wandered into the kitchen, sniffed around for crumbs near the floor-level cabinets, and collapsed into his dog bed in a corner beside the kitchen table. He looked up at me, suddenly sensing my anxiety and sadness, which were now even more interesting to him than food.

			“Nothing kills you in cartoons and comedies,” I observed. “But in real life, a golf ball can do the trick.”

			“It wasn’t your fault,” he reminded me, and I nodded even though he couldn’t see me.

			I would be thirty-four years old before I would finally have the courage to go to the local video store and rent Animal House. When I got home and pressed the cassette into the machine, however, I couldn’t bring myself to press Play. It would be a decade later, when I was forty-four, that I would finally watch the movie in its entirety. By then, thank God, I had years of therapy behind me.

		

	
		
			
				2

				Postcoital Epiphanies

			
			In the high school cafeteria, in the free periods mid-morning when the only things you could buy were soggy muffins, milk, and bad coffee, the seniors controlled the vinyl, and we all played a lot of Emerson, Lake and Palmer. I mention this because of their song “Lucky Man.”

			There had been a morning seven weeks before I killed Kenny Foster, early June, when I was sitting on one cafeteria table with two of my female friends—yes, on the table, my feet on the bench—and Kenny was with two of his male friends at another. They, too, were sitting on the table with their legs over the sides. We never sat that way at the tables during lunch. So, I would liken the way we all used to relax on the tables during our free period to the way teens of a later generation would wear ball caps with the bills backward so the sun visors shielded the backs of their necks rather than their faces: an innocuous and wholly nonsensical act of rebellion. (Even today, a part of the dress code at the country club where I learned to play golf is this: “Caps are to be worn with the bill facing forward.”)

			In any case, the vinyl spun, and the needle reached “Lucky Man,” a tale of a fellow who has everything…until a single bullet takes him down. I overheard one of Kenny’s friends teasing him by crooning, “Ooh, what a lucky man he was,” the chorus from the song. I had no idea what the joke was.

			Once upon a time, bullets were round balls, like golf balls, not conoidal the way they are now. I recalled that morning in the school cafeteria when I was falling asleep the night of Kenny Foster’s death, and wondered if his friends would, too. All too often, death—like pretentious organ rock—has a slavish adherence to irony.

			

			 

			

			I awoke a little more than twelve hours after I killed Kenny, got my bearings in my bed, and then climbed from beneath the sheet, sat up, and listened to an owl through my open window.

			Harvey slept beside me and, like most dogs, was a very good sleeper. A champion. He was still mostly under the sheet, but I buried my head in his fur for a long moment, his breathing deep, his exhalations sonorous and calming. Then I got dressed and went for a walk around the neighborhood. At one thirty, I knew that I’d see no one on the streets, the houses uniformly quiet and dark. There had been a summer kegger that night at Carolyn Eastburn’s, and because it was a Thursday in August, I supposed there had even been a boozy dinner party or two for some of our parents. But they were likely over and done by then. If there were lights on at my friend Marie Morris’s house or music wafting from the living room stereo, I told myself I might edge closer to see if any of my stoner pals were sitting toasted in beanbag chairs around the bong, but not because I wanted to see people: I wanted to get stoned and had no weed of my own. And given how baked they would be if they were still there at one thirty in the morning, I doubted there would have been much discussion of Kenny Foster.

			But it wasn’t an issue because the Morrises’ house was as dark as every other house on the block.

			And so I walked alone through somnolent suburban streets as safe in the middle of the night as they were in the middle of the day. I was astonished at how much quieter they were now than they would have been a mere two hours earlier, when they would have been alive with activity since so many of us teens had summer curfews at eleven p.m. or midnight, and parents always wanted to bring their babysitters home at a decent hour.

			Even the house where Kenny Foster had lived was dark.

			Even the house where Theo Catton, my forty-seven-year-old lover, lived was dark.

			I stared outside both their houses until, in each case, my eyes were welling up once more and I had to shake off the tears as if I were a wet dog. Then I moved on.

			No patrol cars passed me, no delivery trucks, no one was out with an old dog that could no longer sleep through the night without having to pee. Sometimes there would be a ringing in my ears that would lead me to pause where I was, either on the street or the sidewalk or the edge of an invariably manicured lawn, the electric thrum as calming as it was perplexing to me.

			I pondered what would happen if I walked to the train station across from the village movie theater and waited for the first train into the city. Would it arrive at five a.m.? Five thirty? I had no idea. I imagined myself on the train before my parents awoke and in Grand Central by five thirty or six in the morning, and disappearing forever into the city. But I hadn’t brought my wallet, so I lacked even the money to purchase a ticket from a conductor or breakfast when I arrived. And after breakfast, what then?

			For the first time (but not the last) melodramatic ideas of suicide crossed my mind, too. Pull an Anna Karenina and dive in front of that five a.m. or five-thirty train. Or, perhaps, walk home, draw a bath, and slice my wrists. After all, the guilt ran through me like blood. Why not drain it and purge myself of self-hatred? Onus was oxygen. I wanted to wear my penance like a hair shirt.

			But, of course, I was wearing a Lilly Pulitzer blouse.

			And so I walked home, though the idea of self-destruction would grow more compelling over the coming years, a sort of death spiral from which I saw no possibility of escaping.

			Harvey was still sound asleep when I returned to my bedroom. Hadn’t moved in the slightest that I could see. My parents were in bed, too. Hadn’t known I had come and gone. I took off my clothes and got back into the gym shorts and T-shirt in which I was sleeping that hot and humid August night, and wrapped myself around my dog like I was five and he was a teddy bear, and waited for whatever would happen next.

			

			 

			

			In 1978, golf great Arnold Palmer was about to embark on his last professional act, playing with the PGA Seniors. He was almost fifty that year, his last regular PGA victory long in the rearview mirror. But I had grown up at the country club with grown men who spoke fawningly of Palmer, some claiming to have been a part of Arnie’s Army for a day or two, walking among the hordes who would follow Palmer around the course at Augusta, Pinehurst, or Pebble Beach when he was at the top of his game and no one was better.

			I had my own version of Arnie’s Army: Mira’s Moppets. My summer job was to give the young children of country club members a two-week-long golf day camp. It was really just babysitting and mini-golf courses I’d create around the club. But we’d putt and chip, and the club pro would join us at the practice net once in a while and offer tips.

			The girls fell under my spell the summer between my sophomore and junior years, a dozen of them in elementary and middle school, and they’d follow me around the holes nearest the club’s main building. Each summer, until Kenny died, they continued to trail me sometimes when I played, and the gallery grew when the girls brought some of their friends. One Saturday in July that year, during the ladies’ championship the week after my summer camp was finished, I was facing a tough lie in the thick rough on eighteen. I took my five iron and risked a shot through a slim gap in a copse of evergreens. It was stupid, and I was showing off. But I nailed it. The ball sailed between two trees as if they were field-goal posts, plopped onto the green, and rolled to a stop no more than ten feet from the cup.

			I was a goddess in the eyes of those kids.

			

			 

			

			The phone rang a lot the next morning, beginning around seven a.m., and my mother was the gatekeeper. My father went to work as if nothing untoward had occurred the day before. The calls, from what I could overhear after I opened my bedroom door, were from friends of hers and then from friends of mine. None, as far as I could tell, were from the police. But I could suss out no specifics.

			I finally went downstairs around eight. My mom was taking one long, last draw on her cigarette and then snuffing it out in a crystal ashtray. She said she was about to take Harvey for a walk.

			“Why don’t you come with us?” she suggested, and so I did. I was afraid to be alone with the phone, which was ringing again as the two of us and Harvey stepped outside.

			Tallmadge was—is—a village of one and a half square miles, the population then (and now) not quite seven thousand people. The public school is a brick monolith, and the village kids go there for thirteen years, from kindergarten until they leave the town for college. It was designed by the same architect a century ago who was also the mind behind the village’s public library and the Episcopal church, which anchor two of the three corners around the school. It’s a lot of brick.

			That morning, Harvey led my mother and me up Lakeland Road, once upon a time a cow path and still a very slender street even for a residential neighborhood, the scent of bunnies that had survived this far into summer and the mostly unkillable squirrels leading him on. It was a shortcut to the more trafficked street and the way I usually walked to and from school. My mother asked how I was doing, and I told her I was terrible.

			“I’d expect that,” she said. “But—”

			“I know,” I said, cutting her off. “It was just…dumb luck. Dumb bad luck.”

			“Precisely. You did nothing wrong, Mira. Please stop blaming yourself. Please.”

			We passed the home of Sam and Deirdre Stetson, a white colonial with massive hydrangea trees near the front door, their globular flowers just starting to open. My mother was having an affair with Sam Stetson. She didn’t know I knew, but I did. I had no plans to confront her because it was evident that she had no plans to leave my father, whom—on some level, I supposed—she still cared about. He was not a horrible man or a terrible husband or father for that era. But he was boring, tiresome, and largely uninterested in his daughter even though she had taken up golf as a girl to get his attention (and would turn out to be quite good at it), which is a much better way to act out for Daddy than a stripper pole. I was sleeping with a man roughly his age, another member of the country club, and our pillow talk when we were stoned (which we were often) sometimes led to giggling fits about what a woman as charismatic as my mother could see in a fellow who could lose himself for hours in contractual fine print—a man my illicit flame clearly found more tedious than our country club’s bylaws.

			Pro tip for my adolescent female readers: if you are sleeping with a man two and a half times your age, do not expect him to draw from you your better angels. Do not expect postcoital epiphanies that are kind or profound. And do not expect discretion from the man, except when it comes to saving his own ass and trying to preserve his own marriage and reputation, and, since he had first fucked me when I was only fifteen years old, staying out of jail.

			I discovered my mother’s affair because of the very dog we were walking. Ten months earlier, October of my senior year, I had walked home from school mid-morning during my free period because I had forgotten a history paper that was due that afternoon. As I passed the Stetsons’, I noticed that Harvey was watching the world go by from a chaise inside their screened porch. Either my mother or I walked Harvey in the morning, me if I had time before school, or my mother if I did not. But he was always walked well before ten thirty. Still, my first instinct was that my mother was seeing her friend Deirdre Stetson and simply had brought our dog along. But then I remembered that Deirdre was looking at colleges that day in Massachusetts with her daughter, Betsy, a girl in my class with whom I was friendly—because of our parents—but not friends. And so I did that staggeringly stupid thing that we suppose teens do only in slasher pics and went to investigate. I told my dog what a good boy he was through the screens and was about to call hello into the house. But the first floor was silent and, clearly, unoccupied. And so I went to the front door, passing beneath an open upstairs window, from which I heard first a male voice—convivial, jocular, the tone (I knew) of a middle-aged man who’s just gotten his rocks off—and then my mother’s.

			Instantly I backed away as if I had just touched a hot stove. Then, in something like shock, I walked quickly—the gait nearly a jog—to our home, got my history paper, and raced the long way back to school, careful to steer as far from the Stetsons’ as I could.

			“Oh, look,” said my mother the day after I killed Kenny Foster, motioning at our neighbors’ walkway, “the phlox are already past their prime. This summer is just racing by.”

			My mother played tennis with Deirdre at the club. I wondered if she ever felt remorse that she was having sex with the woman’s husband. I knew which bedroom in that house was Sam and Deirdre’s. According to my own (forgive me) flame, my mother and Sam went both there and to my family’s house for their periodic dalliances. They also went to the same hotel in Manhattan for their clandestine trysts as Theo and I, precisely because it was near the train station. “Yes,” Theo once observed when we were spent in the sheets at that very hotel, “like mother, like daughter.”

			Here’s another postcoital epiphany that is not especially profound but is nonetheless relevant: men lose their filters when they play golf, especially on the back nine if the halfway house has beer. Sam actually talked to Theo about fucking my mother as the men walked the links.

			“The next four weeks will last forever,” I corrected her. I was supposed to leave for college in a month, and that morning no high school senior had ever wanted more to get out of Dodge.

			That desire would not change, though my destination would.

			“Maybe,” she agreed. “But then you’ll be in New Haven, and you’ll be so focused on classes and boys and golf and being on your own that what happened yesterday will grow fuzzier and fuzzier.” She scooped up a load Harvey had left in the Stetsons’ grass and wiped his canine bottom with a baby wipe, which only then were becoming common. She’d seen a TV commercial for them that spring, and ever since had been using them on Harvey. She was obsessed. One time in June I had found her on the floor squatting like a baseball catcher before the dog as he dozed on one of our living room love seats, gently lifting one of his rear legs to use a baby wipe on the poor animal’s ass. He was a very patient dog, and I sure did love him.

			“I doubt that,” I muttered. “And as for golf—”

			“Nope. I want you to be no more focused on this than if, I don’t know, you saw a car accident on the highway. A car accident on the other side of the median. A car accident going in the other direction. Just keep on driving, and first it’s in the rearview mirror and then it’s so far behind you that you can’t see it, and then it’s forgotten. Poof. Your mind is on to something else. Coach Romming is worried this has really gotten inside your head.”

			(Yes. My mother called Heidi Romming “Coach Romming.” I’m unsure whether that was formality or deference.)

			“You two talked?”

			“We did. She said you were inconsolable when you spoke.”

			“I’m done with golf.”

			“Oh, sweetheart…”

			“I am.”

			She tsk-tsked in a kindly, sympathetic fashion. “Sweetheart, I want you living in…”

			“Living in what?” I pressed when once more she paused.

			“A happy little nirvana of forgetfulness.” She smiled at me as if she were proud of her verbal pyrotechnics.

			Harvey stopped, staring at a pair of crows pecking at something in the grass. “I’m not sure I’m going to go,” I said.

			“To Yale? Of course you are. You’ve always had a tendency to overreact and do something rash,” she reminded me, no doubt recalling the vehemence with which I had taken a nine iron to a car window.

			“No. I don’t think I can. I want to get out of here, but I want to go someplace else.”

			“This will pass.”

			This will pass. It was as if I had missed an easy putt and lost a match. It was as if the flu had kept me from going to a Jefferson Starship concert at Madison Square Garden.

			“Who was calling this morning?” I asked. I wasn’t going to argue with her that moment about the escalating levels of grief and guilt and despair. I knew the categories of people who’d phoned, but not the specific names.

			“Your friends. Carolyn. Marie. A few of your father’s and my friends. Sarah Jacobs. Denise Rooney. Even Theo Catton called.”

			Ah, Theo, the older man who played golf at the club—even once in a while with my father—and liked to fuck me from behind in the shower.

			“Everyone is very concerned about you,” she tried to reassure me. “You are quite beloved.”

			“I’m not.”

			“You are.”

			“Any reporters?”

			“No. Thank God,” she said emphatically.

			“The police?”

			“Again, that’s a big no.”

			“The Fosters? Kenny’s mom or dad? Did they call?”

			She shook her head.

			“Maybe I’ll go see them later today. Will you come with me?”

			“Do you think you should?”

			“Why shouldn’t I?”

			“There are legal implications to anything you might say.”

			“Dad says it wasn’t my fault.”

			“He’s right. But,” my mother went on, “let’s not apologize until we know the lay of the land. You know, where this is all going to settle. An apology could be interpreted as an admission of guilt in a court of law.”

			“You don’t have to say ‘of law.’ What other kind of court is there?”

			“Public opinion, for starters.”

			“I’ll feel better once I’ve seen them. Once I’ve apologized.”

			“That’s nonsense. No one feels better after they confess.”

			“I said apologize. Not confess.”

			She looked at me and then, without realizing she had even done it, I think, stared back at the Stetsons’ house. “Oh,” she said, “of course. You’re right.”

			Nevertheless, she and my father were adamant that I should not go to the Fosters’.

			Which is probably why we were all caught off guard when the minister of the Episcopal church came to our house that night not long after my father returned from the train station, explaining to us that he had just been at the Fosters’, and now he wanted to see how I was doing.

			

			 

			

			Mostly, I liked the priest. I did not know Father Whitlock well because my family and I were pretty typical Easter and Christmas Eve Christians only. But in seventh grade, I had been confirmed at the church—my desire for confirmation fueled neither by parental pressure nor a religious conviction of my own, but by the fact that easily a third of the hundred thirteen-year-olds at the Tallmadge school took the class. I was a religious lemming, and I ended up enjoying the idea that we spent most of our time in class listening to and then discussing Jesus Christ Superstar. There are plenty of versions of the New Testament out there, but when you’re in seventh grade, Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice are a much better way to deconstruct the Crucifixion than the King James Bible. But I also liked him because, it was clear, he wasn’t wild about the fact he’d inherited the local church’s eccentric tradition of casting the Virgin Mary for the annual live nativity by having the senior class at the public school across the street vote on which girl should play the mother of God’s only son. It was kind of like being voted prom queen, except you rode a donkey in front of lots of people, instead of your boyfriend in the back seat of one of his parents’ cars. The seniors voted just after Thanksgiving in homeroom, and the winner was posted outside the main administration offices the next day, rather like the way the cast lists for the fall musical and spring drama were posted outside the auditorium. At twelve and thirteen I didn’t see myself garnering many votes when it was my turn my senior year, and when that time came, my election forecast was spot-on: the previous November I had received zero votes. In all fairness, unlike the girl who won, Alyssa Darling, I had not campaigned for the role. Also, Alyssa’s family went to church with far more regularity than my invariably hungover parents. She had that going for her.

			Father Whitlock was tall and slender and pulled off late-seventies sideburns better than most men of the cloth. He was in his mid-forties and had a pretty wife and two pretty girls in the elementary school. He was patient with my history of histrionics. And while he explained initially that he had just visited with Nick and Sharon Foster—now the parents of two breathing daughters and one dead son—he added quickly that he was here to see me, the girl who had driven a golf ball into their boy’s cranium. (In all fairness, he did not say that precisely. This was Tallmadge, and he was what we in the know called “pisky,” or awash in Episcopalian reticence, meaning lots of the conversation was always going to be polite subterfuge. His exact words were that he wanted to check in on the next LPGA superstar.)

			He stood on the front steps outside our front door, my parents and I on the other side of the screen for a long, awkward moment. Finally, my mother gathered herself and opened the door, beckoning him in, my father glancing briefly at my mother as if she had lost her mind. The four of us walked without speaking through the hallway—past the large walk-in closet where my golf bag resided like a vampire in the winter, but not in August, when I kept it at the club. We continued through the living room and out onto our terrace, where my mother seated the rest of us in the wrought-iron chairs while she stood beside the wrought-iron chaise.

			“What can I get everyone to drink?” she asked, ever the polite hostess.

			None of us, in keeping with the strategy my mother had made clear to me on our walk that morning, said we were sorry that Kenny Foster was dead. Why give even a priest the testimony that could lead my family to bankruptcy in a civil suit?

			“I’ll have a scotch and soda,” Father Whitlock said softly, his voice pleasant and even a little jocular, not unlike the way he’d referred to me as an up-and-coming LPGA champion. My father had the same. I said nothing.

			“So,” my father began, his hands on the knees of his suit trousers. He’d loosened his tie, but he was still wearing it. He lit a cigarette with a silver lighter that had been handed down to him from his own father. One Saturday night that spring, he’d forgotten it at home when my parents had gone to a dinner party, and so I brought it with me to a kegger, where I discovered how much easier it was to keep a bong lit with a decent lighter than a drugstore Bic. “How are the Fosters doing?”

			“Poorly. As you’d expect.” And then instantly he looked at me and added, “But, of course, it’s not your fault, Mira. And they don’t think it’s your fault.”

			“Because it’s not her fault,” my father agreed. “It’s the fault of the club.”

			“Or the company that manufactured the net,” suggested the priest.

			“Yes! Absolutely. It’s all conjecture at this point, but you may be spot-on.”

			“How poorly are they doing?” I asked.

			“Sharon didn’t get out of bed until lunchtime today, I gather. Part of that was likely sedation. But you need reasons to get out of bed, and now one’s gone.”

			My father reminded him, “She has two other daughters. She has to—”

			“Peter,” said the priest, cutting him off with a firmness I’d never seen from the man, even when some of the boys in my confirmation class were running around the church classroom kicking a soccer ball, their arms spread wide as if being crucified, all the while parodying the musical we studied as if it were the actual gospel by belting out the words “Jesus Christ Soccer Star!” There was a determined cast to his chin, and his eyes transformed almost instantly from patient to pissed off. “She just lost her seventeen-year-old son. She has plenty of extended family to make the girls breakfast. Scrambling eggs for Kenny’s sisters is not a reason to stop weeping.” Again, he glanced over at me. I must have looked crestfallen, and the impossibility of his situation was starting to dawn on him: here he had come to provide succor for the kid who had killed a boy, and the accidental murderer’s father was going to make that task Sisyphean.

			My mother returned with a tray with the drinks and stood before the priest while he took his. Then she handed my father his scotch, sat down on the chaise, and lit a cigarette. “I overheard a lot of the conversation, and, I must admit, I was proud of Mira this morning. Was downstairs at a decent hour, dressed, and ready to face the day,” she said.

			“You can’t seriously be comparing what I’m going through to Mrs. Foster,” I told her. I was embarrassed she would make this leap.

			“No. But still, your cross isn’t light,” she said, and briefly she glanced at the priest. Did she crave his approval? Had she actually just used a carry-the-cross bromide?

			“My heart breaks for Sharon and Nick,” the priest said, and my parents’ antennae shot up. “There’s not just sadness there. There’s anger. Sharon is angry at God, she’s angry at the club, she’s angry at you, Mira. That last part is unreasonable, and she knows it. It’s not as if you were driving drunk and hit Kenny. She gets that. But just because you understand something intellectually doesn’t mean you can address it emotionally. It’s hard.”

			Driving drunk. Nope, I had never done that. Driving stoned? A dozen times, at least. On cocaine? Twice.

			“I’m sure it’s very hard,” my mother agreed. “Even Mira can’t imagine returning to the golf course. She will, we all know that, but it’s emotionally wrenching—what happened.”

			My mother said more, but eventually she ran out of steam and the priest continued with what he had seen and heard at the Fosters’. If my parents were getting the message, honestly hearing what the priest was saying in his best pisky code, they didn’t share that with me after he left. But I got it. I’d heard. As the priest droned on—Sharon Foster this, Sharon Foster that—all my time naked in bed after sex with a middle-aged man paid off. It had taught me to decipher what males that age were saying between the syllables, and Father Whitlock had come here not merely to console me, but to warn me. People, even grown-ups, were volatile objects, and no two reacted to a capricious God in quite the same fashion.

		

	
		
			
				3

				“You Took Advantage of My Disadvantage.”

			
			I slept with a forty-nine-year-old bartender two times when I was nineteen, another in my litany of older men. Just before we hooked up, I’d had tattooed on the inside of my left forearm in small, beautiful cursive, “You took advantage of my disadvantage.” You know the quote. Nabokov. Lolita. The bartender did not know it, but that didn’t matter to me, because I was never going to judge a guy whose specialty was concocting flavored martinis and funky Negronis in an East Village bar for not knowing the canon of novels about predators. Perhaps I should have given him brownie points for not knowing. Nor was the tattoo a badge of honor that I had come out on the other side and now was doing just fine, thank you very much. Because I wasn’t fine at nineteen when I got it. Far from it. The tattoo was, in hindsight, a code for anyone who cared to decipher it that I was still more damaged than I understood.

			

			 

			

			At fifteen, I couldn’t outdrive the very best men’s players at the club, but I still beat all of them most of the time. My short game was as precise as a drone strike, and I was excellent on the greens. I rarely dropped a ball into a bunker or hooked one into the rough. By the summer between my freshman and sophomore years of high school, I was often invited to join the better men, my reputation, as we like to say, preceding me. And I wanted to play with them, especially with the club pro, Harry Fallows, who understood my potential but was never going to allow me to be in a foursome with him by the time I was fifteen, because of the possibility my game would humiliate him. But I was drawn to those men because the high school didn’t have a golf team and the very few girls my age who played at the club took the game far less seriously than everything else in their lives.

			And the boys? They were absolute duffers and steered clear of me on the course. The lone exception was Frank Pendleton, who was also a nitwit with a club in his hands, but until I bashed in his car window would still try to play with me. Others (again, including Frank) would want to talk golf at the keggers or occasionally even in the school lunchroom, some more deft at flirting than others, but there was no way they were ever going to suggest a round with me.

			Golf, of course, was where and why and how I met Theo Catton, he who loved to caress my feet. (I rather liked that, too.) He who was married. He who had a daughter two years behind me in school and a son even younger than that. He who, for a time, had played golf periodically with my own father. He who, in all fairness, was the first man to go down on me, and—because he really knew what he was doing—would leave me spoiled.

			The first time we played together was a bit of what I supposed in the moment was good luck, a chance to play with some of the club’s most talented golfers. (Clearly, I know nothing of good luck. One can begin with Kenny Foster to see that, though his luck that summer afternoon as he waited for a second loop was far worse than mine.) A member of Theo’s foursome that Saturday morning had canceled, and he was looking for a replacement. I was at the practice green, planning to tee off alone after all the adult men who’d scheduled tee times that day were on their way. He strolled over and saw my bag on the grass, my clubs encased in head covers that looked like springer spaniels, and watched me sink three putts in a row from eight, six, and four feet.

			“So, Mira,” he said, his arms folded across his baby-blue golf shirt. “Feel like playing with some old farts? Would you be willing to show us any mercy?”

			I saw him around the club often, and, as I would remind him a few weeks later, he’d teased me in the dining room a few years earlier when his family had been beside mine in a buffet line at some country club soiree. He pointed now at two men talking to the caddy master. “We’ve lost our fourth, and we all know you’re pretty damn good. Want to join us?”

			“You don’t mind?” I asked.

			He shook his head ever so slightly, smiling. His grin was boyish and good-natured. His face was square, and his eyes, the color of my father’s ever-shined leather wing tips, were playful. He was tanned—weren’t we all in those days?—and the hair on his dark arms was blond from the sun.

			And so I said sure, and he lifted my bag from the grass, slung it over his shoulder, and took my putter from my hands. He slid it into the bag and noticed my head covers.

			“Your dog, right?” he asked.

			I nodded. “His name is Harvey.”

			“We have two Labs,” he said. “Dumber than toast, and I love them madly. I always like people with dogs. Don’t you?”

			“I guess.”

			“Life lesson: if you have a choice of playing golf with someone who has a dog and someone who doesn’t, always pick the dog owner. They’re nicer, easier to deal with, and they don’t cheat.”

			He brought my bag to one of the two caddies they were retaining, both of the men among the club’s old, wizened pros. When I played alone, I usually carried my own bag because I was still, in the eyes of club management, a kid. The only times I rode in a cart were the rare afternoons when I would play with my mother and one or two of her friends, and so I was pleased these men hadn’t rented carts. (The days when my father would deign to play with me mostly had ended when I was thirteen. That year, an eighth grader, I shot an eighty-three, and he was still hitting—on his very best days—in the low nineties. Once it was clear that I was always going to beat him, he was done with me when it came to golf. He gave me a very wide berth at the club and, especially, at the course.)

			I was thrilled to join the group. Golf is supposed to be a social game, and yet for me it had become an often solitary, lonely pursuit. Not necessarily joyless, but certainly an intense, mechanical pursuit of perfection. And while playing a round of golf with three middle-aged men is not every fifteen-year-old girl’s idea of a rager, those parts of me that were a competitor and a performer were excited. I was, I knew, a minor phenom—that sizable koi in an all-too-small pond. And I liked the idea of playing with men who were pretty good and would likely force me to up my own game.

			Theo sure did. The course is sixty-four hundred yards and a par seventy-one. That day Theo shot an eighty-five. I played off the ladies’ tees and shot a very respectable seventy-six. It had been more than a companionable couple of hours: I’d had a good time. Theo looked directly into my eyes whenever I said anything, as if my fairway small talk was deep, my insights revelatory and new. As we were walking from the eighteenth green to the clubhouse at the end of the round, Theo and I were probably a dozen yards behind his friends and the caddies, and he asked—his tone as smooth and confident as a leopard on a branch above its prey—“Would you take a look at my scorecard? I’m missing a number.” I must have appeared confused, because he handed me the small piece of cardboard with its columns and the little pencil, and said, smiling rakishly and again meeting my eyes, “See? I’m missing your phone number. Would you write it down?”

			

			 

			

			The first time Theo and I had sex, afterward, the two of us still in the sheets of the bed that Theo shared with his wife, he said, “I knew when you reached the green in two on fourteen that this was going to happen.”

			He was referring to the first time I had joined his foursome at the club.

			Even from the ladies’ tee, few women ever made the green on fourteen in two. And though one day I’d hit a golf ball hard enough to kill a boy, it wasn’t the length or the power of my drives that made me good: it was my short game, my putting, and the fact I rarely made mistakes. But that first round I played with Theo? I hit a few drives for the record book—my record book, anyway.

			“And you knew that how?” I asked.

			“I knew what I wanted.”

			When you’re fifteen and a man tells you he wants you after he’s just had you, the world grows fuzzy and warm, and you manage to forget where you are and what you’re doing.

			Remember what I told you about the way the frontal lobe develops? Judgment will never be an adolescent’s strength.

			

			 

			

			And you who read that passage just now want to reassure me, No, Mira, no. It was his fault. It was all his fault. You did nothing wrong. When you’re fifteen, there’s no such thing as consent.

			It was 1975. I did what I did, and I did it for years.

			I did it again.

			And again.

			And again.



  It is handy to keep a spare title for a quiet moment.

  Choose one from Lokepub and come back to it later.




			

			 

			

			Saturday afternoon, I went back to the Fosters’, as I had in the small, dark hours Friday morning, but this time it was daylight and I knocked on the front door. Kenny’s mother answered. She stood before me, dark circles under her red eyes, the bags so puffy they might have been bruises. At my age then, she was not Sharon. She was Mrs. Foster. The only adults I called by their first name back then were the man who would fuck me and—forgive me—the help, including club pro Harry Fallows. A moment later, another woman appeared, her sister, I’d learn soon enough, who had flown in the night before, dropping everything to support the family and help care for her nieces while their mother and father…

			Their mother and father what? Recovered? Got back on their feet? Arranged a funeral for their son?

			And what of those girls? They, too, had been scraped empty, their souls confused and tattered in ways I imagined it would take them years to parse.

			Mrs. Foster’s nails were as bad as mine, bitten and gnawed the last twenty-four hours to scabby streaks and bloody crescents. Unlike mine, there were still patches of polish the color of antique pewter. It was early afternoon, and so it was no major accomplishment that she had climbed into a pair of khaki pants and a blouse, but still she had and I was impressed. My father would have been furious had he known I had come here, and my mother would, likewise, have disapproved, though her opprobrium would—assuming she was sober—have been characteristically measured. Nevertheless, here I was at the Fosters’, drawn to this front door like that proverbial moth that finds the backyard candle irresistible on a summer night. I had come despite the warnings of my father the lawyer and the priest who had introduced me to the New Testament as imagined by Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice. My mother and father believed I was at a friend’s house.

			But if this was reckless (If? Really, Mira, if?), at least it was recklessness inspired by guilt rather than by libido or a daddy thing that had gotten out of hand. For a moment, I had the sense that she had no idea who I was. And why would she? I’d never come to this house before, and I was a year ahead of her son at school. Moreover, his family was new to the village, which meant our paths hadn’t crossed years earlier on those elementary school field trips when, even back then, a parent or two would actually accompany the kids on the bus from the school to the Museum of Natural History or Halloween in Sleepy Hollow. But Tallmadge was small and insular, and after a moment she realized who was standing before her: the golf prodigy who’d killed her son.

			She spoke first. “Well. I’d ask, don’t you think you’ve done enough, but it seems you feel you haven’t.”

			Their house was a beige ranch, one and a half stories, perhaps fifteen years old. It didn’t belong in Tallmadge, and even back then I had an aesthetic sense sufficiently honed that I understood the architect who put this ranch between two imposing brick and stucco Tudors wasn’t Frank Lloyd Wright. But I knew why this family had bought it—or, to be precise, why my parents had told me they had bought it. Nick Foster had revealed to my father at one of the boozy cocktail parties that were the grown-ups’ version of their teen children’s keggers that the family had moved here because Tallmadge had the best public school in Westchester, and he had three kids: he and his wife wanted to give them the best education possible, and he could never afford to send them all to private schools. It was better to stretch financially on the house, which would give them equity and increase in value, than on tuition at boarding schools in New England. Nick Foster was a rarity among the men of Tallmadge: he didn’t commute to Manhattan to a job in a skyscraper or to a hospital or doctor’s office in the county. He produced television commercials at a little ad agency housed in a strip mall in White Plains, the sorts of ads for local auto dealers and discount stores that were regularly spoofed on Saturday Night Live, and part of his compensation was a company car, a station wagon, that had the name of the agency and its phone number emblazoned on both sides. Years earlier he’d worked (literally) on Madison Avenue, his career vaguely glamorous, but it had begun to deflate when he’d followed a boyhood pal to his friend’s fledgling ad agency in Miami, Florida. That detour had cost him three years of his life before the company went bankrupt and led him to another agency in Fort Lauderdale—the Fosters were still clinging to the dream that was the colonized swamp of South Florida—which would fail, too. And now, six years older, he had wound up working at a place that sounded less like a respectable law firm (the goal of all ad agency monikers) and more like a sitcom spoof: Ads Are Us. The name was a blinking beacon for a specific sort of clientele: those with small budgets and bad taste.

			“Sharon, shhhh,” her sister murmured, and massaged her shoulder. “You’re Mira, right?” she asked me.

			I nodded. “I wanted to come by.”

			“I figured,” said Mrs. Foster’s sister.

			“Why?” asked Kenny’s mother. “Why are you here?”

			I was holding too much inside, but still, ever an uptight Tallmadge kid, I released the air from the balloon carefully. “I wanted to tell you I’m sorry. I…I really liked Kenny,” I said, which was absolutely true. I didn’t know him well, but we’d shared a history class together, and that spring and summer at the club we’d had a good time making fun of the caddy master, club pro Harry Fallows, and the retirees who were always yelling at the caddies or condescending to me. He’d share with me the appalling things both the men and women would say to each other as they walked the fairways, oblivious to the caddies—some of it overtly racist, some of it vaguely fascist—and the amount some of the men would drink. One afternoon when he was waiting for a loop and I was waiting for room on the practice green, we concocted all sorts of alternate meanings for “NOCD,” the four-letter abbreviation he’d heard a couple of women use the day before. We began with its actual meaning, “Not our class, dear,” and—as if it were a game like Wordle—eventually got to a long list of sophomoric replacements, some about golf, but most merely juvenile slang for body parts. (We weren’t stoned, but still found the rhythm of “Nuts, orbs, cha-chas, and dicks” hysterical. Please remember: we were in high school.)

			“I’m sure you did like him. But, funny, isn’t it, we’re only meeting now?” she said, and there was a trace of venom there that she hadn’t tried to mask. The subtext? Mira, you all looked down on him. You know you did. Kid from Miami, dad driving a car with ads on the sides. No roots in the village. Sure, you liked him, but you weren’t his friend. The implication was not inaccurate. And, to someone who hadn’t seen Kenny and me laughing together that summer, it was especially pronounced in my relationship to the boy. I played golf. He caddied. Could there have been a more obvious chasm in a place like that suburb?

			Her sister took her arm and tried to soothe her, suggesting, “Let’s invite the girl inside and sit down.” For my benefit, she added, “My brother-in-law and the girls should be back any minute. They’ve just gone to the supermarket. People are going to be bringing us lots of meals, but we’ll still need the basics. And Nick thought it would be good to get the girls out of the house and away from the phone and just…just the claustrophobia of it all.”

			Mrs. Foster pried her sister’s fingers from her biceps. “We don’t believe our children are immortal,” the woman said, more pensive now, and I realized she was trying to apologize for having been brusque. “But, as parents, we also aren’t supposed to outlive them.”

			“I know,” I agreed.

			“No, you really don’t, Mira. And, I hope, years from now, you never do. You’re still a child. And contrary to that idiot priest at the church who believes in fairy tales like virgin births and resurrections, I know my son is gone. Just gone.”

			“I think—”

			She shook her head. “No, I’m speaking.” Her sister looked at me conspiratorially, her face urging me to be understanding and patient.

			“My husband thinks I’m mad at you,” Mrs. Foster continued. “My sister here thinks I’m mad at you. Father Whitlock sure thinks I’m mad at you. But I’m not. Oh, I’m mad. Warpath pissed off. But I’m mad at the fact that my boy is dead. I’m mad at the fact he was killed at a country club we don’t even belong to. And you know what?”

			I waited.

			“I’m mad that a girl like you is going to be messed up by this forever. You will, you know. You’re cursed, too.”

			“Sharon,” her sister said, but the woman was on a roll and ignored her.

			“Oh, child, you don’t need to apologize to me. The club does. The company that made the net does. But they haven’t. They won’t.”

			“I did know him,” I told her sheepishly, still haunted by what she’d said earlier. “And I liked him. We were in AP European history together.”

			“Well, then, you know the horrors of human history.”

			Had I been older or not already so broken myself, I might have responded that the class also taught us the aspirational beauty of the Renaissance. But maybe not. Most of the class had indeed been about the obdurate law of human depravity and violence. It was all wars and more wars. And Renaissance incest.

			“I guess. But, still. I just wanted you to know, Mrs. Foster, that I’m really sorry.”

			She had thawed a bit. “For God’s sake, you didn’t do it on purpose.”

			“No, I didn’t.”

			Which was when she gave me a great boozy hug, her skin scented by eighty proof whiskey, and suddenly we were both sobbing in each other’s arms, and she was murmuring something about how much better I was than my parents because here I was on their front stoop, here I was at their house. Then the woman’s sister was herding us both inside and walking me to the living room couch and sitting us down side by side on the cushions. Yes, I knew my family would be frustrated and worried that I was sitting beside Kenny’s mom, consoling her and being consoled by her, but I didn’t care, and it would be misleading of me to suggest with some ominous foreshadowing that my apology would come back to bite my family and me in the ass in a lawsuit. It did not.

			But what would come back to haunt me was this. Sharon Foster and I would still be talking in the living room when Kenny Foster’s father and sisters returned from the supermarket. Nick Foster’s eyebrows would rise in a pyramid and then boomerang into a V as he recognized me as the young woman he had once seen, in a white boho blouse that looked like it belonged on Stevie Nicks, on the arm of Theo Catton. Theo and I were in the lobby of that aforementioned hotel near Grand Central, checking in. Nick Foster was there because he needed B-roll footage of the iconic train station for a commercial for a Westchester real estate agency.

			“Are you Theo Catton’s daughter?” he asked.

			I shook my head no. His sister-in-law explained who I was, and he began a sentence with the words “But didn’t I see you at the hotel with…”

			And then he stopped. And soon, against all odds, almost miraculously, that summer would manage to get even worse.

		

	
		
			
				4

				Platitudes

			
			There is little I find more annoying than when narrators in novels offer platitudes, as if the novelists giving those characters voice believe they themselves are Jane Austen:

			There’s no Advil for emotional pain.

			You can’t feel the sun at the summit without starting from the shade in the valley.

			You can’t teach experience.

			The banalities belong on inspirational posters or get-well cards.

			I’m a novelist, so I know. But along with some small renown as a writer, my other claim to fame is that I’m the girl who killed that kid at a country club in Westchester. It’s often trotted out as the reason why I do what I do. As if the death of Kenny Foster is the reason why I write books. It’s not.

			And you can trust me on that. I am a very reliable narrator. I don’t want anyone in book groups to suggest I’m not, arguing with this hardcover or paperback in one hand and a glass of Merlot in the other that I’m one of those “unreliable narrators” who’re going to perform a little cause-and-effect sleight of hand in the last act or upend the narrative with obfuscation. Nope. You can trust me. If I were decades younger, if I were my seventeen- or eighteen-year-old self, I would put it to you like this: I am reliable as fuck.

			

			 

			

			I can also tell you this with authority, and I offer it not as a platitude but as a reality: when you kill someone, it breaks you. It changes you. You’ve shattered the water glass—your soul is something different and new—and the shards can never be glued back together.

			Earlier I suggested my thoughts of suicide were theatrical, the implication being that it was an adolescent melodrama to compare my despair with (for instance) Anna Karenina’s.

			Perhaps. But suicide is a seductive muse. She draws you to her with exquisite little gestures and come-hither lipstick. A flash of cleavage. Eyes that are deep and dewy and beckon you a step closer each time.

			You tell yourself you will not be sucked in, but the attraction grows more pronounced each time you ponder who she is and who you are.

			What you have done. Your myriad failings. The mistakes you have made for which you can never, ever atone.

			

			 

			

			My last conversation with Kenny Foster came back to me after I had left his family’s home that Saturday afternoon.

			It was a week or so before I killed him.

			He was watching me on the practice putting green, and we were joking about the Bee Gees. As a Florida kid, he revered them. I was ambivalent because they were disco, which was never going to be cool in Tallmadge.

			“You know, don’t you, that Barry Gibb is an honest-to-God castrato,” I teased him, using the word we’d learned in AP European history for how boys with great voices were sometimes castrated in the Renaissance so they could continue as sopranos. “One of his brothers is, too. They had their balls cut off at twelve.”

			“Nope,” said Kenny. “Just great falsettos. Also, Maurice was married to Lulu. And I’m pretty sure they all have kids. I saw a photo in People magazine last week of Barry Gibb walking one of his kids to school.”

			Maybe it was the word walking. But something suddenly clicked. I always drove the mile or so to the country club. I had never thought about how Kenny got there.

			“Tell me something,” I said. “You drive here, right?”

			“Uh, no. I walk.”

			I picked up the balls I had plunked into the cup and tossed them randomly a dozen or so feet away. “And then you caddy thirty-six holes?”

			“Sure.”

			I was so oblivious to who I was and what I was, it had never crossed my mind that he—probably a lot of the caddies—walked to the club, and then hoped to walk the course twice in a day with bags on their shoulders.

			“If you ever want a ride, let me know. Okay?”

			He shook his head. “That’s never going to work. I get here before you do and leave after you do.”

			I took this in.

			“Well, if you ever change your mind…just call the night before,” I suggested. This munificence was easy because I suspected he’d never take me up on the offer—and, in the brief week between this conversation and his death, he never did.

			

			 

			

			I didn’t go home when I left the Fosters’ that afternoon. I was shaken by the whole experience, my headfirst dive into a houseful of grief, but I was also unsettled by the idea that Mr. Foster had seen me with Theo. And so I drove to my friend Marie Morris’s imposing Tudor with its half circle of a driveway and asked her to come with me to the McDonald’s in Yonkers so we could talk. Marie was as rooted in Tallmadge as I was, the sort of girl who played field hockey at the school with abandon in the autumn and tennis at the club with ferocity in the spring, grunting on her serves in a manner that appalled her mother but thrilled the club’s tennis pro. She had no plans to play either sport at Vassar, her destination in September, but the sports had given her the sort of pleasure that golf gave me.

			She was the only one of my friends who knew about Theo. She was the only one of my friends who understood why I’d go only so far with the boys in our class, stopping them when they’d try to unzip my jeans while we were parked in a car after a movie, or tell them not to even bother to try to unzip theirs. When I had smashed in the window of Frank Pendleton’s Ford Maverick, she’d joked, “God, you’d be a legend if you ever did that to Mr. Catton’s Cadillac.” I’d assured her I never would.

			“You have to tell Theo about what Mr. Foster saw,” she said as I drove. We were in my mother’s orange Camaro, a pretty sporty car for a suburban mom, but wheels she loved because she always fought the good fight against middle age. The body shop had done brilliant work repairing the grille and passenger-side fender after I’d toppled that stop sign. The ashtray, once more, was overflowing with her cigarette butts. “It feels like this is bad.”

			You may think it’s astonishing that relatively little of our conversation that afternoon was about Kenny Foster. Oh, some was. But we had spoken on the phone earlier that day, and I’d told her then of my moonlit walk past her house around two in the morning. And, of course, let us not forget the narcissism of the adolescent brain, let us not forget all that I have already shared with you about the frontal lobe.

			“But Mr. Foster might not say anything. I mean, he’s got other things on his mind. And it’s not like they’re friends,” I argued, largely because this was just one more thing pulling me beneath the waves like an undertow.

			“What did you say to him when he said he saw you at the hotel?”

			“He didn’t finish the sentence, which is good, right?”

			“But he said enough that you knew. And that means his wife knows.”

			“If she heard it. If she was focused on it. I honestly don’t know if Mrs. Foster picked up on it,” I said, slamming on the brakes as a traffic light turned red just before me. I have never been a great driver, but I was especially distracted that day. Only in that era would a mother have given her teenage daughter the keys to the car in the days after the girl had killed a kid with a golf ball.

			“He’ll tell her, won’t he?” said Marie. “Don’t husbands tell their wives things like that? Don’t they tell their wives most everything—and vice versa?”

			“Theo doesn’t.” I could have added my own mother didn’t.

			“Well, obviously.”

			“I mean,” I continued, expressing a hope that I wasn’t at all sure was warranted, “maybe he won’t want to upset her any more than she already is. Or make her hate me any more than she already does.”

			“Maybe.”

			“I think I’m mostly afraid he’ll tell my parents.”

			“And they’ll do what? Ground you? I don’t think so. They already know you’re upset about…about other things.”

			“I’m just so worried about Theo.”

			Yes, I said that: I’m just so worried about Theo.

			Nothing like fearing for—rather than being fearful of—Humbert Humbert.

			

			 

			

			I took a year off, what we now call a gap year, though it was not a gap between high school and Yale. Most of the year I worked at a travel magazine, slept twice with that bartender I mentioned, and then with another man twice my age for much of the following winter, though this one was single. I never made the married man mistake again.

			But that August my parents assumed I would still go to Yale, either in weeks or, worst case, just twelve months later than originally planned. I made some noises about perhaps applying to Smith College instead, my mother’s alma mater and what had been my second choice, but it was mostly to mollify them. If I chose to go to Smith, the main reason would be simple: the college didn’t have a golf team. It didn’t even have a club for students who wanted to play purely for fun.

			But it did cross my mind that Smith had other benefits as well, including the reality that it would be more difficult for Theo to see me or me to see him. There was no train service between Northampton, Massachusetts, and Manhattan, the way there was between New York and New Haven. He’d have to drive to New England, or I’d have to take a Peter Pan bus to New York. And the realization that Nick Foster had seen us together at a hotel had me feeling the need for separation. It wasn’t just that I wanted to protect him, though I did; I was also frustrated that I craved a boyfriend to comfort me in the wake of Kenny Foster’s death, and the closest thing I had to one had to keep his distance. Sure, he had called me the night of the accident, two rings at nine p.m., after which he had hung up. Our signal. But by the time I called him back, ringing his office the next day and lying to his secretary that I was Lindsay Horan, a fake secretary for a fake researcher at Braniff Airways, he was in meetings. He was a management consultant at RCG, the (then) prestigious Rexton Consulting Group, a cadre of former senior executives from Fortune 100 behemoths who would parachute into a company, solve a problem, and then exit stage left.

			Their jokes, which he shared with me as if I were a peer, included these:

			What’s the definition of a business consultant? A man who knows sixty sexual positions and no women.

			What’s the definition of a business consultant? A man who’ll borrow your watch to tell you what time it is, and then charge you twenty grand.

			What are the two things you need to get to become a business consultant? Fired and business cards.

			(Note how, back then, a business consultant was invariably a man.)

			I was feeling the need to escape everyone in Tallmadge, of course, not merely Theo.

			The day after Kenny’s funeral (yes, I was there), I went to visit my brother, Spencer, in D.C., sleeping on the couch in the studio apartment my parents were renting for him because his internship was unpaid. My first full day there, a Wednesday, Spencer took me to the zoo. It was one of those humid summer afternoons in the capital that give credence to the myth that the city was built on a swamp. It wasn’t. But it was built where it is because of the presence of navigable waterways. Still, my shirt was sticking to me, and Spencer’s was epoxied to him.

			“I love to look at the lions,” he said as we stood and watched two of them dozing on rocks the size of pickup trucks, “but, man, are they bored. Superpredators, built to stalk, and here they just sit in the sun and sleep.”

			“I think that’s what they do in the wild,” I told him. “Not an expert on big cats, but I’m pretty sure it’s the lioness that hunts.”

			“Really?”

			“Well, mostly. I mean, males will kill whatever threatens the pride. But the lioness is faster and fiercer.”

			“Sounds like you are an expert.”

			“Not really. I just know a little about predators.” He had a bag of popcorn, and I reached in for a handful.

			“Mom and Dad are freaking out about your proclamation that you’re not going to go to college in a few weeks,” he said, staring at the animals, separated from us by both a moat and a fence. “You will go, right?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Nah, you’ll change your mind. I know you.”

			“I won’t. I just can’t.”

			“Well, I still believe you will. The only reason I have any doubt at all is the fact you’re here with me right now, instead of playing golf.”

			“The whole idea of golf makes me sick.”

			He shrugged. “If you fell off a horse, you’d get back on.”

			(Ride me, girl, ride me, said Theo once, when he was bucking beneath me in bed.)

			“How come you stopped playing?” I asked Spencer.

			“I went to college.”

			“People play golf at college.”

			“Not really. Who has time to spend four hours on the course—unless they’re on the team?” He started walking around the lions’ enclosure, and I followed. “I’ll take it up again when I’m done at Princeton. Golf matters in the business world. Look at even the mediocrities at our club.”

			“Mediocrities at golf or business?”

			“Hah! I meant business. But you thought golf.”

			“I played with the president of Lambert Foods two weeks ago. He’s pretty damn successful,” I said, unsure why I was feeling defensive about the place. I had never viewed it as a great course or its members as the sorts of robber barons who made lesser men quake—or retained the services of men like Theo Catton.

			“You beat him?”

			“I did.”

			“There you go, you’re a teenage girl and—”

			I punched him in the arm to shut him up, a good-natured but nonetheless solid smack. He grunted, but there was laughter in it. “I can see you, maybe, postponing Yale a year. Maybe. That’s Mom and Dad’s hope, if you really don’t go in a couple of weeks. But you’ll be playing golf again before the fairways are covered in leaves.”

			“No, I won’t. I can’t get the image of Kenny toppling over after I hit him out of my head.”

			“You didn’t hit him. A golf ball did.”

			“Still…”

			“Dad says his family might sue the club. Or the company that made the net. Or both.”

			“I have no idea. But I saw his mom and dad the Saturday after I killed him, and I saw them again at the funeral. Mr. Foster seems to have his shit together, but Mrs. Foster sure doesn’t.”

			“And you don’t either. At least not yet. And that kinda makes sense.”

			“Would you?”

			“God, no. You’d probably be a sociopath if you did. But it’s like, I don’t know, you were driving the car and ran over a sleepwalker in the middle of the night who walked right smack into the middle of the road. Or someone walked right in front of you at a shooting range and you shot him by accident. Neither would be your fault. It would be theirs.”

			“This wasn’t Kenny’s fault!”

			“Okay, I shouldn’t have put it that way. But it’s not like you made a mistake. I think the detectives spooked you, and—”

			“The detectives didn’t spook me.”

			“Has Dad gotten you a lawyer?”

			“Yes, if we need one. A guy named Mr. Barker. We spoke on the phone. He’s one of the reasons I’m here. He wanted me to come to his office on Park Avenue yesterday. Just to chat, he said. Just in case. I came here instead.”

			He tossed some popcorn onto the ground for the pigeons. “You took the train to see me instead of meeting your lawyer in person? Not sure that was the best choice, Mira,” he murmured.

			“Maybe not. But he said on the phone that he can’t see how or why I could ever be held legally responsible and I have nothing to worry about.”

			“There you go.”

			“But the fact is, I killed Kenny Foster and nothing is ever going to change that,” I reminded him. “Nothing. Kenny’s gone, and I’m still here. Mostly.”

			“Mostly?”

			I sighed. “Yeah. Mostly,” I reiterated, and as vague as that was, I made sure my tone was as absolute as it was final.

		

	
		
			
				5

				The Motives of a Dead Boy’s Dad: An Essay Question

			
			Why I am telling you this now? Well, Nick Foster is dead, and Sharon Foster is in an assisted-living facility in Phoenix with dementia. My parents are gone, too, buried beneath a great, sweeping hydrangea in the tiny cemetery in Tallmadge. (The graveyard is not quite two and a half acres. To have a plot there, it helps to have family roots in the community that snake as deep into the soil as the Winston family’s.) And, as a culture, we have lived through the #MeToo movement and vilified, with cause, the older men who crave teen girls the way most of us want chocolate.

			But, in all fairness, even now I am not certain that I view Theo Catton as a pedophile. Would he have been in the eyes of the law? Of course. But even when we had sex for the first time, when I was fifteen, I looked older. I was five and a half feet tall, a thirty-four B, and I had a triangular bush as thick and dark as Brillo, and pudenda that—when we fucked—would become wetter than Amazon rainforest. (Am I bragging in an aberrant fashion? Yes. But I lost all filters during the COVID pandemic. And I am telling the truth.) My point is that I did not look like a child. I did not look fifteen. I looked old…enough. So, some days I merely classify Theo Catton as exploitive and despicable, but not perverted.

			Some days. Not all.

			Because even if I looked older than I was, there remained a fundamental power imbalance. The sex between Donald J. Trump and Stormy Daniels may have been consensual in the most technical of senses, but, assuming it happened, she was twenty-seven and he was sixty; she was living hand (or other bodily parts) to mouth and he was among the richest men on the planet; she could give him one exquisite and ephemeral moment of pleasure, and he could transform her life entirely—if, in the world of transactional sex, he had the inclination.

			Now, my classifications are irrelevant, though, arguably, I could be the Carl Linnaeus of Older Men Taxonomy, able to categorize by genus and species the ways men like Theo would choose girls like me. As I have told you, he wasn’t the only older man who picked me—or, perhaps, whom I allowed to pluck me.

			And, of course, my opinion doesn’t mean he wasn’t a pedophile. I looked eighteen, but I was fifteen. And even if I was a mature fifteen-year-old in terms of physical development, the first time he took me, I had not yet started my sophomore year of high school.

			Think about that.

			A married man with kids of his own, a neighbor in a tiny, insular suburb, choosing a girl in a golf skirt with puppy dog head covers on her clubs. Sounds absurd. But it wasn’t.

			It isn’t.

			There have always been men like him and girls like me, and there always will be.

			

			 

			

			So, Nick Foster.

			Let’s talk motives.

			In hindsight, after realizing he had seen his dead son’s schoolmate checking into a hotel with Theo Catton, he could have done any number of things, assuming he did anything at all. (Yes, he could have done nothing. He had, obviously, other things on his mind, other tasks to occupy him.) He could go to my parents. He could approach Theo. He could ask me if I needed some sort of intervention. And, yes, he could go to the police.

			When he saw me in the hotel lobby, I was eighteen—which might have been an argument to leave the two of us alone. But he didn’t know that. I could have been seventeen. Or even a sixteen-year-old who’d skipped a grade.

			What do you think he did? Pretend you’re back in high school and it’s an essay question. Compare and contrast. Defend your thesis.

			

			 

			

			My mother was closer to fifty than forty, but privilege—the golf and tennis, the impeccable stylist at a posh salon, the fact that shrimp is the caloric celery of the sea—kept her young. Oh, she smoked, and she was the sort of careless smoker whose ashes were as likely to wind up on tabletops as ashtrays, and we know smoking wreaks hell on your skin, but still people would meet her and joke that she must have given birth to Spencer when she was eleven. Alexis, how could you possibly have a son about to start his senior year at Princeton? How? In 1978, she was a slender beauty with hair dyed chestnut, any gray faultlessly smothered, almond eyes that seemed to see through you—and capable of not seeing what was obviously there, if it was going to upset her meticulous equanimity. She liked to wear sleeveless shirts in the summer, because her upper arms, in defiance of gravity and age, were sinewy and firm: nothing about my mother, back then, was quaggy or sloppy or tired.

			Speaking objectively, I could see what Sam Stetson saw in her.

			The night before Kenny Foster’s funeral, we sat outside on the terrace. The sun had set, but it was August and still plenty warm. She had pulled one of the wrought-iron chairs over beside the chaise, where I was curled up with my head on a pillow I had balanced on the armrest. She was leaning into me, her forearms on her slacks, occasionally stroking my head as if I were our dog.

			“Your father doesn’t believe it’s smart for us to go to the funeral. But I think it’s worse if we don’t go,” she was saying. “He’s worried about the appearance of guilt if we attend. I’m worried that it looks like we don’t care if we don’t.”

			“I’m going. I don’t care if you two go.”

			“I know. But appearances really aren’t my biggest concern. We’ll all go, don’t fret. My concern is you.”

			“Me?”

			I liked the feel of her nails on my scalp. She got a manicure weekly. I leaned into them.

			“You feel terrible already. The funeral is only going to make you feel worse. Seeing his family, his friends. I wish you were leaving for Yale tomorrow and could just get away from Tallmadge. From all of this.”

			“I told you, I’m not—”

			“I know, I know. You’re not going. My hope is you’ll change your mind.”

			“I won’t. The whole idea of golf disgusts me.”

			She pulled her fingers away and looked briefly at her nails. Then she shrugged and said, “So, don’t play golf. Most people don’t go to Yale to play golf.”

			“It’s the association.”

			She chuckled, and I understood why people liked her laugh. Even her laugh exuded self-possession and composure. “Things feel worse now than they will in a month. People heal.”

			“His parents won’t.”

			“No,” she agreed, and for a moment I was taken aback. But I appreciated her candor. “Not completely. I hardly know them, but I know I’d never be the same if something happened to you or Spencer.”

			We heard my father coming outside from the kitchen. “None of us had dessert after dinner,” she said with sudden and clearly forced cheer. “I think your father and I will have some ice cream. Would you like to keep us company?”

			I didn’t, because I didn’t want to try to feign normalcy. But since they were agreeing to attend Kenny Foster’s funeral, it felt like the least I could do.

			

			 

			

			My coach, Heidi Romming, and I spoke one more time that awful month.

			“I know you don’t want to pick up your clubs right now,” she said on the phone, “but you might in a few days.”

			“I won’t.”

			“If you change your mind, we could—”

			“We could what? Hit a bucket of balls at the range?” I barked at her, cutting her off.

			“Mira, come on. I didn’t suggest that. Take a breath.”

			I had been wrong to snap at her, and I apologized. But the fact was, part of her coaching was to watch me at the driving range—the real range nearby in Eastchester, not the net (now gone) at the Tallmadge club—as together we’d work on my drives from the tee and my long irons from the mat.

			“Why don’t I stop by the house later this week,” she said. “You pick a day and a time, and I’ll see if I can make it work. Or I’ll pick you up, and we’ll just go for a walk.”

			The idea of a walk fascinated me. I used to joke that the only reason golf was invented was so that men would be able to converse about meaningful things without having to look each other in the eye. Perhaps this was true for me, too. The truth was, Coach Romming and I played golf together only a half dozen times in all the years I knew her. Usually we would focus on one element of the game, either at her club or mine, or we would go to that driving range. The reality was that she was making me a better player, but very likely she knew then as I do now that I was never going to be an LPGA champion. I was good. I was very good. Exceptional even. Back then, Sports Illustrated had a weekly half page highlighting impressive accomplishments by amateur athletes, while The Sporting News once in a while would devote twenty-five or thirty words to a remarkable feat by an exceptionally talented teenage athlete. I appeared one time in each publication: in The Sporting News, it was when, at fifteen, I shot a sixty-eight at Winged Foot. I appeared in Sports Illustrated at sixteen, when I had a hole in one at Buckeye. The postage-stamp-size color photo of me made me look like one of the beautiful girls with beautiful skin in the Clearasil ads, and some editorial wag christened me the “Lynx of the Links.” (The nickname, for better or worse, didn’t stick. If only we’d had TikTok back then…) I was never in a magazine dedicated to golf, because they largely featured male golfers for their male readers. They probably should have thought this policy through: those men would have loved a picture of cheesecake-me in a golf skirt one size too small.

			But I probably wasn’t LPGA caliber. I wasn’t consistent: that same mercurial part of me that could bash in a high school student’s windshield or go to hotels with a married man might cause me to lose focus when I needed it most. A month after I shot that sixty-eight at Winged Foot, I shot an eighty-one at Tallmadge. (What distracted me that day at Tallmadge? On the first hole, an excellent golfer ten years my senior knew that I didn’t like to talk much during a tournament…and so she did. Began her babble on the first tee. Got me off my game by the second, nattering on about my head covers, the clouds, and the colors of our golf skirts: Robin’s egg or summer sky? What do you think, Mira? She joked that she was a real Chatty Cathy, and, sure enough, I bogeyed three of the first four holes.)

			I was, let’s face it, the ultimate amateur, and a photo the size of a stamp, even a first-class one, was as big as I’d ever get.

			Still, Coach Romming and I went on a walk a few days later. We walked the neighborhood around her club because I didn’t want to be in Tallmadge, and she was as kind as any of the adults who tried to console me that month. I wondered if my parents had recruited her to try to convince me to go to college as planned in a few weeks, but even if they had and she was with me because they had asked, I appreciated her kindness. She tried to draw me out, but the problem remained: I was never going to share with her the salient cause and effect behind my decision, the peculiar, implausible, and yet incontrovertible linkage in my mind between fucking Theo Catton and killing Kenny Foster.

			After that walk, I never saw Coach Romming again, though I did write her a decade later, after I had graduated from college and gotten married. I wrote to thank her and tell her I was sorry I had been a brat after Kenny Foster’s death, but I was grateful for all the time she had spent with me when I was a teenager, and her efforts to comfort me and provide solace that August. The letter came back undeliverable. She had died.

			

			 

			
				
			

			The morning of Kenny Foster’s funeral, my father made one last attempt to convince my mother and me that it was inappropriate for us to attend, but he was a contracts lawyer, not a litigator, and failed. His argument that he and my mother had never met the boy or spoken more than a few dozen words to his parents was a reason not to go suggested the sort of obliviousness that, perhaps, conjured why he did what he did, and lived a life amidst actuarial probabilities and protecting a corporation from human beings. His contention that our attendance might intimate a sort of transitive culpability was defeated by my mother’s commonsense rebuttal that we lived in a small town, and not going was far more of a red flag of guilt. Still, she remained worried about how the service would affect me emotionally.

			But I was firm: I was going.

			And so they went, too, and I agreed to their compromise: we would all sit in the back of the church and I would sit between them. This was actually a pretty good decision on their part. Afterward, as we exited the relative cool of the sanctuary for the blistering summer sun, they were standing beside me when the reporters from the local Westchester newspapers and the one TV station that covered the service surrounded me with questions. The two of them served as human shields, my father snarling at the reporters with a firmness that was unbending and inimical, telling them that I had nothing to say and to please leave me alone. I was just a child.

			Had Theo been at the funeral, we can safely assume that he would not have corrected my father.

			The church was not full, but it was full enough: the Fosters should not have felt slighted by the turnout. Kenny had been in the school but a year and was always going to be an outsider: he had simply arrived too late to ever be one of us. (I remember one moment in the school’s smoking lounge, which, like the cafeteria, had a turntable, and the new Eagles album was playing. When the needle reached the song “New Kid in Town,” a friend of Kenny’s started teasing him. I thought he might wilt like a houseplant in need of water. Instead, like a badass marine, he strolled to the stereo and picked a different record.) But he did have friends, and they were present, as were some of mine. There were also kids who simply thought it would look good to be there—or bad to be absent—the sort who lived their lives for their college applications or their parents’ approval.

			But the presence of the casket and the fact that inside it was not the body of a grandparent was sobering for even the most aggressive adolescent apparatchiks and lickspittles. They might not have known Kenny Foster well, but he was our age and he was dead. I’m unsure of the nexus between grief and fear, but separately they are each the sort of neurological trigger that can provoke angst and tears. Combining them is like mixing meds that shouldn’t be mingled.

			When I was seated in the pew between my parents, before the Fosters were led into the sanctuary, as the organist played Purcell, as I looked at the stained-glass windows the priest had pointed up at one afternoon during my confirmation class, the lyrics to Jesus Christ Superstar our study guide, I knew I was going to be sick. I extricated myself from between my mother and father and ran downstairs to the ladies’ room, where I vomited into the single toilet, the expulsion seeming to have the power and arc of a shooting star. Then I washed my face and reapplied my lipstick.

			During my confirmation class, I had been one of the renegades (and there were three of us) who pressed the priest on why God allowed human slavery, Auschwitz, and the natural disasters and man-made cruelties that filled the newspapers daily. Our questions weren’t new and neither was his response. We discussed free will and the mysteries—I would now say vagaries—of God’s plan, and debated how much of our sorrow (and pain) he experienced with us. A few years later, at eighteen, I still knew both the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed by heart, and the day of Kenny’s funeral I clung to the two words, life everlasting, that appear in the former but not the latter. Before leaving the bathroom, I repeated the Apostles’ Creed hunched over the sink, staring down into the basin because I had seen myself in the mirror when I’d been running the lipstick over my mouth, and I loathed the person I saw.

			When I started back upstairs, I ran into the whole Foster family in the corridor of the church behind the apse.
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			Excuse me: I ran into the whole living Foster family. There were his younger sisters, Olivia in the eighth grade and Jane in the fourth. They had the appearance of kids watching their house burn: the sort of hollow-faced shock that leaves one mute, stunned to a place beyond fear. They gazed at me the way some Midwesterners gawk at an approaching twister, my presence at once hypnotic and terrifying. The younger of the two was small-boned, and her black skirt fell just above little-kid knees: sunburned and scabbed from a summer outdoors. The older was wearing a formfitting gray dress that seemed more appropriate for the stage than a memorial service: it was Debbie Harry cool, and I loved it. I would have preferred it to the funereal smock my mother had put me in. They both had hair the yellowish brown of shagbark leaves in October.

			“Hey,” said Olivia, finding her voice, though still as stupefied as I was that we were running into each other before the funeral had begun.

			“Hey,” I said back. I was about to say more, but then Sharon Foster and I locked eyes, and I braced for the vituperation that I felt I deserved. The abhorrence I craved. She looked exhausted, but she was wearing a slim, pleated black dress that fell just below her knees, her sunglasses serving at the moment in lieu of a horseshoe headband. Her husband put his hand on her shoulder, hoping to calm her, but she didn’t need calming. She merely nodded at me, her maternal instincts subsuming the idea that I was the instrument of her son’s death. We were, suddenly, compatriots.

			And I understood that as powerful as grief is, perhaps even because of the dominion it holds over countless lesser emotions, there is a beauty to it, as well.

			In a place like Tallmadge, however, we never saw that side of grief. We saw grief as weakness, a betrayal of Waspy stoicism. To be caught grieving in a dramatic, uncensored display of emotions would have been as humiliating as being caught flat on your back with your legs spread and a dildo inside you. To mourn too epically was to ask to be shunned.

			I reentered the sanctuary, ignoring everyone in my efforts to return to my parents. I never told them I had been sick.

			I never told anyone until now.

			

			 

			

			The night I returned from visiting my brother in Washington, I got the bat signal from Theo, the two rings on the telephone, and this time I was able to call him right back. I told him what Nick Foster had said when I had been at their house, dropping the bombshell right after Theo had expressed his concerns for what I was enduring and, like most of the grown-ups around me, reminded me that it wasn’t my fault. We agreed that I’d take a train into the city the next day and we’d meet for lunch in a place near Grand Central where, he assured me, no one would see us or recognize us.

			Again, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see him. But I felt both (both!) a moral responsibility to discuss what Nick Foster had seen and might do and an irresistible craving to see this man who always made me feel good.

			Really, really good.

			

			 

			

			It was a steak house between Lexington and Third on East Forty-Fifth with a couple of small private dining rooms, some so intimate they were but a credenza and a table. They had the dark paneling of university clubs and Old World libraries. We had one of those enclaves, and I suspected even at eighteen that it was a hothouse for illicit pre- or postcoital trysts. Our server supposed we were father and daughter.

			Note to my younger female readers: if you are ever in what you believe is a romantic relationship with an older person who is consciously hoping that the people with whom you are seen in public suppose you are parent and child, you are likely in the wrong relationship.

			He ordered us both something on the menu called the Webster’s Plate, which was a piece of filet mignon carved into the shape of a large dinner roll, but flat enough on top for a couple of Alaskan king crab legs to perch, the surf and turf then smothered in béarnaise sauce. It came with a baked potato slit open and packed with sour cream, bacon, and an angioplasty.

			This was lunch. There are good reasons few of us eat like we did in 1978.

			Once the waiter had left us alone, Theo leaned into me, his breath peppermint because once I had told him I liked peppermint—he thought this suggested an adult palate on my part, and I basked in that approval—and said, “You make me very happy. I’m glad you’re here, even if these are not the best of circumstances.” My breath, I know, was minty, too. I wanted to bring up the main reasons why I was here, but like a boxer he danced away from each parry and jab, a joke here, an aside there, an observation about our secluded nook, what he called our “culinary safe house.”

			Only when lunch arrived did he get serious. When the server had exited, Theo said ruminatively, “So, Nick Foster saw us at the hotel.”

			He was wearing a charcoal-gray pinstripe suit with a red paisley tie. For a man who was, more or less, the age of both my father and my mother’s lover, he always looked young to me. Or younger. He had what I had come to call Jack Nicklaus hair. Surfer hair. Blond and invariably tousled. There were lines on his face, but the sort you would see on a golfer who spent hours and hours on the links.

			“Yes, he did,” I agreed. “I’m a little scared. Should we be worried?”

			“Has Nick said anything yet?” he asked, knowing that, at least so far, Nick hadn’t.

			“No.”

			He dipped a piece of a crab’s leg into the sauce as if he were eating fondue. “Not sure who he would tell or why. What’s to be gained by telling anyone?”

			“But you did want to see me today,” I reminded him. Translation: But you’re anxious, too.

			He finished chewing, dabbed at his lips with his napkin. “If I can reassure you that you needn’t fret about Nick Foster, that’s a bonus. But I wanted to see you because I care about you and I know you’re a very empathetic person, and I understand how upset you are about what happened to Kenny Foster. Which is natural. But I want to make sure you understand that you’re not a monster. Obviously. And—and this is important, Mira—you’re a victim, too.”

			“Not on the scale of Kenny Foster, I’m not.”

			“Fair. The guy who has one leg isn’t as bad off as the guy who has none. I get it. But that doesn’t mean the guy with one leg isn’t a cripple, too.”

			(Cripple. We don’t use that word anymore, do we?)

			I nodded. I knew I was broken, and I knew it was bad. But his acknowledgment that I was crippled—not precisely the right word, but one that in 1978 was at least moving in the right direction—was ground that my parents, my brother, and my friend Marie had studiously avoided.

			“Fate doesn’t care about any of us,” he went on. “Not you, not me. Not poor Kenny Foster.” Abruptly, he motioned at my plate. “You’re not eating. Do you not like king crab? Or is it the béarnaise?”

			“I really haven’t had much of an appetite the last few days.”

			He put his hand on mine, rubbing the soft bay of flesh between my thumb and forefinger. “Again, that’s probably a sign of pretty solid mental health. What kind of person would you be if you weren’t moved by Kenny’s death? But, just so you know, it’s not a sign you’re a villain to appreciate a really exquisite béarnaise even when Fate, capital F, has decided to—pardon my French—fuck you over for no apparent reason. But the fact is, alas, that’s how Fate gets its jollies.”

			I looked at his fingers on mine. It was his right hand. No ring.

			“I liked him. I wish I’d gotten to know him better.”

			“The fact you didn’t is no reason to punish yourself. Were you ever mean to him?”

			“No.”

			“As I suspected. I wouldn’t be with you, Mira, if you were the kind of person who was mean to the new kid.”

			That last sentence. Was I supposed to take pride in it? Yes. I yearned for his approval, and he knew it.

			“I wish the church had been overflowing—for Mr. and Mrs. Foster,” I murmured.

			“I’m sure they were oblivious to crowd size. Did Nick speak?”

			“Yes.”

			“What did he say?” asked Theo.

			“I wasn’t able to pay attention. I kept staring at the casket. At Kenny.”

			“He didn’t mention you, I am sure of that. No father would.”

			“No, he didn’t.”

			“See? He doesn’t blame you. He’s probably even a little worried about you as a parent. A decent parent. I don’t know Nick—I know his car with its ridiculous signs on the sides, like he’s a plumber—but I suspect he’s a stand-up guy.”

			All you’re hearing in that response is privilege and condescension. You are focused on his aside, his snarky remark about the car, the diminishment of plumbing as a profession. Take a step back. Hear in your head his response in its entirety. Lurking inside that observation, there it is: Nick Foster’s motivation for my undoing. For Theo’s undoing. For the end of the two of us as us.

			

			 

			

			I had told Theo at lunch that I wasn’t going to Yale. I’d said that I might apply to Smith and leave for college a year later, and I was clear with him that my reasons for considering Northampton were that I was done with golf and that it would be harder for us to see each other. Killing Kenny Foster was my punishment for fucking a married man my parents’ age: in the magical thinking madhouse in which I was living now, they were connected. And the idea that it was Kenny Foster’s father who had seen Theo and me together seemed the absolute proof of a karmic connection and a retributive God.

			Theo said he thought Smith was a fine idea for a variety of reasons and I shouldn’t play golf if it no longer made me happy. But he reminded me that he traveled for work and he could travel as easily to western Massachusetts as he could central Connecticut. He even had a client in Pittsfield, not that far west of Northampton. With levelheaded charm he expressed his disappointment in losing me and how much we needed each other, and how he could provide the intellectual guidance born of his experience and the comfort born of our absolute familiarity.

			“Don’t lose yourself in Mira Land,” he said. He knew the term’s origins and how the expression had come to mean (at least for me) going down the rabbit hole of self-hatred because of nonsensical connections. Sure, the world was always a mess and as mere mortals we endured its capriciousness as best we could, but I was preternaturally capable of creating illogical linkages. My cause-and-effect scenarios ignored the laws of science.

			His charisma worked. After lunch, he took me to that hotel we preferred.

			Or, I guess, he preferred. I was eighteen and still found all hotels interesting, glamorous, and fun. There we fucked, and we fucked hard, neither of us suspecting that it was the last time.

			Of course, the reality that it was the last time was not a testimony to my willpower to resist the charms of a management consultant with surfer hair. It was a testimony to the fact that Nick Foster was indeed a decent parent and—as Theo had said—a stand-up guy.

		

	
		
			
				6

				Levels of Outrage

			
			I never taped photos of Theo inside my high school locker. I never taped any boys’ photos there. I had pictures from Sports Illustrated of great women golfers, LPGA champions such as the two Kathys—Ahern and Whitworth—and a young up-and-comer named Nancy Lopez. I wondered sometimes if I was a joke in the eyes of my classmates who knew: the delusional Mira Winston who thinks someday she’s going to be a professional golfer. After all, the Tallmadge high school football players didn’t have pictures from The Sporting News of great quarterbacks or linebackers in their lockers. They had the pics of their girlfriends that would be used in the yearbook. Meanwhile, the stoners had illicit cartoons of weed and blunts and bongs, and the cheerleaders had stickers of red megaphones and pink hearts—and their boyfriends.

			Our school mascot was a bronco, as if we were in Colorado or Texas, not a suburb of New York City. So, lots of lockers had horses, too, even though very few of the girls (and none of the boys) rode. Kenny Foster had decorated his locker with album art, images he had cut from magazines of groups like Electric Light Orchestra, Foreigner, and—a reminder of his family’s exile in South Florida—KC and the Sunshine Band.

			We all loved our lockers. To this day, I equate the metallic bang of a locker door slamming, a sound I hear now at the gym where I go for yoga and spin classes, with the crack of a driver on a golf ball.

			

			 

			

			That September, when I was still living at home in Tallmadge, my friends all off to their colleges and universities, I spent a weekend visiting my brother in Princeton. By then I was known both for killing a classmate and breaking up a marriage. My parents hoped my decision to get out of town for a few days was an indication that I was climbing from the deep sloughs of despair, or what they referred to, in denial, as my little funk. Spencer had a friend who was a DJ at the university radio station, and his shift ran from two a.m. to six a.m. His listeners were sparse, and likely very stoned night owls. But I wasn’t sleeping well, and so I was listening in a bed made from sleeping bags on my brother’s floor when the DJ played a set, dedicating it to a pal’s kid sister, that included these classic homages to older men and younger girls—older men and children:

			“Go Away, Little Girl” by Donny Osmond

			“Young Girl” by Gary Puckett and the Union Gap

			“You’re Sixteen” by Ringo Starr

			“Stray Cat Blues” by the Rolling Stones

			“I Saw Her Standing There” by the Beatles

			After the set, Spencer’s friend said on air that a caller wanted him to add Paul Anka’s “Puppy Love,” but he said no, the lovers were both seventeen in that ditty. Maybe, he told his listeners, if the boy was forty-seven and the girl was seventeen, he would have included it.

			I considered waking up Spencer and screaming at him for having friends this despicable at college, but it wasn’t his fault. This sordid part of my high school experience was common knowledge in select circles, and (well) boys will be boys.

			Instead, at seven thirty a.m., when his friend was back in his own bed in his own room, no doubt just falling asleep after having breakfast after his shift, I did something Spencer had shown me three years earlier, the first time I had visited him at Princeton. The bedroom doors were fireproof, which made possible one of the most terrifying pranks imaginable. You coated the outside of the door with rubbing alcohol. Then you knocked. Just as the person inside opened it, you tossed a lit match at the door, igniting the alcohol in a brief but magnificent wall of flame. It burned out in seconds, caused no damage, and scared the hell out of whoever opened the door.

			I did that to the DJ, and I was thrilled when his voice, so perfectly chill on air, so album-rock cool, sounded like a little girl screaming for the first time on a roller coaster. He was wearing red-white-and-blue boxer shorts and a Fleetwood Mac concert tee. When he recognized me, he asked what the fuck I was doing.

			I said I had some burning questions for him.

			I didn’t. But it was an arson joke, and it was irresistible.

			The revenge wasn’t as noteworthy as taking a nine iron to a car window, but I took a little pride in the idea that I hadn’t entirely lost my mojo.

			

			 

			

			Nick Foster had no bone to pick with Theo Catton, no reason to destroy him. And while he had every reason to detest me, he didn’t: it wasn’t as if he wanted to wreck something that he believed mattered to young Mira Winston, to take Theo from me the way I had taken Kenny from him. No parent thinks like that, I know now.

			He did what he did for the simple reason that he was, as Theo had said to me over our final lunch (our last meal!) together, a good man. A good person. He was a grieving father married to a grieving mother, a parent who had two daughters of his own who soon would be old enough to be seduced by a grown man at fifteen and (choose your verb based on your level of outrage) fucked/raped/ruined.

			Pardon me: strike the word ruined. Let’s delete that from the litany of the ways that Theo inserted his cock into me. Fuck and rape are sufficient. The fact is, Theo did not ruin me. He changed me. That’s clear. But you know me from twenty-five novels, the TV series and movies adapted from those novels, and three plays. While some readers tell me that my books make them uncomfortable because some of the characters are so damaged or experience so much trauma, others have shared how much they like my women because they’re powerful—as, they suppose, am I.

			Well, now you know more about me…

			Nick Foster did not go to the police because he had no idea how long I had been with Theo and he did not know my age when our relationship had begun. (All sustained interactions are relationships. I am not suggesting a meaningful depth to our bond when I use that word.) He did not go to Theo because how could he trust a man like Theo to do the right thing? He did not go to me because, clearly, I had zero judgment.

			Eight days after his son’s death, four days after the boy’s funeral, Nick Foster went to see my parents. My mother and father. He went there despite all that he and his family were shouldering: I was one more thing on his mind that horrific week. He went to my house when I wasn’t home—though, I suppose, my presence wouldn’t have stopped him—arriving just after my father returned from work and my mother was preparing dinner. I was at Grand Central, waiting for my own train to Tallmadge after my last (and I love this word because it sounds like assassination) assignation with Theo. And so Nick sat in the living room with Peter and Alexis Winston, while the quiche my mother was going to serve for dinner baked in the oven, and the greens and vegetables for the salad sat on the cutting board on the kitchen island. He told them the little he knew, but it was enough: he had seen their daughter draped on the arm of Theodore Catton, her body nestling into his, as he checked them into a hotel in midtown Manhattan. There might be an explanation other than the obvious one, but he doubted it, and he was a parent of daughters himself and would want to know if one of them was, possibly, being taken advantage of by a married man. By a man old enough to know better.

			When I got home that night a little past eight, when my parents sat me down on the couch and confronted me with what Mr. Foster had told them, they did not bring up Kenny Foster. I asked them whether Mr. Foster had. They said yes, and that he didn’t blame me for the death of his son, not at all, and that he had come to the house, he explained, because he had lost a child and did not want to see the Winstons lose one, too. My father added, after telling me this, “That’s good news. Or, at least, it might be good news.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“It means there might not be a nuisance lawsuit in our future. I’d put out feelers to the club about whether there might be some sort of joint defense agreement between them and the netting company, and there isn’t. There probably won’t be. It’s clear each entity is going to throw the other under the bus. And whatever the Fosters do—whomever they sue—I don’t think it will include us. Again, lawyers might change Nick’s mind. We’ll see. But it was encouraging that he said he didn’t blame you.” Then he leaned forward, clasping the fingers of his hands together as if he were praying, and demanded of me, “No more changing the subject. Tell us: How far has this thing with Theo Catton gone?”

			My mother was sitting on the love seat, her legs tucked beneath her, her long hair down, a sleek waterfall cascading over her left shoulder and collarbone. She looked at me, disappointment—not worry—evident in her eyes. There was an Eve cigarette decorating her fingers like jewelry, the gray-blue smoke wafting into the air like a genie from a bottle. What I couldn’t decide, not then or now, was whether she was upset by the idea that her daughter was having sex with an older man or with a married one. I am sure she was worried about me…but did she also see herself and her own moral failings in her daughter?

			

			 

			

			Are you thinking it’s too much of a coincidence that it was the father of the boy I killed who saw me with Theo at the hotel? It’s not. Coincidences are real. They happen. How often do you run into people from one part of your life in another, momentarily not recognizing them? There’s your dental hygienist at a Smithsonian gift shop buying astronaut ice cream. There’s your accountant two tables over at an Italian restaurant in Chicago. There’s that friend from college you haven’t seen in decades in the row ahead of you at the Gershwin Theatre on Broadway.

			And in 1978, it was not at all uncommon for the village of Tallmadge to overlap with midtown Manhattan. The worlds bled together, two populations that moved in tandem in traffic, on trains, on subways, in cabs.

			It is far more surprising we were seen only that one time than it is that it was Nick Foster who spotted us.

			

			 

			

			“Yes, Mira,” said my mother, echoing the intensity in my father’s tone, “how far has this…this involvement with Theo Catton gone? You’re going to hotels together? Really?”

			“And when did it start?” demanded my father. “How old were you?”

			This was, of course, the question that mattered most. And so I lied. I lied with my heart thrumming against my ribs. I lied not only because I wanted to protect Theo, but because I wanted to avoid the chaos and drama of whatever occurred in a rape trial. Or while being interviewed by more police detectives. Or while being deposed by Theo’s defense lawyers or the district attorney. Or as I was made privy to the negotiations in a rapist’s plea deal.

			I lied to protect him, and I lied because I didn’t want to be known both for killing Kenny Foster and for having an affair with a married man while I was underage. I wasn’t sure I could bear that.

			“That was the only time,” I said, trying to stabilize the obvious quaver in my voice. “And, obviously, I was eighteen.”

			“Obviously?” pressed my father. “If we check the date—”

			“You’ll see I’m telling the truth. The whole reason we were there is because I was eighteen.”

			“So, you had intercourse?” my father continued, using the sort of stuffy word he might have used in a courtroom, if he ever had to speak to a witness in a trial—which he never did. “This was some sort of celebratory deflowering?”

			I paused, momentarily nonplussed (and, yes, impressed) by the way with two words he had so perfectly channeled his inner Victorian prig. “Yes.”

			“Sex?” my mother asked. “You had actual sex?”

			I met her eyes. The truth was that when Nick Foster had spotted Theo and me at the hotel’s registration desk, it turned out to be a first, of sorts: it was the first time he had not had to use a condom because for the first time I was using a diaphragm. When I had turned eighteen, among the first places I went was to Planned Parenthood to be fitted for one and taught how to insert it. Theo liked the surprise. I did not share any of that with my parents, however; it was bad enough that I had to respond with the basics. “God, we weren’t at the hotel because they had HBO!” I answered. “Yes, we had actual sex. Intercourse.”

			“With a married man?” pressed my father.

			“Were you using protection?” asked my mother.

			Their questions were spoken simultaneously, but I heard both. The first was rhetorical and demanded no response. So, I answered my mother’s, but without the specificity I just gave you. “Of course we were using protection,” I replied. Had I not killed Kenny Foster, I am confident I would have added, I’m not an idiot. Clearly, driving a golf ball into a person’s temple is not a sign of idiocy; my point is that my guilt minimized my tendency that moment to lash out. The HBO joke was about all I was capable of.

			My mother looked at my father for a long moment, her eyes intense beneath her thick lashes. She was a smart woman, smarter than him, but he was the lawyer. “What do you propose?” she asked him. “What are you thinking we should do?”

			He breathed in through his nose, the sound a coarse whistle. “If you were under oath,” he asked me, “could you swear you never had intercourse with this man before you were eighteen?”

			“Yes, of course, I could.” Could. Past tense of can. Equally as often used to express possibility. I could do that. Certainly possible. It was an easy lie for me. Among the easiest.

			“Peter,” my mother said, “are you suggesting we not go to the police?”

			“I’m not sure there’s been a crime. If Mira really was eighteen, as she says, there’s only adultery on his part.”

			My mother, an adulterer herself, flinched ever so slightly at this.

			“He can argue it was consensual,” he added.

			“It was consensual!” I insisted.

			“But even if it’s not statutory rape, it cannot stand—Theo Catton’s behavior.” His face was flushed. “My God, don’t you play golf with him sometimes?” he said, the realization seeming to upset him as much as the idea that Theo and I were lovers. “Aren’t you part of his foursome sometimes?”

			I nodded.

			“Do the other men take advantage of you, too?”

			This I hadn’t expected. Was he envisioning I was part of some sort of collegial gang bang, or that I randomly fucked lots of older men? (If it was the latter, I should give him props for prophecies.) “No. Of course not.”

			“It’s just him?”

			“Just him.”

			“Even I’ve played golf with him,” he muttered, lowering his voice at his proximity to the man who had—to use his own Victorian vernacular—deflowered his daughter. I understood for the first time that among the riot of emotions swamping him like a flash flood was betrayal.

			“He’s not evil,” I said, which seemed true enough at the time, though I’m less sure now.

			“Of course he is! No, Mira, no: he’s done. He’s done with you, and he’s done in this town. He’s going to pay for this, I assure you.”

			“You can’t go to the police,” I said, part plea and part debate-class argument. “You just said it wasn’t rape.”

			“I said it wasn’t statutory rape.”

			“It wasn’t any kind of rape!”

			(This was, alas, obfuscation. Or confusion. Or mere panic.)

			“But I can go to Catton,” he continued, ignoring me. “Your mother and I can. Or maybe we all go pay a little visit to Catton and his wife.”

			“He has children,” I argued.

			“And you’re a child!” said my father, raising his voice for the first time. “You’re a child, Mira, and what he did to you…well, it’s unspeakable. It’s goddamn unspeakable.”

			“I’m fine,” I tried to reassure them, “and I’m not a child. And…”

			“And what?” asked my mother.

			“And, after Kenny, I just can’t bear this. I can’t bear more, I don’t know, shame.”

			Did I expect them to say to me, as they’d been saying about my hitting the golf ball that killed Kenny Foster, that I’d done nothing wrong and, thus, had no reason to feel shame? Perhaps. But I did feel ignominy and embarrassment and self-loathing, and this was all too much. “Please, let this go. I promise, I’ll end it. I won’t see him anymore.”

			“She is off to Yale in a few weeks,” my mother said, and even though I had no intention of going, I was not going to dispute this that moment if it kept Theo and me from the public shaming of the Tallmadge stocks. “That would seem to end it, anyway, Peter. And hasn’t she gone through enough already? I’m not her and I’m exhausted.”

			My father stood, and his shadow upon my mother’s skin was penumbral. I do not believe he knew then of my mother’s affair with Sam Stetson or how that affair was affecting my mother’s reaction to her eighteen-year-old daughter’s involvement with another infidelious neighbor. “I’m exhausted, too. But Theo Catton is a bastard, and he will not get away with this,” he said, and before my mother or I could change his mind—and I am unsure how seriously my mother wanted to—he was through the front door. I ran after him, but he wouldn’t roll down the car window to talk to me, and he fishtailed his way in reverse as he left our driveway and started off to confront his daughter’s lover and break up a marriage.

		

	
		
			
				7

				The Imbalance of Power

			
			Was it humiliation or love that motivated my father to confront Theo Catton? It was, I suppose, a mixture of both.

			

			 

			

			I ran back inside our house and took the stairs two at a time to the second floor after my father left, racing past my mother, and went to my parents’ bedroom, where there was an upstairs telephone. I slammed the bedroom door, aware that my mother might follow, and locked it. There I called the Cattons’, and even though Mrs. Catton answered, I spoke, asking to speak to her husband. Flummoxed, perhaps bemused, maybe even aware on some level that the ground beneath her was moving and her life was about to change, she said he had just gotten home and called him to the phone. She bid me goodbye and handed him the receiver.

			I warned him, my voice moving between a tremulous waviness and urgent wails, that he had been wrong about Nick Foster. The man had gone to my parents and revealed that he’d seen us at the hotel. And now my father was on his way to their house to confront him and would be there in seconds.

			“But my father believes we only went to the hotel that one time and that I was eighteen,” I told him. “My parents are both convinced of that. They have no idea how long it’s been going on and they have no proof.”

			“Thank you,” he said. I could tell he was stunned. “I’ll meet your father in the driveway. Try to spare my family.”

			I think by that he meant he was hoping, somehow, to prevent his wife from finding out what he had done. Or, at least, what my father knew he had done.

			Obviously, he failed. That was never going to happen.

			

			 

			

			My mother insisted I open the door, and since Theo had hung up and it was her and my father’s bedroom, I obliged. Then I sat back down on their bed.

			“Sweetheart. My girl.”

			I wiped at my face. There were tears on my cheek that felt thick as gravy.

			“You can cry,” said my mother. “Go ahead.” She went to my father’s armoire and retrieved one of his crisp white handkerchiefs for me. Then she sat on the mattress beside me, her hands folded demurely in her lap.

			“What do you think will happen to him?” I asked.

			“You mean Theo?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“If you’re asking will your father punch him or something, no. Nor will Theo punch your father. And no one’s about to call the police.”

			She was wrong about that—the punching. But not about the police.

			“Not Mrs. Catton?” I asked.

			“On what grounds? Her husband had a marital infidelity? He exploited an eighteen-year-old girl? Neither’s a crime. They’re wrong. What he did was terribly wrong. But you don’t go to jail for that. Besides…”

			“Besides what?”

			“Eleanor is a mother. She has two kids and no job—and a very nice house. The last thing she wants is her husband behind bars. Whatever he did, she sure doesn’t want it to ruin her children’s lives.”

			I blew my nose. “You…”

			“Go on.”

			“You and Mr. Stetson. How long has that been going on?” I hadn’t planned to toss that grenade. But I hadn’t planned any of the madness that it felt, suddenly, I had unleashed upon the world.

			“I didn’t know you knew,” she said evenly. She didn’t even try to deny it. Her face was impenetrable. “How?”

			I told her about seeing Harvey on the Stetsons’ screened porch the previous autumn. “Are you still seeing him?”

			“Is that your business, sweetheart?”

			“Is my seeing Theo yours?”

			She smiled at me, all love and reason. “It’s an interesting distinction, isn’t it? You call one man Mr. Stetson, and the other Theo.”
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			“It’s because—”

			“I know why. We both do. But you see my point. Also, neither Sam nor I plan to break up a marriage. Tell me: Where did you think your dalliance with Mr. Catton…or Theo, as you will…was going?”

			“I wasn’t planning to break up a marriage, either.”

			“How well do you know Eleanor?”

			“You mean Mrs. Catton?”

			“Again, listen to yourself. He’s Theo, but she’s Mrs. Catton. What does that tell you?”

			“These are just verbal games. Semantics.”

			“No. These words are indicative of the power imbalance, Mira. There’s your relationship to him and your relationship to her, his wife. There’s his relationship to you. Your involvement with Theo wasn’t healthy or normal. That’s why your father and I are so upset.”

			“Oh, but Theo’s power over Eleanor is okay.”

			“Well, that’s not okay, either, I suppose. But it is normal or common or the status quo or whatever. Women’s libbers and bra burners would disagree. But the world is what it is.”

			“And still you play tennis with Mrs. Stetson. You play golf with her. Meanwhile, when she’s not around, you—”

			“I like Deirdre.”

			“You fuck her husband.”

			She turned to face me directly, and I saw I had pierced her usually indestructible composure. Another mother would have slapped me. But not mine. Of course. Instead, she used her aplomb like a rapier and said, “I can fuck whomever I please. That’s a prerogative of being forty-seven. You have no such privilege. And Mira?”

			I waited.

			“I know you’re reeling right now because of that Kenny boy,” she continued, having made her point and returning to a greater tragedy than her eighteen-year-old daughter’s sexual exploitation by a much older man. “I know you feel responsible. I know you feel a little cursed. I understand that. But, please, do not lash out at the people who really care about you and really love you. Your father and I are those people. Theo Catton is not.”

			I started to ask her if she loved my father, but I didn’t. Looking back, I think that’s because I feared the answer and didn’t want to hear it. A person can take only so much bad news before they collapse like a bad bridge.

			Later I would ask. Much later. But, by then, I was doing a lot more drugs.

			

			 

			

			At the very end of August, I was filling up my mother’s Camaro at the one gas station in Tallmadge, sipping a Tab as an attendant my age washed the front windshield. I saw in the rearview mirror a Ford Maverick pull in behind me, and there was Frank Pendleton behind the wheel. He would be returning to Colgate for his senior of college any day now, and I didn’t imagine he’d get out of the car. Frank still played a little golf, but he’d avoided me the few times we’d seen each other at the club that summer. Once, a few days before I killed Kenny Foster, I saw him lugging his golf bag into the bag room, but he looked so uncomfortable beneath my gaze it was as if he expected me to rush over and hit him—instead of one of his car’s windows—with a nine iron.

			Now, however, he surprised me. He climbed from his car and sidled over to my mother’s. It was the summer, and so my window was down. (Another girl might have rolled hers up as he approached. That was never me.)

			“Hey, Mira,” he said as the attendant was putting the squeegee away.

			“Hi, Frank.”

			He put his hand on the roof of the Camaro, leaned down, and said, “Rumor mill says you’re not going to Yale.” Did he actually want to make peace with me? He was three years older than I was, and the notion crossed my mind that he wanted to be a grown-up—though he sure as hell hadn’t wanted to engage with me at the club that summer. But perhaps he, too, had been shaken by Kenny Foster’s death.

			“No,” I said. “At least not this fall.”

			“I get that,” he murmured, his tone growing pensive. But then I saw the smirk and knew I had misread him once again. “After all, why do you want to be around a bunch of college boys when, I hear, your taste runs to middle-aged men and daddy dick?”

			For a moment I stared at him. Yes, I was a wounded gazelle, but I still had my horns. There it was, the intense rage frothing inside me that had led me once upon a time to drive golf balls into a net until my arms were leaden. I swung the car door open into his legs, catching him off guard and buckling his knees. He almost—but not quite—fell over.

			“Mira,” he said, “you got no club, so you got no game.”

			He gathered himself and sauntered back to his car with what looked to that attendant, I’m sure, like real swagger. But I noticed a slight limp, and he glanced over his shoulder to be sure that I wasn’t following him.

		

	
		
			
				Part Two

				[image: ]

				The Season of Depositions
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				“Your Life Sounds Like a Novel.”

			
			When I dug in my heels and it was clear I was not going to Yale, when my parents accepted the idea that never again was I going to play golf, when I demanded out of Tallmadge because I couldn’t bear the stares at the supermarket—the fact there were so many people in the village whose eyes I could no longer meet—they came up with a solution. Get a job. Actually, it was an edict. And, in truth, it was a good plan, and I liked it. By mid-October, I was working for a friend of my father’s at a glossy travel magazine on Forty-Seventh Street. I was a gopher—“secretarial assistant” was the term someone in personnel came up with—living with my aunt Julie and uncle Terence in Murray Hill. They lived only twenty blocks from the magazine, and so I was, in theory, in their care at night and under my dad’s friend’s nose by day. (We all know theories are often wrong. That’s why they’re theories. It was the autumn of 1978. Even the travel magazine had blow in the bathrooms, dispensed by other editorial assistants and interns with the same generosity with which my mother would pour houseguests their booze.) My parents didn’t trust me, which showed uncharacteristically solid judgment on their part, but it’s not like I was going to be wearing a tracking device. Twice every day, on my commute to and from work, I walked within blocks of the hotel where I had slept on occasion with Theo Catton and the steak house where we had dined for the last time.

			I expected to run into Theo and often rehearsed in my mind the things I might say and fantasized about what he would say in response. In those fancies, sometimes we’d go to that hotel and sometimes we wouldn’t. Sometimes he would apologize to me or I to him. We would be epically forlorn lovers, separated by a culture that didn’t understand what we meant to each other.

			Arguably, I should have built my writing career on romance and fantasy, rather than on bicyclists who are raped and flight attendants who are drunks.

			My aunt and uncle had a beautiful three-bedroom apartment with a picture-postcard view of the Empire State Building, and just one child, a son older than Spencer who had a job with a new “personal computer” company in northern California. (You’re thinking Apple and I’m being coy. When have I ever been coy? It was called SuperNova and shut its doors in 1982.) My cousin’s room was still his, though he lived three time zones to the west, and so I slept in the guest room with its views of Brooklyn, Queens, and the East River.

			And by the beginning of Thanksgiving weekend, I had a new Theo in my sights: a writing professor at NYU who’d published a couple of books to nice reviews, but hadn’t yet enjoyed the sort of sales that would allow him the freedom to steer clear of classrooms and aspiring novelists. In hindsight, Dennis Kerrington didn’t want that freedom. He liked the attention of young women, as you know now from his own memoir, and had the libido to keep two or three of us in his life at any one time well into his sixties. He was forty-five when we met at a bar on Second Avenue. I was a new kid living in the city for the first time, entertaining a friend from high school, and he was there with his brother.

			Dennis wasn’t on the hunt; Dennis was never on the hunt. Usually, the prey came to him every September and January of their own volition, the start of each semester, walking unaware into the leghold trap that was his classroom. I was at the bar with Marie Morris, who was home from Vassar for Thanksgiving and had come into the city the Wednesday night before the holiday to see me. The plan was that I would return to Tallmadge Thanksgiving morning with my aunt and uncle to celebrate the holiday at my home.

			

			 

			

			“Where is Theo living now?” Marie asked me that night in the bar.

			(Yes, in 1978, eighteen-year-olds could drink legally in bars. And we did.)

			“I don’t know. We don’t talk anymore,” I said. I was drinking a scotch and soda because I wasn’t in college and drank like my parents and their friends. Because Marie was in college, she drank like an eighteen-year-old, and thus was sipping an orangish concoction called—I kid you not—“Daddy, I Don’t Wanna Drink This.” It had a lot of booze and a lot of sweeteners. For all I know, among its ingredients were Whip’n Chill and Tang. “But I think he’s still in Westchester. When he moved out, my parents said he wanted to be near his kids.”

			“He’s a good dad,” she said, and I was unsure if she was being sarcastic. “God, I can’t believe you haven’t seen him.”

			“Everyone agrees that would be a bad idea—for everyone.”

			“Do you miss him?” Marie and I were the same age, but she seemed younger to me now. I suppose it was because she was in school and I was working with people older than me at a tony travel magazine. Even the editorial assistants were in their early and mid-twenties. Her drink seemed like a kid’s drink, not the alcohol an adult would order. Moreover, in addition to scotch, weed, and cocaine, thanks to one of those assistants—a cute guy who was twenty-two, which meant he was too young for my tastes—I was now adding quaaludes to my recreational potpourri. The fellow called himself Commander Quaalude and his pills “disco biscuits.” He wondered how I could resist his charms, and so, finally, I told him to check in with me when he turned forty-five.

			“Do I miss him?” I asked, repeating her question and thinking about it. “I miss feeling like a grown-up,” I answered finally. “I had two things that made me feel like I was different from everyone else. Theo and golf. And now they’re both gone.”

			“Golf doesn’t have to be gone.”

			“Oh, it does. I hate it now.”

			“Mira—”

			“Even the word, golf, makes me sick. And it makes me sad, because it reminds me of Kenny Foster and how much his family hates me.”

			“I don’t think they hate you. I mean, the whole reason Mr. Foster went to your parents was because he was worried about you.”

			“I get it. It’s just…it’s just too much, some days.”

			“And why do you want to be different from everyone else?” She rested her elbow on the bar, her chin in her hand, and added, “I mean, I don’t think you’re conceited. But why do you think you deserve to be different?”

			It was a fair question. But golf had always set me apart from my peers. Plenty of us were good at school and likely to spend four years at places like Princeton and Yale. I was not unique in that regard—Tallmadge gave us all a leg up. But in junior high I was playing golf with grown men, and by senior high I was destroying most of them. I had fallen hard for the delusion that I was special, and among the perks of being singular, that rare seashell on a beach awash in calcium carbonate, was that I could sleep with a man and not boys, and our bed wasn’t the back seat of a Chevy Caprice.

			“I don’t,” I said. “I know that now.”

			She slurped the last of her drink through her straw. She’d made her point. “How often do you think about him?”

			Him. Kenny Foster. I could hear the tremors of death and loss in the way she had lowered her voice.

			“All the time.”

			“So, it’s not just golf.”

			“No.”

			“I mean, is it, like, daily?” Again, there was that youth, the inability to fathom how one’s own mind could be so relentlessly cruel to oneself.

			“Maybe hourly. I don’t know. But I can be doing anything—xeroxing, finding someone a new typewriter ribbon in the supply closet, getting someone else their coffee—and I’ll see his body fall over and the book he was reading hit the ground. I’ll see the golf ball sitting on the green grass like a white egg. It was weirdly neon. The ball. So white. At least in my memory, it is. Range balls usually aren’t that white. They’re scuffed and grass-stained.”

			“What about Theo? Do you think about him that often?”

			“No. It’s less often. Mostly just walking to and from work, because I’m within blocks of our hotel. When you kill a kid, breaking up a marriage is a pretty forgettable misdemeanor.”

			“You didn’t kill—”

			“I did, Marie. I did.”

			Remember, in the magical thinking world in which I was living, Mira Land, the two were inextricably connected. The punishment for sleeping with a married man was Kenny Foster’s blood on my hands.

			

			 

			

			Dennis Kerrington was not married. I would not have slept with him if he were.

			At least that’s what I like to believe.

			He was standing at the bar beside us when Marie and I were discussing my crimes, getting another round for his brother and him. He told me later he had known that very second that he had to get to know me.

			“Your life sounds like a novel,” he said while the bartender was making the drinks.

			Marie and I exchanged a glance, unsure how much this older man had heard, but aware that he was interested in us. In me. She’d had boyfriends in Tallmadge but was single now at Vassar. (Back then, girls dramatically outnumbered boys at the newly coeducational college, and Marie had not yet even hooked up with another student. Now she was witnessing another man more than double my age see whether I was game.)

			“I’m not sure her parents would agree,” Marie told him, answering this interloper while I appraised him.

			“Do you two go to NYU?” he asked.

			“She goes to Vassar,” I answered. “I go to a travel magazine on Forty-Seventh Street.”

			“Where did you go to college?” he pressed, and I liked the idea he had assumed I was old enough to have finished school.

			“I didn’t. I don’t know how much you heard.”

			“I’m Dennis Kerrington,” he said, and he waited a beat, hoping one of us would recognize the name. When neither of us did, he continued, humbled not in the slightest by the idea that his name hadn’t caused our eyes to grow wide, “I teach at NYU. I’m a novelist. I heard just enough to know that your lives are interesting.”

			He was being polite when he said both our lives were interesting. I knew it, Marie knew it. Not that Marie’s life was any duller than most people’s, but we weren’t discussing her when Dennis had sidled up to the bar.

			Also? She hadn’t killed a kid with a golf ball.

			“I’m Mira,” I said.

			“I’m Marie.”

			And then Dennis said—and he said it to me, not Marie—“I’m not trying to pick you up, I promise. But I’m going to give you my card because it sounds like you’ve been through a lot. I teach writing, and writing can be cathartic. Helpful. It won’t heal you, but it may help you figure some things out. And that, in turn, may make you feel better. Call me, please, if you ever want to”—and he said the next two words with the erotic thrum that was his dog whistle—“explore that.”

			

			 

			

			Dennis was never going to be as obvious as Theo.

			They may have been contemporaries when it came to age, but Dennis spent lots of time with college students, and that kept him more (as we would say today) politically astute. Theo would make male golfer jokes about washing his balls—or having me wash his balls—that would never have crossed Dennis’s mind, and not because Dennis played tennis and squash, rather than golf, but because he understood that a young woman wouldn’t find them funny.

			I held on to his card for weeks before calling him, staring at it as if it had totemic powers. I’d be standing by the copy machine as it printed out pages and look at his name in the elegant cursive font; I’d be in the back of a cab and find myself pulling it from my purse; I’d be watching The Merv Griffin Show with my aunt and uncle, and I’d discover it in my hand as if it were rosary beads. Finally, in the second week of December, I called him. It was almost nine p.m. on a weeknight. He was home, he answered, and we agreed to meet that coming Saturday morning for breakfast at a diner on University Place.

			

			 

			

			I called Dennis for two unrelated reasons. My application to Smith College was now in the mail, and I thought I should reward myself with something more interesting than travel-magazine coke or getting drunk (again) at a bar. And my family and I had learned that I was going to be deposed in the lawsuit the Foster family was filing against the country club and the company that had manufactured the practice net, and if I was not yet frightened, I was unnerved.

			Oh, I suppose there was a third reason, too. I’d read Dennis’s first novel, and I liked it. I wanted to know more about this older man who had written it. Looking back, perhaps I just wanted an excuse, any excuse at all, to call him.

			

			 

			

			We had a booth by the window at the diner, and there was a dusting of snow on the cars lining the street.

			“You know,” I said as we sipped bad diner coffee (though it was only bad by today’s java standards), “I like the fact there is nothing clandestine about our meeting.”

			“Why would there be? Because you’re younger than me?”

			“Well, you’re not married.”

			“I have coffee with my students all the time, Mira.”

			“I’m not one of your students.”

			“Fair.”

			“And we’re having more than coffee. We just ordered eggs.”

			“Nevertheless, eggs are not necessarily an indication I have motives beyond discussing your…experiences.”

			“Not necessarily,” I agreed.

			“It’s Saturday morning, and breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

			“Have you ever been married?” I asked him.

			“Nope. No ex-wives. No children.”

			“Are you lonely?”

			“See?” he said, smiling at me in a way that made me happy. “That’s why I gave you my card. Writers ask meaningful questions.”

			“I’m not a writer. And you didn’t answer my question. Are you lonely?” I had learned with Theo that among the ways I could try to control the moment, despite the imbalance of power, was to ask the questions that caused him to look inward. Men back then hated to look inward. (Of course, I could also blow Theo. That worked, too. You’re scoffing because of how blow jobs in contemporary porn are filmed to degrade women. But ask yourself: Is a man ever more vulnerable than when his cock is in your mouth and his balls are, literally, in the palm of your hand?)

			Dennis put down his fork and nodded thoughtfully. He was smiling in the way he was in his author photo on his first book’s dust jacket, closemouthed and pensive. “Sometimes, I guess. Lonely might be too strong a word, but sometimes my place seems too big. It’s not big. But my feet echo when I first get home—before I take off my shoes. And when I toss my keys on the counter, they echo, too.”

			“Where do you live?”

			“Four blocks from here. A loft. But not a big loft.”

			“What does that mean, a loft? Is it one bedroom, two? Three?”

			“One bed. No bedroom.”

			I couldn’t envision it. But even if he wasn’t lonely, I was. “Can I see it?” I asked. I knew he’d say yes.

			

			 

			
				
			

			In 1978, you could still be what we sometimes (even now) call a midlist novelist and live in a loft that was probably twelve hundred square feet. The ceiling was fourteen feet high, and the windows facing Mercer Street ran six vertical feet from sill to sill. The only doors were the front door, a closet door, and a bathroom door. The walls were brick, and the art on the walls included magnificent black-and-white photos of grain elevators. When I was staring at one, he said, “That’s near Amarillo, Texas. My sister took it. Infrared film. That’s part of the reason why the clouds and the sky are so haunting.”

			“Is she a professional?”

			“Of course. Buy that in a gallery, and it will cost you more than my bed.”

			His eyes went to his bed, and so mine did, too. It was in a corner opposite the kitchen, and, hanging above it, was another, equally arresting grain elevator.

			“That one’s in Iowa,” he said, and then he took my hand and led me across the loft so I could see it more closely, and I knew, a frisson of arousal prickling my skin, that when we got to the side of the bed, he would undress me.

			

			 

			

			Pillow talk with Dennis was different than with Theo, largely because Dennis and I talked about Theo—and about Kenny. Dennis didn’t view it as surprising that I had walked away from golf, but he thought I would have been better off at Yale than at the travel magazine.

			“That’s because you’re a professor,” I said. I was resting my head on his chest. I scooted down slightly so I could press my ear against his heart and listen. I liked the way my head would rise and fall with his breathing, as if I were on an inflatable raft on a very gentle sea. (Years later, the first time I was pregnant, I thought it unfair that my husband could place his ear on my stomach and hear our daughter’s heartbeat, and I, the girl’s mother who was being forced to endure flatulence, hemorrhoids, and cankles, could not.)

			“I am,” he admitted, a little rueful. “I prefer to define myself as a novelist. But, yes, I do teach. Still, you would be better off in New Haven.”

			“Ah, but then I wouldn’t have met you, and we wouldn’t have just done that. And…” I stopped because I was content—which was rare—and didn’t want to break the spell.

			“And what?”

			“Never mind.”

			“No, tell me. Please.”

			“Fine. I couldn’t have done the work at Yale. I couldn’t have done the work anywhere. Not this fall, not this winter. I’m really not great at focusing on anything right now more challenging than remembering the bagel choices of the people at the magazine or following the jokes on Merv Griffin. My concentration leaps around like a puppy with too many toys.”

			“A puppy can’t have too many toys.”

			“You’re right.”

			“And you read my novel.”

			I ran my fingers down his sternum and then his stomach. Theo had loved it when I did this to him, and Dennis shivered now. I paused the tips of my nails at the edge of his pubic hair. “I did.”

			“Well, that demanded some concentration.”

			I considered teasing him and telling him it didn’t. The truth is, it hadn’t. “Reading for pleasure is one thing,” I said. “Deconstructing a text for a five-page essay is another.”

			“Obviously, I don’t teach my own books. Even I’m not that shameless a narcissist. But I have read essays when friends of mine have taught them at other schools.”

			“Your friends share the essays with you?”

			“The funny ones, yeah. The loopy ones.”

			“That feels kind of like a violation.”

			“Nah. I’ve never been shown a name. That’s what Wite-Out is for.”

			“That lawyer in your book,” I said. “He was pretty damn scary.”

			“Thank you.”

			“He’s not like my father at all. My father, as a lawyer, only sees the problems. Never, it seems, the opportunities.”

			“Then he’s a good lawyer,” Dennis murmured, but it was without conviction. Then, with what I would come to understand was his remarkable sense of intuition—a strength of many solid predators in the wild—he continued, “I hope you’re not nervous about that deposition you told me about.”

			“Of course I am.”

			“I’m sure your father can reassure you better than I can, but I can’t for the life of me see how it could have any negative consequences. You hit a golf ball. That’s all you did.”

			“I’ve been hearing that for over four months now.”

			“Well, listen to what all of us grown-ups are saying.”

			“Am I not a grown-up?”

			“You know what I meant.”

			“I’m not afraid of the legal consequences,” I said. “Not anymore. I just don’t want to have to relive it as part of the legal record. It’s a nightmare. You’ve never killed a person.”

			“No, I haven’t.”

			“And I can’t bear being in Tallmadge.”

			“I thought the deposition was in Manhattan.”

			“It is. I meant going back there in my mind for the lawyers. But yeah, I really hated being back home over Thanksgiving—except for being with our dog, Harvey. That was wonderful and had me crying with happiness the first night. Not exaggerating. I was so happy to see him, I was crying. I thought I’d stopped missing him after the first few days at my aunt and uncle’s. Nope. Seeing Harvey? Smelling him? Hugging him? He was like Linus van Pelt’s security blanket, and I couldn’t stop cuddling him when I was back home. But…”

			“But?”

			“But whenever I left the house, I wore sunglasses, even though it was cloudy the whole Thanksgiving weekend, and a Yankees cap pulled down to my eyebrows. I kept expecting to run into Mrs. Foster or Mrs. Catton. They both hate me, and they both should. Their children must hate me. And my classmates? Either I disgust them because I was having sex with Theo Catton—Gross, gross, gross, he’s ancient!—or I’m the horrible girl who killed Kenny Foster.”

			He cleared his throat. Then he cleared it again, and it was because he wanted to make a point.

			“Go on,” I said.

			“Be careful, please, with the ‘Gross, gross, gross, he’s ancient!’ observations.”

			“I didn’t say I thought you were gross or ancient. I didn’t say I thought Theo was. I was only telling you one more reason why I hated being home.”

			He stroked my hair. The truth is, I was in his bed because he was older. I liked it when he—and Theo before him—would wrap one arm beneath my shoulders and the other beneath my knees, folding me into him.

			“Are your family still members of the country club?”

			“Yes. But they don’t go anymore. It’s pretty uncomfortable for them. And it’s mostly quiet in the winter, anyway. Only the dining room and card rooms are open now. They’re building squash courts and paddle tennis courts, but they won’t be ready until next year. And I’d be surprised if my parents remain in the club when it’s time to renew their membership in June.”

			We lay like that until Dennis gently pushed me off his chest and reached for his cigarettes on the nightstand. I didn’t smoke, but he did. So had Theo. The idea they smoked and I could lie on my back and watch the gray-blue exhalations of these older men curlicue up from the beds we were sharing toward the ceiling always made me feel at once very mature because I was with them and naked, and very childlike because I didn’t share their habit. I understood it was a precipice, and I savored the vista.

			“You should write all these feelings down,” he said. “Think Hemingway. Sit down at your typewriter and open a vein.”

			“God. Sounds like suicide.”

			“It’s the opposite. He meant—”

			“I know what he meant,” I assured him. “What are you suggesting, a short story?”

			“Sure.”

			“How do you know I can write?”

			“I don’t. But you got into Yale, so there’s that. And here’s the reality about writing. While few people are born with the innate talent of Emily Dickinson or Saul Bellow, scribble long enough and eventually you’ll be a passable writer. Good God, I’m no Capote or Marquez, but I make a living. A lot of writing is just practice.”

			“Like golf.”

			“Yup.”

			“I’ve come to the conclusion that I was never going to win an LPGA tournament. But I might have made the tour. Maybe. And I definitely could have been a pro at a lot of clubs.”

			“My point exactly.”

			I didn’t know it at the time, because just thinking about Kenny often upset me. But a seed had been planted. When he snuffed out his cigarette and went to shower, I looked at the fine-point Bic pens he kept in a mug on his desk and the stack of yellow legal pads beside it, and wondered how he began. How did he find that first sentence?

		

	
		
			
				9

				Why Might an Older Man Recommend Lolita to His Much Younger Lover?

			
			It was Dennis who thought I might get a kick out of Lolita. Those were the words he used when he suggested the novel: I’d get a kick out of it. I read it that winter.

			It was an afternoon in April, the very day after I had stopped seeing him, that—still furious with him, a woman scorned—I got the tattoo.

			“You took advantage of my disadvantage.”

			Lolita herself says that. She says it to Humbert Humbert.

			I see the tattoo more often in the summer than the winter, because in the winter I’m wearing sweaters and shirts with long sleeves. But even on the coldest days between January and March, I spot it. There it is when I shower or take a bath or get dressed or undressed. There it is when I wrap my naked arm around my naked husband’s neck or back when he’s inside me.

			Sometimes, strangers ask me what it says, because it’s difficult to read if you don’t lean into me or ask me to parade it for you. Often, it’s other people with tattoos who inquire. I read them the quote and, afterward, only the most inquisitive or least well socialized press for the story behind it.

			Or writers. They’ll ask. Always.

			

			 

			
				
			

			I had been to my father’s office at MetLife at least a half dozen times in my life, and the law firm’s conference room where I was deposed in the looming civil suit was not dissimilar to the ones I had walked past at the insurance company. Dark paneled walls on three sides, windows overlooking Park Avenue on the fourth, a long, thick table that appeared as heavy as a flatbed truck. The chairs were leather and deep, and they swiveled. If I hadn’t been nervous or if I’d been alone, very likely I would have used my feet to spin around a few times. Maybe many times. Almost every chair at the long table was taken.

			My father was not representing me, of course, but he was a member of the defense team so he could be protected by the bubble of attorney-client privilege—and, thus, be in the room with me during the deposition. My mother, however, was not allowed in. There were two lawyers defending the country club, two more defending the driving range net company, and another pair representing the plaintiffs, all of them men, and the attorney my father had retained for me, a fellow his age whom he had known since law school named Cleon Barker. There was also a paralegal who had a half decade and change on me and a feeble little mustache the color of corn silk. We were at the firm where Barker was a partner. I had been told I needn’t fear that either of Kenny Foster’s parents would be in attendance, and, indeed, they were not. Thank God. My father’s friend had prepped me on the sorts of things I’d be asked, and I’d found him reassuring. His first years out of law school, he’d been a civil rights lawyer and had known Martin Luther King Jr. He was, my father said, the first Black partner at this firm, which he viewed as a testimony to Barker’s brilliance—the unspoken assumption being that his friend had to be both smarter and work harder than the white lawyers at the firm who craved that sort of plum.

			The firm was one of the old, elite white-shoe practices, a moniker that was derived from an earlier era when the attorneys might have worn white buckskin shoes. (That didn’t mean that the lawyers back in the day weren’t also racist, anti-Semitic, elitist, and socially smug—and, invariably, as white as new golf balls. Often, they were all those things.) The only woman in the room, other than me, was the stenographer, though a female secretary had seated us and brought in coffee and soft drinks for everyone, and emptied the ashtrays before we began. It was the first week in January 1979, and so my mother, alone in the reception area, wasn’t wearing any of her Capezio kitten-heel pumps—she must have had five or six pairs in a rainbow of colors—but waited for us all instead in Frye boots that almost reached her knees. I was wearing a pair, too, though mine looked more distressed. The men on both sides of the litigation were in similar dark suits, but their shirts tended toward shades of pastel that were mod, their neckties awash in paisleys and sailboats.

			I had peed before we started, but no more than ten minutes into the questioning, all of which had been prosaic and harmless, I had to pee again out of anxiety and fear, and so I answered most of the questions with an ever-increasing pressure in my bladder and a desire to excuse myself. But answer them I did. Mostly they were about my background as a golfer, how long I had been playing the sport, and why I enjoyed it.

			About fifteen minutes in, that all changed.

			“Let’s move to August 3, 1978,” said a lawyer named Burt Montgomery, one of the two lawyers for the Foster family. The date was almost exactly five months earlier. “You were at the Tallmadge Country Club, right, Mira?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you recall the weather?”

			I remembered the beachy smell of the Coppertone I was wearing. “It was sunny. There was a little breeze, but not much.”

			“What were your plans that day?”

			“I was driving a bucket of balls at the practice net after lunch, and then I was going to play a round of golf.”

			“How often did you drive at the club?”

			“Probably four days a week. A bucket or two at a time.”

			“That’s a lot, right?” the lawyer asked. He had a voice that was soothing. He sounded like he belonged on late-night AM radio, telling stories like raconteur Jean Shepherd.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Did a lot of people at the club use it—the driving net?”

			“No, not really. I hardly ever had to wait to use it. It was almost always available.”

			“There was only room for one person at a time?”

			“Yes.”

			“The club pro used it occasionally, correct? Harry Fallows?”

			“Sure.”

			“You ever take lessons from Harry?”

			“When I was younger. But he stopped being my coach when I was fourteen. He kind of wasn’t a fan of me.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know for sure. But I think he was always a little scared I’d make him look bad.”

			“Why did you stop taking lessons with him at fourteen?”

			“Well, I didn’t need him. I had Heidi.”

			“In other words, you began training with Heidi Romming?” Montgomery asked.

			When I nodded, the lawyer smiled and pointed at the stenographer, a polite reminder that I needed to speak my answers aloud. “Yes,” I said obediently, and likely louder than necessary.

			“Did you ever see Harry giving other people lessons at the net?”

			“Yes,” I answered. None of this had been part of my prep with Cleon Barker, but it all seemed innocuous enough.

			“So, August third,” Montgomery said, and I supposed our detour was behind us. “Did you check the mesh before you started?”

			My lawyer looked at me in a way that was meaningful but I couldn’t decipher. I wanted to say that I hadn’t noticed any rips in the netting. Either the tear had not been there when I started or the webbing was just (well) hanging by a thread and was ripped apart by the golf ball. But perhaps Mr. Barker didn’t want me to answer this.

			“Mira?” Montgomery pressed.

			“No,” I answered finally.

			“The net was designed for home use. It wasn’t meant for country clubs or public courses. Did you know that?” Montgomery asked.

			“No,” I said again. I’d never thought about where the net belonged.

			“Had you ever had any problems with it?” he continued.

			“Like what?” I asked, looking for land mines. I had given a statement to one of the police officers at the scene, and Mr. Barker had studied it to make sure I had revealed nothing (his words) inadvertently incriminating. Apparently, I hadn’t. He’d also reviewed the notes from the two detectives who’d come to our house that night. Again, I hadn’t shot myself in the foot. Nevertheless, I had my guard up during this deposition.

			Montgomery shrugged. “You tell me. I’m not much of a golfer.”

			“Well, no. I mean, using it was never as useful as going to a real driving range. I never knew how far the drive had gone, the way you can at a real range. There used to be this target in the mesh that you wanted to hit, depending on which club you were using, but I never found it helpful. In fact, I found it not helpful. You’re supposed to keep your head down when you swing, you know, but if you wanted to see where the ball had hit the target, you had to pull your head up instantly. And that could only create bad habits. I complained about it to Harry. To be honest, I kind of had a hissy fit. I just didn’t understand why the club had such a ridiculous net.”

			All of the lawyers, including my father, were looking at me as if I had just told them it had been my goal to hit Kenny Foster, or revealed something they didn’t know—or something that at least my father and Cleon Barker didn’t know. One of the lawyers for the net company was unable to restrain a small smile, and both of the country club’s attorneys sat forward, their unease obvious even to me.

			“When was this?” asked Montgomery. “Your…hissy fit?”

			“July, I think.”

			“Did you remove the target?” asked one of the lawyers representing the practice net manufacturer, but a Foster family lawyer cut him off.

			“You’ll get your turn, Robbie,” he said to him. Then the Fosters’ attorney asked me—and it was almost comic—“Yes, Mira, please tell us: Did you remove the target?”

			Once more, Barker gave me a look and then said, “Mira, do you need a bathroom break?” I was confused, supposing the guy was clairvoyant. Then I feared I might have been fidgeting like a toddler with a full bladder.

			“You can’t take a break after I ask a question,” said Montgomery.

			And instantly I understood. “Yes,” I told Mr. Barker. “I do. Kind of desperately.” And I raced from the conference room before anyone could stop me, still not sure why this mattered, but aware that my lawyer wanted to pause the deposition.

			

			 

			
				
			

			In the hallway, the conference room door shut behind us, Barker looked at me after I emerged from the ladies’ room. My parents had joined us. He said, his tone curt, “There was a target?”

			“Yes.”

			“You never told us.”

			“I never thought about it.”

			“When was it taken down?”

			“I don’t know. A few days before the accident.”

			“Did you take it down?”
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			“No.”

			“Do you know who did?”

			“No idea. I’ve always assumed it was Harry,” I answered.

			“The net was purchased by the club four years ago,” said Barker. “I want to confirm: the target was definitely there the last few years. It only came down last summer.”

			“Yes.”

			“Let’s be very, very clear here,” Barker continued. “You yourself never touched it, right?”

			“Right.”

			“How was it attached?”

			A vapor of dread had enveloped our corner of the corridor. “I think it was sort of sewn onto the nylon mesh,” I answered. “That’s why I never touched it. I didn’t like it, but I didn’t take it down.”

			“Even though you didn’t like it and were often the only person using that net for practice?”

			“Yup.”

			Barker turned to my father and said, “The company has two versions of that net, one with a target, one without. The company thought they’d sold the country club the one without the target. That’s what they thought they’d shipped, and we’ve all been assuming that was the model that failed. But, it seems, they shipped the one with the target.”

			“What did it look like?” my mother asked me. She’d never used the net. She’d barely thought about it until the day I killed Kenny Foster.

			“The target? A dartboard.”

			“How big was it?” asked our lawyer.

			“Well, bigger than a dartboard. Maybe twice as big.”

			“Why does this matter?” my mother asked.

			“This is the first we’re hearing of a target,” Barker replied.

			“And it matters because it’s possible someone affected the integrity of the mesh when they removed it—the target,” my father said to her. Then he started to—and this word was not around in 1979, but it should have been—mansplain to her what he viewed as the nuances of the case. He might have gone on for a long time, but his acquaintance from law school stopped him before he could.

			“Duty. Breach. Causation. Damages,” said Barker, using his left index finger to touch a finger on his right hand with each word. “Those are the four essential elements in a negligence claim. The country club is claiming the net company was negligent, and the net company is pinning it on the country club. Whatever manual the club used to assemble the net is long gone, and so we’ve all been reviewing the one the net company provided—which is for the model without a target. The point? This is the first time we’re all hearing that there was a target and someone might have been screwing around with the net in ways that affected its structural integrity and made this sort of accident more likely.”

			“Has Harry Fallows been deposed?” my father asked.

			“Not yet.”

			“Well, his testimony just got a lot more interesting.”

			“Why?” my mother asked.

			“As Mira said, he was probably the one who took it down. He or maybe Curt Bolger,” my father said, referring to Harry’s assistant. “But Curt only would have done it if Harry told him to.”

			He was probably right. Once again, I felt a wave of nausea, that feeling on the carnival ride when it spins too fast for too long. One Saturday in July, I was pissed off that I had no tee time while all the men and their guests did, and thus had been exiled to the practice net. On my way there, I’d complained to Harry about how much I hated the target, how it could ruin a person’s game, and how I just wished that ridiculous bull’s-eye was gone. I hadn’t specifically asked him to take it down, but as the club’s promising golf star and the pied piper who led Mira’s Moppets—and, yes, as a member speaking to the pro—I knew my complaint would be viewed as a demand.

			I knew.

			

			 

			

			Another summer Saturday afternoon, this one when I was fourteen, I went to the club to play eighteen holes all alone. It was my first summer being coached by Heidi Romming, I was in the midst of a growth spurt, and I could feel almost weekly how much better my game was getting. My tee time was two o’clock. I was in the box on the first hole, waiting to start. There was a foursome of women putting on the first green, and so I waited. Because I was alone, I figured they would let me play through by the third or fourth hole. Harry Fallows saw me standing there, lingering with my driver across the back of my neck and shoulders like a yoke.

			“Come on, Mira,” he said, “you can’t possibly believe even you can reach the green in one.”

			The women’s tee was 317 yards from the pin. No woman drives a ball that far, and, as I have admitted, my strength was never my long game. Still, I was insulted that he thought I was either so overconfident or so stupid. I had been playing this course since I was a little kid. I knew it was always at least two shots to the green, and that assumed my second shot was perfect. Often, it took three, the third being a difficult chip from nearby rough or a difficult blast from one of three bunkers. So, there was something provocative and condescending about his remark, another indication of how our relationship had changed since I had started working with Heidi. A part of it, I’m sure, was that he wished my father was paying him the not-insubstantial retainer he was paying this former LPGA golfer who was upping my game. But another part of it was simple pride. He was the club pro at Tallmadge, he gave the lessons. Good Lord, he had been giving me lessons before Heidi.

			I was undecided how caustic to be in my response. I was still only fourteen, but that’s plenty old enough to be a mouthy teen. Also, let’s not forget, I was impulsive when I felt challenged or wronged. But, for a moment, I kept it together. The foursome on the green had now finished and started toward the second hole. I placed my ball on the tee and lined up before it.

			“I’ll give you a million dollars if you reach the green in one,” he said, laughing derisively.

			“You don’t have a million dollars.”

			What I had said was cutting and creepy and degrading, words that telegraphed my sense of entitlement and the class chasm between us.

			“Okay, then,” he said calmly, leaning into my mean-spirited little dig. “How about this: you hit the green on this drive and I will be your caddy for the weekend.”

			“Seriously?”

			“I will carry your bag. And smile.” He hadn’t even asked for a counteroffer, a proposal of what I would do if I failed.

			I nodded, addressed the ball, and took a deep breath to center myself. And then I swung with all my might. It was a drive so god-awful that it did not merely fall well short of the green. I sliced it so badly that it landed in the grass near the parking lot and bounced onto the asphalt, where it gained speed and rolled under easily three or four cars before coming to a stop against a curb.

			For a long second, neither of us said a word. Then he observed, “We have men’s tees and ladies’ tees. Maybe we need tees for the teens. And for the beginners.”

			I was furious with myself, but I was angrier with him.

			“Can I make a suggestion?” he asked.

			“On my swing?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“No.”

			“Okay.” He started to walk away, and I started toward the parking lot to retrieve the ball. But then he stopped. “I really think you need to practice your tee shots with that coach of yours, Mira,” he said. “You could have hurt someone.”

			

			 

			

			Animal House, though long gone from theaters by the winter, continued to haunt me, even though I hadn’t seen it.

			One night when I was with Dennis in his loft, he climbed out of bed and instead of retrieving his cigarettes, as I expected, returned with his weed. He had a little pipe, the stem wood, and he sat beside me while I lolled naked in the pillows and sheets, and packed the bowl. He offered me the first hit, holding the lighter near the flakes, and then he took a deep inhalation himself.

			“I seem to excel at a certain kind of trope,” he said. “Think Donald Sutherland in Animal House.”

			I told him that I had absolutely no idea what he was talking about. And so he told me about the English professor, played by Sutherland, and the college kids and the weed and how the English professor sleeps with Boon’s girlfriend, played by Karen Allen. Then he said, “I cannot believe you’ve never seen the movie.”

			After I explained why—the golf ball, the horse, the guy who gets conked in the head—he said, “I think you’re reading too much into some slapstick comedy. I don’t see a parallel between what you witnessed and what happens in the movie.”

			“I didn’t witness it,” I reminded him. “I did it.”

			

			 

			

			Sometimes, as I’ve done occasionally in this story, I conflate Theo and Dennis. That’s not fair to Dennis. Yes, he was older than me, but I should have been in college that winter, and college girls sleep with their professors all the time.

			Also, with Dennis I was eighteen, and then I turned nineteen. I was fifteen the first time Theo took me to bed. I was a sophomore in high school.

			The difference between fifteen and nineteen might not be the Grand Canyon, but it is a chasm of some magnitude. Let’s not forget: Dennis picked me up in a bar where I was drinking legally. Theo hit on me at the country club when I was not even old enough to be taking AP history courses in high school.

			

			 

			

			Working at the travel magazine did not give me wanderlust. But the presence of all those editors and writers did inspire me. (Yes, I was drinking too much, snorting coke, and smoking weed, but not twenty-four seven—just enough to keep me a step removed some hours from the recollection of Kenny Foster’s dead, blank face in the moments before the EMTs arrived.) Also, the fact I was but a gopher gave me time to write—and I was surrounded by words and the passion that these people brought to something as prosaic as, well, a sentence. Sure, Time Traveler wasn’t The New Yorker, but these people took a paragraph very, very seriously. They couldn’t help but motivate me. And so, on a Monday in March, I sat in my little cubicle over lunch with a bagel and the IBM Selectric typewriter that came with the desk, and began to write. I couldn’t bear to write about Kenny, and so instead I wrote about Theo and me. I renamed my older lover, now separated from his wife and children, Bradley. I wasn’t sure how much I could reveal legally, and I wondered what my parents would think—what my friends would think. They knew by then, but it was another thing to know the gritty details, even if shrouded with a fictional caul. I decided that if whatever I wrote was ever published, I’d use a pseudonym. Perhaps, just like the closest thing to porn that had ever appeared in our house (hidden barely at all in my mother’s nightstand), The Sensuous Man by M and The Sensuous Woman by J, my book’s byline would be but a letter.

			I had read Lolita by then, Dennis suggesting the novel because—remember—he had thought I “might get a kick out of it.” Did the recommendation reveal great self-awareness because he hoped it would break me of an unhealthy addiction to older men? Or did he propose it with an irony so unfettered it bordered on cruelty? Writing now as a longtime novelist dabbling for the first time in memoir, I’m going to bet on the latter.
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				Fore!

			
			When I got into Smith in April 1979, my mother—Smith College class of 1953—and I went to Northampton. It was a sort of mother/daughter celebration weekend. She had no idea I was dreading the getaway because it was going to mean nearly three days when I couldn’t do cocaine till my nose bled with travel magazine interns, drink till I passed out with other random, floundering young women, and fuck a college professor more than twice my age till (some nights) we could barely walk from the bed to the shower. Oh, and I’d have to endure seventy-two hours when I couldn’t smoke so much weed that my blue eyes would have enough red that they’d look like an American flag.

			But the reason I recall that weekend in Massachusetts most was this conversation. On Saturday night, we had dinner at the home of a professor there with whom my mother had been friends when she’d been at Smith and he’d been a student at Amherst. He was tall and slender and actually chewed on the earpiece of his tortoiseshell eyeglasses as if he were in an Edward Albee play, and smelled of the same Brylcreem my father used. His wife was wearing the sort of espadrilles that filled my mother’s shoe racks. They both knew my story: I had been planning to go to Yale, but after killing a kid with a golf ball had taken a year off and now chosen Smith College instead.

			Midway through dinner, the professor started sharing with me which courses he thought I’d enjoy, given what he said my mother had told him about my interests. (Oh, I imagined asking, you have classes here on golf and quaaludes and girls who fuck older men? but I merely smiled politely.) With genuine delight, he said that over the next four years I could take such English classes as “Gothic Horror in the Twentieth Century,” “Passion and Pulp,” and “The Soul of the Pratfall.”

			“The curriculum has come a long way since the 1950s,” observed my mother.

			“Oh, it has,” agreed the professor’s wife. “You wouldn’t think things like pratfalls can be both comic and, well, soul crushing. But the syllabus is a gem, and you see why humor and sadness are often siblings.”

			Which was when the professor forever anchored himself in my memory by saying, “There’s a truism that has been attributed to lots of observers of the human psyche over the centuries, but it’s essentially this: it’s tragedy when it happens to you and it’s comedy when it happens to somebody else.” He turned to me and added, “Look at that poor caddy: getting whacked by a golf ball? That’s the stuff of comedic legend—unless you’re the one who is hit in the head.”

			Or, I would have added if I were older, you’re the one who hit the golf ball.

			

			 

			

			Smith, I realized, now that it was my destination, had something else going for it. No one else from Tallmadge High School was there. A pair of students from Tallmadge were at Mount Holyoke, another was at Amherst, and a fourth was at Hampshire. But at Smith, I would have at least a chance at anonymity. Students might not know my history in high school, and how bad choices and bad luck marked me as much as the colors of my eyes or my hair.

			

			 

			

			I was going to be deposed a second time because of the revelation about the target. So, the day before my second deposition, I met once again with my father and Cleon Barker at Barker’s law firm. My lawyer wanted to prep me for the sorts of questions I was very likely to be asked. When we finished, a little before five in the afternoon, my father announced that he had about an hour of work left at the office. My mother, who had come into the city, suggested we go for a drink at one of the bars in Grand Central Station before she and my father took the train back to Tallmadge. Since I had been living with my aunt and uncle, I rarely saw my parents in person. Like most younger or youngest children, I was oblivious to whatever they were feeling about having become empty nesters when I left. I imagined, when I contemplated their lives without me in Tallmadge, that mostly they were relieved to have the source of so much gossip and innuendo and bad behavior out of sight and out of mind.

			But, of course, I wasn’t out of mind. How could the kid who had killed Kenny Foster and broken up Theo and Eleanor Catton’s marriage ever be forgotten? Their daughter had left a tornado-like path of destruction in her wake.

			And the fact I had learned nothing? The fact I was already a functional hot mess? The fact I had a coke spoon in my purse worthy of Studio 54 that very moment? Oh, I’m not proud. Still, as Emily Dickinson taught us, “Tell all the truth but tell it slant.” And my own slant on my life was that I had earned my badge as a pariah.

			My mother and I went to the Oyster Bar, and she ordered a Harvey Wallbanger, and I surprised her by asking for a martini. I was still anxious from our meeting with my lawyer and wanted a very stiff drink. (Oh, who am I kidding? Back then I always wanted a very stiff drink.) I also felt quite grown-up amidst the marble walls and the crowds of commuters, much as I did when I was at the magazine or in bed with an NYU professor and established novelist, and that ameliorated my anxiety as much as the booze. We were close to the hotel that had been Theo’s and my undoing, but all my mother was focused on was her proximity to the train that later that evening would ferry her and my father home. She didn’t bring up the deposition, and initially asked only innocuous questions about the magazine and whether I was happy living with my aunt and uncle. But then she asked whether I was finding nice boys to date in the city, because I hadn’t mentioned anyone whenever we’d spoken on the telephone.

			“I think I’m steering clear of romance for the moment,” I lied.

			And it was a lie, not merely because I was sleeping with Dennis, but because I was viewing whatever I had with Dennis as something more promising than my involvement with Theo. I never expected Theo to leave his wife for me. I never wanted that. (In hindsight, what did I want? I have never been able to answer that for a therapist. One shrink said to me, “Perhaps the problem was that all you wanted was to please him.” Yeah. That was the problem.)

			“But you’re seeing friends,” she said. I replied that I was, but I noticed her eyes were taking in the men at the bar and the men racing for trains. I knew my mother was a sexual being because I knew she had had an affair with Sam Stetson. It was entirely possible that she was involved with him still. Just because her daughter had been outed as a Tallmadge home-wrecker didn’t mean she herself needed to come clean.

			Still, as I watched her looking over my shoulder, her eyes alighting briefly on different men like bumblebees on borage, I couldn’t resist asking, “And you?”

			“And me?”

			“Are you seeing friends?”

			“Of course I am. I like people. Why would you ask such a thing?”

			“You just asked me.”

			“I know you went through a lot. I know you’re going through a lot. I’m worried, sweetheart, that’s all. I’m worried.”

			I took a great swallow of my martini, savoring the burn in my chest. “Can I ask you something else?”

			“Sure.”

			“Are you still having an affair with Mr. Stetson?”

			She gazed at me intensely for a long moment, oblivious now to everyone but me in the cavernous netherworld of Grand Central, and crunched down hard on the ice cube she had in her mouth.

			“I’m curious: Did you ever tell Spencer?” she asked, and I was hurt that her first reaction was to wonder if my spectacularly perfect older brother knew.

			“No.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“Of course I’m sure. So…are you?”

			“No,” she said, finally looking down so she could reach for the comfort of her tumbler. She drained all but the ice. “I broke it off.”

			“Because I told you I knew?”

			“Because I wanted to be able to pay attention to you. To care for you.”

			“I’m not living with you.”

			“I’m still your mother.”

			“Did Mrs. Stetson ever find out?”

			“Deirdre? No. At least I don’t think so. I think Sam would have told me if he was going to confess. But why would he? Why risk breaking up his marriage? Why risk breaking up your father’s and my marriage?”

			“You never told me why you were sleeping with him.”

			She regarded me for a long moment. Then: “Because that’s none of your business.”

			“Do you love Dad?” The sound of my voice surprised me: suddenly, it sounded childlike—plaintive and desperate. I was young enough that I still wanted her to say that she did and she and my father would never divorce. And yet, I think there was a part of me that would not have been unduly alarmed by whatever she shared. When you’ve killed someone, even accidentally and even if it wasn’t absolutely your fault, you tend to take things like your mother’s infidelity and the prospect of your parents’ divorce with relative equanimity.

			“There are a thousand reasons why people have affairs. Yes, Mira, I love your father.”

			“You have no plans to leave him?”

			“No.”

			“But you only stopped seeing Mr. Stetson because of me. Doesn’t that mean that there’s something lacking in whatever you have with Dad?”

			“When you’re older, you’ll understand. When you’re older—”

			“Oh, please.”

			“When you’re older, you’ll be more comfortable with ambiguity.”

			“What does that mean?”

			She shrugged and finished her drink. Then she said, “You know your father. He has some exceptional qualities. Some really wonderful qualities.”

			“There’s a but coming.”

			Instead of answering my question, she said, “Last August was a wake-up call for me. I shouldn’t have been with Sam Stetson, except socially. What you were going through reminded me of my priorities.”

			Last August. Two words to summarize the death of Kenny Foster and the fallout that followed. “You’re not answering my question,” I said.

			“I love many things,” she replied finally. “Your father is among them. He’s not perfect, but I’m not either.”

			“Do you love many things or many men?”

			“I don’t love many men. I love one, and he’s your father,” she said, but her voice was lacking in conviction.

			“What about Mrs. Catton?” I asked, bringing up Theo’s wife, the woman I had wronged. “Do you ever run into her?”

			“No.”

			“What would happen if you did?”

			When my father had confronted Theo Catton about the fact the man was fucking me, it hadn’t gone the way either had expected. Theo had hoped to confine the conversation to the driveway outside his house and spare his family the drama. This was, of course, self-interest. Self-preservation. It was also delusional. Meanwhile, my father had expected that as paterfamilias, as a man with what he viewed as unassailable moral values, he would cow his deviant neighbor. This, too, was absolute fantasy. My father said later that he had never planned to hit Theo. But even the sort of legalistic hairsplitter that was Peter Winston had an ego; even a father who favored sons over daughters—or, perhaps, simply loved Spencer more than me—had a breaking point. Unlike his daughter, my father was not mercurial, but he was angry and he felt disrespected: he felt an unexpected and unfamiliar need to protect his child.

			And, suddenly, the two men were brawling. Right there in the Cattons’ driveway and their front yard. Two wealthy, middle-aged executives, a lawyer and a management consultant, the sorts of guys who wore suspenders and power red ties, neither of whom (thank God) had the slightest idea how to actually throw a punch. Still, Eleanor Catton had no clue who was—her opinion from the vantage point of the front door—attacking her husband, and so she called the police. And while Theo never filed charges and his (and my) story held that the two of us had had sex only after I was eighteen, the reason why my father had stormed over to the Cattons’ came out.

			The girl who killed Kenny Foster was also sleeping with Theo Catton—a married man two and a half times her age!

			If The Jerry Springer Show had been around in 1978, the producers would have moved heaven and earth to book me.

			And while it would turn out that my mother was correct when she said Eleanor Catton would not want to see her husband behind bars, she also did not want to see her husband beside her in bed. The marriage didn’t survive the revelation that Theo had taken eighteen-year-old Mira Winston to a hotel in Manhattan. And everyone in Tallmadge knew why the marriage was over, including their kids.

			“If Eleanor and I run into each other,” said my mother, “I doubt we will speak. At least not voluntarily. I keep my eyes out for her at the grocery store, and she, I suppose, keeps her eyes out for me. And people are sensitive to that. They don’t invite us to the same parties. And there’s no longer any chance we’ll run into each other at school functions because you’ve graduated.”

			“What about the club?”

			She sat back in her chair, crossing one leg over the other, and dangled her shoe by her toes. “Your father and I haven’t gone to any club functions this winter. I rather doubt Eleanor has, either,” she answered.

			I didn’t have to ask whether Theo had. He was living in exile, in an apartment somewhere in Westchester. I had no idea where. I had never run into him in Manhattan, but I did keep my eyes out for him whenever I was within blocks of his office.

			“I have no grudge with her, and she should have no grudge with me,” my mother continued, “except for one thing.”

			She raised a single eyebrow, and I waited.

			“She probably doesn’t think much of me as a mother—of how I raised you. Sometimes when children act out, we blame the parents. And sometimes that’s fair.”

			I did not say, Are you actually blaming me? Are you so out of your fucking mind that you are blaming your daughter because a man your age took her to bed when she was fifteen? But my mother didn’t know the “at fifteen” part.

			And, back then, my own self-loathing had the deep, entrenched roots of switchgrass. Remember, in Mira Land there was a precise cause and effect: the price you pay for fucking a married man is the death of Kenny Foster.

			So, perhaps, it is also worth noting that I did not ask my mother at that moment, And what price will you pay for fucking Sam Stetson?

			

			 

			

			It’s possible that some of you either skipped over my aside a moment ago about my father loving Spencer more than me or it didn’t register. Or, maybe, you thought the memoirist had opted for melodrama over memory.

			My parents had nicknamed Spencer the Pinnacle, as in “Is the Pinnacle calling tonight?” They pretended they were being sarcastic, they acted like they were teasing him, that it was their way of putting him in his place because he thought so highly of himself. It wasn’t. They meant it. They viewed him as all but flawless, the Pinnacle being shorthand for his perfection.

			And why shouldn’t they feel that way? He was—he is—charismatic and kind, funny and smart. Good God, I always loved him a thousand times more than I ever loved myself.

			

			 

			

			The next day, in the ladies’ bathroom at Cleon Barker’s law firm, before the second time I was going to be deposed, I did a line of coke and took three long swallows of scotch from the flask I had bought at a pawn shop in the East Village. I had not been with Dennis the night before, but I had arrived at my aunt and uncle’s apartment later than usual, worrying them, because I had been at CBGB till one a.m., jumping up and down (it would be a stretch to call it dancing) to a band called Safety Pin Pricks, the music so loud I likely lost thousands of tiny hearing hair cells in my ears, and doing more coke in yet another ladies’ bathroom.

			This might not have been the perfect way to approach a ten a.m. deposition, but I was reveling in my imperfections—which is a literary way of saying that I was falling fast down the stairs.

			Once more, other than the stenographer, I was the only woman in the room. Once again, my father was but one of eight male lawyers in Brooks Brothers suits.

			“I want to go back to last summer,” said Paul Wilson, one of the Fosters’ lawyers, once we were done with the pleasantries. (Burt Montgomery, the other of the Fosters’ attorneys, had actually apologized to me for stealing me away from the travel magazine for a couple of hours. I’d reassured him that the editors had their bagels and coffee and the next issue would be on the newsstands on time.) “Since we last met, we’ve deposed your club pro. Harry Fallows. He says he didn’t remove the target from the driving range net.”

			“Okay.”

			“But he did say you complained about it. You’ve admitted that you complained about it rather passionately not long before it disappeared.”

			Instantly Mr. Barker jumped in: “Come on, Paul. That in no way implicates this young girl.”

			“This is my turn,” said the Fosters’ attorney, his tone petulant and aggrieved. Then to me, he pressed, “Did Mr. Fallows ever tell you he did what you asked and removed it?”

			“No.”

			“Okay, then. So, one day, it was just gone—the target?”

			“Yeah, yeah, that was pretty much it.”

			“What did you think?”

			“I probably thought, Yay! Or something like that. Yay! I told you the last time we did this, I thought the target was stupid, I thought the target actually made golfers worse, I thought it gave us bad habits. It’s a dumb design, dumb as a box of rocks, and the whole net was ridiculous. The target was insane and dorky, and I don’t play golf now and the target’s a reason if you really look at what happened that day, and I have no idea why the company thought it was a good idea in the first place and—”

			This was, of course, the cocaine talking. I was a locomotive, and I stopped only when I saw my father’s eyes growing wide and my attorney looking alarmed. I had been prepped to keep my answers short. So, I shut up and sat on my hands. Sitting on my hands seemed like a logical way to stop speaking, as if my fingers controlled my larynx. After a moment, all the adults still wondering why, unlike the last time we had done this, I was speaking like a 33⅓ RPM record spun like a 45, and thus sounded like a chipmunk, Paul Wilson said, “Okay, Mira, let’s suppose you’re on the golf course. You know to yell Fore! if, accidentally, you send a golf ball toward other golfers, correct?”

			“I wasn’t on a golf course!” I snapped, my resolve to slow down instantly gone at what at the time struck me as the utter idiocy of the question. “I was at the club’s driving net, remember? Who yells ‘Fore!’ there? There isn’t time! Give me a break. Give. Me. A. Break. So, the answer? No one yells ‘Fore!’ there, no one, not ever, makes no sense, it would be like yelling ‘Fore!’ as you drive through a red light, just ignoring the signal!”

			Mr. Barker looked at me as if I had just confessed to taking a potshot with a rifle at the president. Even as coked up as I was, I got the message and went on, “I mean, whacking a golf ball at a driving range practice net and zooming through a red light aren’t the same thing. Right? Totally, totally not.”

			“I understand,” the other lawyer said calmly. “That wasn’t my point. Mira, you know to yell ‘Fore!’ and, no doubt, you’ve yelled it, right?”

			“Not for years. Not. For. Years. I don’t think I’ve sliced a ball that badly since I was fourteen or fifteen. Maybe you do, but I don’t. Excuse me, I didn’t. I was good. Really good. I was a winner. A champion. No more, of course. Now I’m nothing—zilch, zero, nada. But then? I was pretty goddamn good. I could beat the men, I could beat Harry Fallows. I owned that course!”

			It would be a stretch to say my parents looked aghast, but everyone was curious who this new girl was and why she was so agitated and intense this morning. They were all sitting forward in their seats, waiting to jump in and, if necessary, muzzle me. I didn’t care. I noticed the shadows through the Park Avenue windows and wanted them to move faster. The world was just too slow. The adults were just too slow.

			“Fine,” said Mr. Wilson. “But, as the person at the club who used that net most, did you ever question why they placed the driving range net where they did? Its proximity to the caddies?”

			“No. Never once. It was just there, like the practice putting green and the parking lot and the spot where the caddies hung out. It was like the moon. Who questions where the moon is? So, the net? Nope, nope, nope. Never. It was just there. Good God, why don’t you ask the country club management why in holy hell they put the practice net there? It wasn’t my job!”

			“I understand, Miss Winston,” said the Fosters’ attorney. “But day after day, for years, you and other members of the country club were driving golf balls into a net that faced directly where the caddies were waiting. A net no more than fifteen yards from where Kenneth Foster was sitting that day. Did you honestly never think about the danger?”

			“No!”

			“But you did notice the target was gone,” observed the Fosters’ lawyer.

			“I did. Yes, I did. I noticed the target was gone. I was at the net and it was gone and I was aware it had been gone a couple of days. No target. Just netting. No target. It was like, poof, into the air. Evaporation central. Chemistry. It just—”

			My attorney gently patted my forearm to silence me.

			“Okay, then,” said Mr. Wilson. “You knew it was gone. Did you check to see if the fact it was missing in any way affected the nylon netting?”

			Looking back, there probably were many very good reasons in addition to the target why the Fosters’ legal eagles wanted to depose me that second time. We touched on a lot of them, but we didn’t get to all of them that day. I was shaking from the coke and tipsy from the scotch and annoyed with this roomful of lawyers, and now my body was too small to weigh down my hands, and they were waving in the air as if I were a castaway on an island and a plane were flying overhead, and I was babbling, “I didn’t check the net. Never crossed my mind. But that’s not the point! Look, all of you are looking for someone to blame, I get it, I get it, I really do, I get it, I totally get it, but it wasn’t the net’s fault or the club’s fault or Harry Fallows’s fault, it was all me and only me, and it was only me not because I didn’t check the fucking net or because I did hit the golf ball, but because I was fucking Theo Catton and that was wrong—so wrong!—and this is the price I’m going to have to pay forever. Forever!”

			Two fucks in one sentence was a lot in 1979, and for a few seconds no one said anything. Then one of the lawyers for the company that had manufactured the net said calmly and politely and with parental concern, “Forgive me. But, please, who in the world is Theo Catton?”

			

			 

			

			If anyone suspected I was a chemical dumpster fire that morning, no one said anything. The features editor at the magazine, whom I saw only fleetingly even though he was nominally in charge of me, certainly didn’t. He was old enough to be my grandfather, and I assumed this magazine stint was his farewell to the business. And, perhaps, his fuck-you-farewell to the business, because it was evident he was phoning it in in ways that even a coke-addled and all too often stoned intern like me thought were impressive. One day when I was in the office early to proofread a very long essay—and I was there at seven a.m. because I’d never gone to bed the night before, finding one club and party and after-party after another—he surprised me by arriving only ten minutes after me.

			“Mira,” he said, “good to see that kind of work ethic.”

			When I asked what had brought him in so early, he shrugged and said, “Getting my squash racket. I’m an idea man. If I don’t have an idea by seven in the morning, I call it a day and head for the athletic club.” I didn’t see him again until the next afternoon. He was fond of teaching me things via sweeping pronouncements:

			At business lunches, always order the table a bottle of Pouilly-Fuissé. People will think you know wine.

			Join the button club when you’re giving a presentation: button that blazer.

			Tell every story like you’re a spy finally dumping all the intel you know.

			After the deposition, I actually went to the magazine and got people their coffee and xeroxed layouts and typed in editorial revisions. I fact-checked when El Escorial was built and how many bodies were in the royal burial vaults for an article on Spain, and confirmed how many rooms were in specific hotels in Key West and Key Largo, and where you were most likely to see sharks. This is what I mean about being functional: I was that pretty little sports car that leaks oil, but if you kept a quart in the back seat and refilled the oil tank every hundred miles or so, it wasn’t a bad ride.

			Until that day you forget the oil at home, which eventually you will, and then the engine overheats and fails.

			And the damage, more times than not, is irreparable.
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				“Be a Banker.”

			
			Another night at CBGB in the spring of 1979, I heard Elvis Costello. But I barely remember him, because I was tripping on acid. Mostly I remember staring at my antique Georg Jensen silver earrings in the dingy mirror in the dingy bathroom, and how much they looked to me like the little conquistador helmet worn by an alien with skin the color of blue moonstones. I saw Marvin the Martian—he of Looney Tunes renown—dangling from each lobe and might have spent all night with my hands on the sink, fascinated, if Marie Morris hadn’t wondered where I was and brought me back to the dance floor. She thought the other girls in the bathroom with their spiky hair and face piercings were terrifying, and I had to reassure her that it was all only a fashion statement.

			I was also intrigued by how much weight I had lost. I wasn’t anorexic—Lord knows, I never thought twice about the calories in a martini, a margarita, or a scotch and soda—but eating really didn’t interest me. (I’ve had young women in my novels who suffered from bulimia, anorexia, cutting, self-burning, and addictions to Oxy and Adderall, but not a word of any of that was autobiographical, I promise. I have plenty of demons, but I seem to have saved them for this memoir.) That night I was wearing a jean jacket, but underneath was a sleeveless tee. I took the jacket off and my arms looked serpentine, and I was relieved I no longer played golf. I probably couldn’t drive a ball very far, I thought.

			Of course, with heroin-chic triceps like that, it was also unlikely I could have hit one hard enough to kill a kid.

			

			 

			

			You want to know more about Kenny Foster.

			You deserve to know more about Kenny Foster.

			You will.

			Be patient.

			Soon enough, we will spend some time with one of his younger sisters.

			

			 

			

			And, that spring, I continued to write. I wrote in my free time at the magazine on typewriters, and I wrote in bed at my aunt and uncle’s on yellow legal pads with fine-point Bic pens. Dennis had given me a used paperback with Hemingway’s tips on writing, and in some of them he stressed the importance of productivity, and so I began counting the number of words I wrote on each page and noting it in the bottom right-hand corner. 346. 291. 411. My fictional version of Theo, the fellow I’d christened Bradley, grew more real to me, and some days and nights I was making up almost nothing. I wasn’t writing from anger, and I wasn’t writing with fury that he had seduced me when I was as young as fifteen. Remember, this was 1979, not 2026, and I was only eighteen and then nineteen now myself. Sometimes, I thought I was writing a tragic romance about doomed lovers, but usually I was writing from the perspective of a terrible young woman who’d broken up a marriage and left two children shuttling between the homes of parents who had divorced because of her. All of my guilt at killing Kenny Foster I transmogrified into hatred for my teenage home-wrecker. When I tried to envision new scenes or craft new moments, I imagined my mother and Sam Stetson. (Not their literal fornication or whatever they did together in bed. I was a mess, but even I was able to steer clear of that axle-shattering pothole.) I tried to concoct the sorts of things those two middle-aged adults might discuss or do if they hadn’t needed to keep each rendezvous clandestine. Or I tried to reel them in from their illicit shadows, and see them at dinner parties or the theater or playing bridge in my mind. It was all very sophisticated, nothing like the way I was for Theo little more than a moist young orifice. A receptacle for his midlife yearning.

			And I included plenty of recognizable autobiographical minutiae, including the details of my first run-in with the police.

			When I had smashed in the car window of Frank Pendleton’s Ford Maverick, there had been, I’d felt at the time, a very good reason: it wasn’t merely that he had tried to rape me. He had put me in a position in which I had violated one of Theo Catton’s most weighty and unconditional rules. He’d come on me.

			Theo knew I would be fooling around with high school boys and, in fact, encouraged it. It would keep the spotlight off him by making me seem like more of a typical teen. “Go on dates,” he said affably, “let ’em try and get their hands under your sweater.” But under no circumstances could I have intercourse with any of those boys or, just in case, allow them to ejaculate anywhere near my vagina. He couldn’t risk my becoming pregnant: even if he wasn’t the father, the last thing he wanted was the sort of messy paternity testing that would destroy his reputation even if it wasn’t his sperm that had led to the fetus. I assured him I’d have an abortion if I wound up pregnant, but he countered that at fifteen, I had no idea what I’d do. At that point, when he gave me this edict, we’d had sex only three times. And so when I refused to let Frank fuck me in the back of his car—and he tried, he tried with a fury I matched in defense—he gave up, held me down, and jacked off onto my stomach. It all happened very, very fast. He came below my navel and near the lip of my underwear, close enough to the money spot that I was enraged and later took my revenge on his car.

			I would use lots of my life in my books, and I used that in my first serious stab at fiction. (All novelists do this. Our imaginations begin with memory. As a friend of mine who has won the National Book Award twice said to me, “You’re not doing your job if your family doesn’t hate your guts.”)

			In late April, I had something that was too long for a short story and too short for a novella. It was roughly fifteen thousand words. I was excited and proud, and I made the egregious mistake of showing it to Dennis.

			

			 

			

			I changed the young home-wrecker from a golf prodigy to a high school tennis star. I tried in a few short scenes to convey the tension of a match, two young women on the clay, grunting with masculine abandon on each backhand. I knew those moments were lacking, however, and tried to channel the pressure I felt in the most intense golf matches.

			But even that didn’t work because I never felt much pressure playing golf. Oh, I would have, had I tried to reach the next level. I would have gotten my ass kicked and discovered what separates the women from the girls, and felt the burden—the heaviness—of competitive sports at an elite level.

			As a teenager, however, cocooned amidst the country club courses of New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut, I usually felt like a cat with a baby mouse I could toy with as long as I wanted. I remember one women’s tournament at a course in Scarsdale. There was a club pro from Hastings who was in the group ahead of me, and so I knew her score on each hole. I was one stroke up on her the last day, the top of the leaderboard, but she birdied twelve, thirteen, and fourteen, while I only made par on each of them. Suddenly, I was two strokes down with only four holes remaining. A lot of golfers would have supposed it was over: they weren’t winning this one. Not me.

			She parred fifteen, a dogleg that stretched 488 yards from the women’s tee to the hole, the green bunkered on three sides. As I’ve told you, I could drive a ball far, but not far like a man; my strength was my short game. So, I didn’t try to do more than par fifteen, too, knowing that the last three holes were all par fours, and if my competition managed to finish them in twelve—though I suspected she’d bogey seventeen, because the green was massive and she’d missed a couple of putts she should have made that tournament—I could still force sudden death by nailing birdies on any two holes that remained. Par fours were my sweet spot, given my putting game: often, if I could reach the green in two, I had a shot at a birdie. So, I may have been behind, but I was thinking ahead.

			Sure enough, she three-putted on seventeen, taking a bogey, while I birdied sixteen.

			She was so rattled by the fact that the teen from Tallmadge had regained a tie that she hooked her tee shot on eighteen into the rough. My drive on eighteen was easily twenty-five yards shorter but landed smack in the middle of the fairway. She finished with a second consecutive bogey, and I two-putted for par and won by a stroke. It was an even easier tourney win than I had expected, and certainly easier than anyone would have anticipated when I was down by two strokes with only four holes to go.

			Anyone, that is, but me.

			

			 

			

			There were plenty of reasons why Dennis might have hated my story, including the reality it most certainly was terrible. It was apprentice fiction at its worst, and I had next to no idea what I was doing. Still, I was unprepared for the vehemence of his reaction. It was a Friday night, the late-April air steaming like July, and he had opened the windows in his loft, which did little to cool the apartment while inviting inside the summer dumpster smells of the city, and the sounds of the traffic and the revelers staggering home from the neighborhood bars. We had just fucked and he had gone to get his weed, and so I went to my shoulder bag with the pages of my story. We were sitting naked on the bed and he was packing the bowl when I dropped the pages on the sheets before him.

			“What’s that?” he asked, reaching with his free hand for his lighter.

			“I wrote something.”

			“And it’s finished?”

			“Yup.”

			He handed me the pipe, I brought it to my lips, and he held the lighter against the marijuana. As I inhaled, he murmured, “You know the first draft isn’t the last draft. I’ve told you that, right?”

			I held the smoke in my lungs for a long delicious moment, but I felt my body starting to tense. Sharing this story with Dennis—the novelist, the professor, the lover—was an act of vulnerability that dwarfed having his hands on my wrists, my hands over my head, his cock inside me.

			“I do,” I said, after exhaling, and then added, a shameless attempt to curry his approval and influence his reception to the tale, “you taught me that. Whatever works in this story is something you taught me.”

			“Well, I’ll read it in the next few weeks.”

			The story was long enough that I didn’t expect him to read it right there while I watched. But I did expect a more supportive reaction.

			Oh, Mira, wow! Well done!

			My God, Mira, I can’t wait to dive in!

			Or, worst case, remarking as he picked up the stack and appreciated its heft, This is a lot of pages. You’ve been working hard.

			After all, hadn’t this been his idea?

			I tried not to reveal that I was hurt, saying simply, “Thank you.”

			And that might have been it. We both grew quiet, but the silence was awkward, my story the screaming toddler on the airplane that demands you focus on nothing else. We lay back down and smoked, stared up at the ceiling, saying nothing for easily ten minutes. Finally, I decided that I might as well get dressed and walk home to my aunt and uncle’s apartment. For a bit he watched me climbing into my jeans and buttoning my shirt. But then he surprised me by asking, “What’s it about?”

			“The story?”

			“Obviously.”

			“An older man and a young girl.”

			He sat up as if I had poked him in the ribs with a knitting needle. “What in holy fuck? You wrote about us?”

			“No. I wrote about Theo and me.”

			He rolled over and grabbed the pages off the nightstand. He started reading, and I watched, waiting, a little breathless. Suddenly, he was brandishing them like a conductor’s baton. He waved the stack, roaring, “When someone tells you to write what you know, they don’t fucking mean it!”

			“Are you joking?”

			“Are you? Writing about a girl and a man twice her age?”

			“Two and a half times,” I corrected him.

			“Lolita was just a novel. Those two people—all of Nabokov’s people—were made up! You can’t write about yourself and Theo. Have you lost your mind?”

			“You were the one who suggested I do it! You were the one who said I should put all my feelings down on paper.”

			“I meant your parents and golf and that Foster kid—not the fact you let a married man fuck you when you were in high school.”

			You let…

			It would be years before I would look back on his phrasing, those words, and grow furious.

			“Maybe you should read it all before having a shit fit,” I said simply.

			“Maybe you should think about the consequences of what you’re writing.”

			Which was when I did that thing that so many young women do: I acquiesced. I tried to make peace through capitulation. “It’s probably not very good. It’s probably never going to be published anyway, so what damage could it do? It’s just, I don’t know, an exercise.”

			Of course, it wasn’t just an exercise. I was still naive enough to believe that because I had—as Dennis himself had suggested, quoting Hemingway—opened a vein, it was writing that would change the world. Or, at least, be published in an obscure literary magazine that would pay me with a couple of free copies.

			Shaking his head, he read the first pages a second time as I stood in my jeans at the side of the bed.

			“This isn’t Theo,” he said. “It’s me.”

			“No, it’s not!”

			“And anyone who knows you at all will recognize you. When the girl takes her dad’s golf club to a car window? You did that, for fuck’s sake.”

			“So? I can’t be the only girl who’s done that.”

			“Yeah, maybe you can be,” he bristled, which was when he did the unthinkable. He started ripping the pages into shreds, long strips of kindling. If this had been Little Women, he would have channeled his inner Amy March and tossed them into a fireplace. There were too many for him to tear all at once, and so I was able to grab easily half of them back, and suddenly we were wrestling half on and half off the bed, and I was weirdly repulsed now by his nakedness. (I don’t doubt that Olympic wrestling back in the day when the Greeks grappled nude near Mount Kronos was a legitimate spectator sport, but it sure as hell wasn’t a pretty one.) He was stronger than me, but my clothing gave me an edge: a part of him was protecting his junk, especially after I kneed him in the thigh—aiming, in the heat of the battle, for said junk. Also, as angry as he was, he wasn’t the sort of man who would actually have hit a woman. I think I understood that even as he was trying to pry the papers from me.

			I retreated to the kitchen section of the loft, and he stood by the bed, steaming, his cock having retreated into his pubic hair like a baby swallow into its nest.

			“I still have my handwritten draft,” I told him. “It doesn’t matter what you ripped up.”

			“It’s not very good, Mira,” he said, panting. “It’s not good enough to ruin my life.”

			“It’s not—”

			“Fine! It’s not good enough to ruin Theo’s life!”

			“It’s just a story I wrote.”

			“You’re not a writer. My advice? Go back to golf.”

			I felt my eyes welling up and blinked back the tears. “I’m not a golfer,” I said. “Not anymore.”

			And then he said the four words that ended any hope that we might have a future together, but gave me my future without him: “Then be a banker.”

			Nothing could have lit more of a fire in my belly than those four words.
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				The Girl Whose Perfume Is Skunky Weed Is Beset by Police

			
			You thought we were done with Detectives Richie Marino and Jerry Corbin. You met them the evening that I killed Kenny Foster, when they came to my house, and they were but fleeting cameos, two names you quickly forgot. Ah, but recall what Chekhov taught us about foreshadowing: if you put a gun on the table in act one, it damn well better go off by act three.

			The detectives returned to my home in Tallmadge days after that second deposition, when it had grown more critical to understand the role that the target on the driving range net—or, to be precise, its removal—may have played in the death of Kenny Foster. I was actually at home, not at my aunt and uncle’s in the city, because I was going to have dinner with my parents and spend a night in my own bed. The pair arrived a half hour before my father returned from work and my mother from grocery shopping and her weekly stop at the liquor store. (My mother liked to brag that our monthly liquor bill was bigger than the monthly mortgage payment on our house.) As the three of us stood on the front stoop I heard in my head an Elvis Costello song I’d seen him sing live at CBGB, “Watching the Detectives,” and regretted the bowl I’d finished smoking twenty minutes earlier. I had learned enough as my father’s daughter and from the amount of time I’d spent at Cleon Barker’s law firm not to invite them into the house or share with them much of anything. But it was clear that I wasn’t escaping Tallmadge without speaking to them again. Something had changed. And so I agreed that when my father got home from MetLife, we would call my lawyer, and we would all go to the Tallmadge Police Station.

			“Tell me something,” said Richie Marino.

			“That depends,” I said, supposing I was very cagey.

			“I smell marijuana. Super skunky weed. Are you stoned, Miss Winston?”

			“Nope,” I lied.

			“Your eyes are just screaming Mary Jane.” (Yes, he did call it that. If I hadn’t been so paranoid—both because I was wasted and because I had two cops on the front steps—I might have burst into a frenzy of buzzed giggles.)

			“I was crying,” I said.

			“Why?”

			“It’s personal.”

			He poked his tongue deep into one cheek thoughtfully. “Okay,” he said. “I’m gonna give you the advice of a dad. Not a cop.”

			I waited.

			“When you come see us with your lawyer and your mom and dad, make sure your head is on straight.”

			I thanked him. I’d had to restrain myself from pretending to adjust my head on my neck, as if I were a chiropractor or Herman Munster.

			

			 

			

			My lawyer, Mr. Barker, joined my parents and me at the Tallmadge Police Station. He and my father were both still dressed in the dark suits they’d worn to their offices that day, but both had taken off their neckties, a small concession to the reality that this was an after-hours meeting. We all joined the two detectives a little before eight o’clock at night in a break room of sorts in the squat brick building near the far more monolithic brick buildings on the nearby corners: the school, the library, and the Episcopal church. We declined the detectives’ offer of water or (Marino’s words) “the sludge the percolator here swears to God is coffee.” My weed buzz was gone by then, and so I’d popped a quaalude to keep my chill. (There’s that adolescent frontal lobe making another solid decision.)

			When we were seated, Marino tried to unnerve me by asking, “So, Miss Winston, your head on straight?”

			“What in the world is that about?” my lawyer asked in response.

			“She knows.”

			“I’m fine, sir,” I said, showing the sort of deference that I hoped would make this go easier. And as soon as we had the pleasantries, such as they were, behind us, Marino got right into it. The other detective, Corbin, had a little pad out and would occasionally jot a note or a couple of words.

			“So…how many times had you been to the club driving range before you ‘noticed’ the target was gone?”

			There was something sarcastic about his use of the word noticed.

			“I don’t know. Two? Three?”

			“You’ve said you were there at the range three or four times a week during the summer. Kenny Foster died August third. So, was the target there the last week in July?”

			“I guess.”

			“You were playing in a tournament July twenty-ninth and thirtieth at the Bobolink Club in Morris Plains, New Jersey, correct?”

			“Yes,” I said, a little cowed by the idea that he had clearly been doing lots of digging, though I wasn’t sure what he was looking for.

			“You shot a seventy-three and a seventy-two. You won. That was impressive.”

			I shrugged and thanked him. I wanted to say that there had been tournaments when I had played better, but knew this wasn’t the time or place.

			“As you prepared for that tournament—Bobolink—was the target still up on the net?”

			“Yes. I think so.”

			“And after the tournament?”

			“I was there the Monday afterward—you know, Caddy Day—and it may have been up. Still up. I think it was. But this was a while ago.”

			“That would have been July thirty-first.”

			“I guess.”

			“The Monday before Kenny Foster died.”

			“Okay.”

			“You sleepy?”

			Instantly Mr. Barker leaned across the table: “Are you trying to intimidate this child?”

			“A: She’s not a child. She’s nineteen. Soon, she’ll start college, I understand. B: Why is asking her if she’s sleepy a threatening question?”

			“The implication is that she’s phoning in her answers, Detective.”

			Marino shook his head. “Not at all. It’s just that when Jerry here and I dropped by the house earlier today, she seemed, well…dozy. Drowsy, maybe.” He shrugged. “Just being a concerned parent.”

			“I’m fine,” I volunteered, not wanting this conversation to crash-land into the swamp of my drug habits.

			“Good,” he said. He folded his hands on the table. “Very good. So, Harry Fallows first noticed the target was gone after that Monday. After that Caddy Day. On Tuesday. That sound right to you?”

			“I told you, it was a while ago,” I said.

			“Sure was. But Harry was clear. He did not take it down. And on Tuesday, he realized it was gone.”

			“Okay.”

			“And his assistant, Curt Bolger, says he didn’t take it down.”

			Curt Bolger was a fixture at the country club, a guy in his late sixties whose hair had migrated from the top of his head to his eyebrows, but who, in the right light, could seem threatening: an aging hit man in a golf sweater. (Some of the older caddies actually referred to him once in a while as “Harry’s hit man,” because he was more likely than Harry or even the caddy master, Dom Gorski, to chastise a caddy—withhold a loop, send the caddy home for the day, exile him for a weekend—if a member complained.) He was so slender that he always looked a little gaunt to me, but I’d watched him hoist members’ golf bags over his shoulders as if they were small purses.

			“Okay,” I said again.

			“Harry and Curt both figured you did it,” said Marino.

			“Did what?”

			“Took it down. Took it off the netting.”

			“I told you, I didn’t.”

			“Perhaps you misremembered.”

			“Misremembered? No. I didn’t misremember.”

			“Yeah,” he muttered dubiously.

			“Look, Harry never talked to me about it,” I insisted. “Neither did Curt. Not Tuesday, not Wednesday, not Thursday.”

			“Well, did you two talk about anything those days? You and Harry?”

			“We didn’t talk much. It’s not like we’re friends. I know he was threatened by the idea I had an outside golf coach. I mean, it’s math. My family was paying Heidi Romming, not him, to improve my game. Also? That must have been sort of insulting to him. Anyway, I don’t think we talked that week until Kenny died. That Thursday afternoon.”

			“So, you didn’t talk about the target those days?”

			“No.”

			“Interesting.”

			I said nothing in response. Neither did my lawyer. We didn’t have to, and so we just waited. I think Mr. Barker was about to inform the detectives we were finished when Marino went on, “We all know the charges that the district attorney can consider if this becomes a criminal as well as a civil case. Your lawyer here does. Your dad does. They also know that how honest you are tonight can affect the charges. You know, being helpful makes everyone’s life easier and, ipso facto, everyone happier—including the district attorney. So, I’ll ask you again, Miss Winston: Did you take down the target?”

			“Mira, don’t answer that,” said Mr. Barker, but this all seemed crazy to me, and as scared as I was, it just seemed easier to tell them the truth.

			“No!” I said, and I was adamant. “I did not take it down. I hated it and wanted it gone, but it never crossed my mind to take matters into my own hands and rip it off the net!”

			“I hear you, young lady,” Marino told me. “We all do. Loud and clear. But here’s the thing: the target was on the net the weekend you were at Bobolink. We have a photo that a club member took of a friend of his—a guest—hitting a bucket of balls at the range. It was taken that Sunday, and in the photo you can see the target clearly on the net. There it is, obvious as the sun in the sky. And then Monday. The next day. Practically no one’s at the course except the groundskeepers mowing the fairways and tending the greens, Curt Bolger doing a little maintenance work, and a couple of caddies playing a round. And you. You, Miss Winston. At the net.”

			Mr. Barker looked disgusted. “Come on, Detective, the girl has already told you that she didn’t remove the target. That’s all there is to it.”

			“I mean, it was Harry Fallows’s day off,” Marino continued, ignoring him. “He wasn’t even at the club that day. There are plenty of people who can attest to that. So, the target is on the netting on Sunday and gone on Tuesday, and the only person at the club who was anywhere near it on Monday was you. The only person with a reason to get rid of it was you.”

			I took some small comfort from the fact that he had used the word reason and not motive. Had he used the latter word, I would have felt even more cornered, as if I were the perp in a cop drama.

			“And, let’s face it, Miss Winston. You and I have a history because you kind of have this tendency to take things into your own hands. Like, you know, taking a golf club to a kid’s car window. And, well, wrapping your mom’s car around a stop sign.”

			“She was never charged with a crime in the first case or cited for any sort of traffic violation in the second,” my lawyer reminded him.

			“I know. I do.” He steepled his fingers of both hands together. “Who knows? Maybe the third time’s the charm.”

			“What more do you want from my client?” my lawyer asked. “She’s given you her statement. If you have no further questions, let’s call it a night.”

			“The charge could be a misdemeanor: reckless endangerment. Or it could rise to a felony: involuntary manslaughter,” the detective said.

			I caught my mother’s eyes, and there was concern. I had no doubt that my father and she had discussed this already—just as I was positive that my father and Mr. Barker had—but this was the first time that the detectives had raised this sword of Damocles over my head and hinted at how easily the twine could snap.

			“No one’s going to charge this child with anything,” said Mr. Barker. “This will remain a civil issue that the country club and the manufacturer can sort out with the Foster family. You know that.”

			Marino scrunched up his face and stretched out his neck muscles. He bared his teeth as he shook his head. “I kinda don’t know that,” he said, his face a wince of sorts. “All I know is that a young boy was killed by a golf ball. An accident for sure. But he’s dead and—here’s a fact, in my very humble opinion—he wouldn’t be if someone hadn’t futzed around with the target on the net.”

			“That’s a fact like rainbows have pots of gold at the end,” said my lawyer, and he put his hands flat on the table and stood. “It seems to me you have dragged us all here for absolutely no reason.”

			I looked at my parents, and they were rising, too.

			My father spoke for the first time in a long time. “Mira,” he said calmly, “I think Mr. Barker is correct. We’re finished here.”

			I got the message and got to my feet.

			“Miss Winston,” said the detective. He was leaning back now in his chair, his arms folded across his chest. “If you remember anything else about that Monday…that Caddy Day…you know where to find me, right?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And I know where to find you. Of course.”

			“I understand.”

			“And one more thing.”

			He paused for dramatic effect.

			“Don’t make me bust you for weed. Don’t waste all our time by smelling like a pothead the next time I knock on your front door.”

			My parents looked at me as if they’d just seen my name on an adult movie marquee on Forty-Third Street, but it was an act: they wanted to look appalled because they thought they were supposed to. They knew I smoked marijuana. We never discussed it any more than we discussed where I was those nights when I was not at my aunt and uncle’s, or the fact—and this was a fact—that I had been living with my aunt and uncle, in the first place, because I was a pariah in Tallmadge for sleeping with a married man. In any case, there really wasn’t anything more to say to Detective Marino, and so I just nodded and then, along with my parents and my lawyer, left the police station.

			

			 

			

			I brushed Harvey before bed, painfully aware that in the time I had been living in Manhattan, he had become more my parents’ dog than mine. He was certainly more my mother’s dog than my dog, because she was the one who had walked and fed him while I was away. I was the one who had, in his deep canine eyes, largely deserted him. Whenever I was home, as I was now, I had the sense that he wanted desperately to believe his person was back, but he knew from experience that once more I was going to break his heart. And it was only going to get worse (or, at least, not get better) when I left for Smith that coming September. I was far too young then to wrestle with ideas such as anticipatory grief, or feel the sadness that—unless I had one of those golf-balls-cracked-into-my-own-skull moments—I was going to outlive him. But I had missed him when I was away and felt like a bad older sister now.

			Of course, I usually felt like a pretty bad everything.

			My father stumbled into my bedroom in his pajamas. I thought he was going to ask me how I was doing, because clearly some girls just never learn. I supposed he was going to reassure me that there was no way I was ever going to be a criminal defendant in this slow-motion nightmare.

			Nope.

			“Your brother’s on the phone,” he said instead. “You can take it in your mother’s and my room.” He slurred a few of his words, and he was a little unsteady on his feet, because he’d been drinking before we went to the police station and then when we returned.

			“I didn’t hear the phone ring.”

			“I called him.”

			“How come?”

			“I just did.”

			I knew exactly the number of times my father had phoned me when I had been living in Manhattan (answer? none), but I suspected my father called Spencer regularly. Probably weekly. And, clearly, he would when there was a crisis such as a problematic kid sister now possibly facing reckless endangerment or involuntary manslaughter charges in the death of Kenny Foster.

			I gave Harvey a hug and left him dozing on my bed. My mother was reading in my parents’ bed, her face a white Kabuki mask of moisturizer. The phone was on a vanity on the far side of the room. She looked up at me and smiled vaguely. She had a scotch and soda in a tumbler on her nightstand. Every time I had returned to Tallmadge from my aunt and uncle’s, I had been struck by how badly my parents now seemed to hold their booze. Because I had been in Manhattan, no one had been around to water it down, and they hadn’t seemed to have noticed how much more potent their three or four or even five nightly cocktails had become. Suddenly, the Johnnie Walker was the eighty proof jet fuel it was supposed to be, not the weak tea I had been crafting for them for years.

			“I’ll take it in the kitchen,” I said to my father, who had followed me to his and my mother’s bedroom. There was no way I could talk to Spencer with our parents listening in. There wasn’t enough weed in Tallmadge for that. “Do you mind hanging up when I pick up downstairs?”

			“Not at all,” he agreed, and I went to the kitchen. There I sat down with the extension in my hands.

			“How you doing, Sis?” he asked.

			“Sis? Since when do you call me Sis?”

			“Since never?”

			“Yup. Do you miss Harvey?” I asked.

			He wasn’t expecting this. “Sure. Yeah,” he replied, though it was clear he rarely—if ever—thought about the animal. “But, I mean, I was only around for a year when we got him. Then I was at college. So, he was always kind of your dog and Mom’s. Why do you ask? He okay?”

			“He’s fine,” I said. “I was just curious. I was feeling bad because I’m going to leave him again.”

			“He’s a dog. He loves whoever feeds him,” he said, trying to make me feel better.

			“His feelings go deeper than that.”

			“Okay. Don’t go to college in the fall. Stay in Tallmadge for Harvey.”

			“So, how’s the home stretch? Excited to go back to Washington in June?” I asked, changing the subject because, of course, he was right. He was in his last semester at Princeton and already had a job waiting for him as soon as he graduated. He was going to be a staffer for Senator Jacob Javits. Choosing to bring up the idea that he was going to be working for a U.S. senator wasn’t my being considerate or a good conversationalist. I was just postponing having to weigh in on what seemed to me that night the absurdity of my interview at the Tallmadge Police Station. Oh, I knew I was a terrible human being, and I knew that among my mistakes and misdeeds had been ranting to Harry Fallows that I detested the target on the driving range net. But I also knew that I hadn’t taken it down. I was being punished for fucking Theo Catton, and, if I had to guess, I knew more penance loomed—perhaps I even hoped more penance loomed—but the idea I might be charged with a crime still struck me as ludicrous. I was nervous, even frightened, but I wasn’t terrified. There’s a difference, and this is honesty, not bravado.

			“Yeah, I am excited,” he admitted. “But they tell me to take it easy and not expect I’ll be hanging out with him or going to meetings with Jimmy Carter. I gather it’ll feel, at least for a while, a lot like I’m still in college writing essays. It’s just now they’ll be background papers on gas prices and seat belt standards. Pretty dull stuff. But I know they’re important because they’ll affect policy.”

			“Dad says your office will be very luxurious.”

			“Luxurious? Fuck no. When I was an intern with the Chamber of Commerce, my office had a door and a teeny window with a fan. In the senator’s office, I gather I’ll share this thing called a partner’s desk with two other guys and we’ll be really far from the air conditioner and the window.”

			“But it is in a senator’s office. You will be in the Capitol building. That has to give you a rush, when you think about it.”

			“Yeah, I guess. A little.”

			I heard the sound of Harvey on the stairs. He had followed me here, leaving the comfort of my bed, and plopped himself down in his dog bed near the kitchen table. He looked up at me, registering that I had sat down and was likely going to be here for a bit, and with a great doggy sigh curled up into a ball. Spencer was saying more about his job, but none of it was registering because the simple act of my returning to Manhattan tomorrow was going to make this sweet animal sad, and it seemed to me that all I did with my life was venomous and hurtful and cruel. I made dogs sad and people unhappy, but I didn’t know how to change that—other than my sop to responsibility by vowing to never again sleep with a married man. Still, at my aunt and uncle’s apartment was my journal, in which I had penned drafts of suicide notes. Letters of explanation. As I looked at Harvey, however, his coat rising and falling as he fell into a deep doggy sleep, I wondered if I actually could kill myself and desert this dog forever. Harvey had become a symbol for me of everyone. Of every person.

			“Sis? You in Mira Land?”

			“Sorry. I guess I was.”

			“You okay?”

			“No. But I am functioning. Mostly.”

			“Damn straight you are. And Dad says you won’t be charged with a crime.”

			“It would be kind of nice to get that reassurance from him, too.”

			“He didn’t tell you he believes that?”

			“He sort of did. When we were leaving the police station. But mostly he was talking to Mom and Mr. Barker. Going over what had happened inside. It was kind of like I wasn’t there.”

			“Yeah, Dad won’t win any touchy-feely awards.”

			Well, I thought, he would if my brother, the Pinnacle, were in this situation. But, of course, the Pinnacle would never have hit a golf ball through a net and killed a kid, because he wouldn’t have had to atone for the sin of fucking a married man. Or woman. (Was his life actually charmed? Yes. But, in all fairness, so was mine, until I killed Kenny Foster. Let’s be clear: I knew at eighteen and nineteen that I had won the birth lottery in most regards. I had parents so wealthy that my summer job was playing mini-golf with rich rug rats at a country club, and I was smart and pretty and—for a time—planning to go to Yale. And then I threw it all away by screwing Theo Catton and tempting fate. And you don’t tempt fate. That’s swimming with sharks.)

			“Well, when it comes to me, he sure won’t. I’m not the Pinnacle.”

			“You have got to stop going there.”

			“I know.”

			“You’ll like Smith. Way better choice than Yale.”

			“Spoken like a true Princeton Tiger.”

			“I’m serious. It will be good for you to be farther from Tallmadge than New Haven. And Northampton is a whole different vibe. Maybe you’ll even discover you’re a lesbian.”

			“After the last few guys I’ve dated, it’s a wonder I’m not gay already,” I said, and I found it interesting that I had used the verb date in regard to Theo Catton and Dennis Kerrington.

			“Only losers in the city? At least, so far?”

			“Yeah. Only losers,” I said.

			“That’ll change. You’re a catch.”

			“Or cursed,” I said, gnawing at a fingernail on my pinky.

			“No such thing. Can I ask you something else?”

			“Sure.”

			“You didn’t take down that target on the driving range net. And Harry claims he didn’t. So, who did?”

			“I have no idea. What made you think of that?”

			“Something Dad said on the phone just now. Something he said he and your lawyer were discussing.”

			“Would have been nice of him to talk to me,” I said resentfully.

			“He was mostly just thinking out loud. Using me as a sounding board the way he does.”

			“Well, fuck him.”

			“Come on, Mira.”

			I tried to calm myself, but I was rolling my eyes and shaking my head, even though I was alone but for Harvey.

			“Anyone looking for it?” Spencer asked.

			“That’s what Dad was thinking about?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Using my teeth, I yanked the tip of the nail free and felt the sting where I’d ripped skin, the blood already filling a slender runnel. “I don’t know. Maybe,” I answered.

			“No one brought up a search warrant at the police station?”

			“Nope.”

			“I guess that makes sense. They wouldn’t want to give you the chance to get rid of it before they came to the house.”

			“You are very smart, and you sound insane. Why would I cut the target off the net and bring it home? And if you could find a reason for that, why would I keep it around the house, especially when it became clear that cutting away the target had fucked up the net?”

			“Why did Nixon keep the tapes?”

			“If the target isn’t decomposing wherever garbage goes to rot, it’s at the club, because Harry was the one who took it down. Or, maybe, Curt, if Harry told him to cut it off. But, I promise you, it’s not there, because I’m sure Harry or Curt threw it away.”

			“If one of them did it.”

			“One of them did,” I said. “But let’s be fair. Whether it was Harry or Curt, he only did it because I was a club member and I threw a fucking hissy fit about it.”

			He chuckled. “If you threw a fucking hissy fit, it would have been epic. But I doubt it was as bad as you think. And I’m pretty confident that kind of behavior is behind you now. You’ve always been kind of old for your age.”

			Perhaps, I thought, that was why I caused myself and the world so much trouble by finding myself drawn to older men.

			It would be years before I would understand the lunacy of that equation: It wasn’t that I was drawn to older men. It was that a certain type of middle-aged creep was always going to be drawn to young girls like me.
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				Goodfellas

			
			You believe my obsession with magical thinking and conflating my affair with Theo Catton with the death of Kenny Foster is madness. Probably true. But…

			But hear me out.

			First of all, karma is a concept far older than me. People have taken karma for granted for millennia.

			Second, on March 17, 2020, I had a novel go on sale and a two-week U.S. book tour scheduled to commence the night of March 16. You’ll recall, of course, that a pandemic would have other plans for our world. Baseball and basketball stopped, Broadway went dark, and most of us went into quarantine. My publisher and I canceled the book tour on March 13. But on March 4, thirteen days before the book was going to arrive, I drove to a theater in New Jersey to see my daughter in a play called Toast of the Town, and I stopped at a convenience store for a Red Bull on the way there. The woman behind the counter had a weak, croaky voice. We all knew that a virus was out there, and my deeply selfish concern was this: I could not get sick before the book tour. And this woman taking my plastic to pay for my Red Bull seemed very sick to me, based on her voice and demeanor, and I was worried that I would catch whatever she had.

			“That a cold?” I asked her, and I know I sounded judgmental and wary that she was spreading something that might compromise my book tour.

			She shook her head. “Throat cancer,” she answered.

			Recall the prince who becomes a monster in the fairy tale Beauty and the Beast, a story of a callous young man who is punished for treating an old woman horribly. Well, I was that prince. I would get COVID weeks later and lose my voice. Not for a week or a month or even a season. I’d be mute for most of 2020 and cope for the rest of my life with precisely the weak and croaky voice of that woman at the convenience store, the infirmity a rare long-haul COVID side effect.

			So, to the doubters, I say, take that. Mirror Land or Mira Land (your choice) was always a real enough destination for a head case like me.

			

			 

			

			I was at the travel magazine the spring day the police came with a search warrant and dismantled much of our home in Tallmadge, ransacking it—according to my mother—as if they were drug dealers in search of heroin. It was the sort of degrading violation that she supposed would always be reserved for others. That was also the day the police searched Harry Fallows’s place and the Tallmadge Country Club, especially the pro shop, the sheds with the mowers and maintenance equipment, and the locker rooms. They did not find the target at the pro’s house or anywhere at the club.

			The four investigators arrived at our house a little after nine in the morning and moved methodically through our four-bedroom brick Georgian, my mother on the phone with my father and Mr. Barker, begging them to come and intercede. To stop the madness. But there is no stopping a search warrant. My mother insisted she spewed neither outrage nor venom: she had been raised too well for that. But I could tell by the way she recounted what had occurred that her condescension and ire were withering.

			Eventually, they searched the large first-floor closet where we all kept our golf bags, even Spencer. My brother’s and my bags, by then, had migrated to the back, since they weren’t used anymore. A little before noon, the police took everything out of my parents’ bags first, the clubs and balls (and ball markers) and tees and towels and pencils, laying them out on the living room floor. Then they did the same with Spencer’s bag and, finally, with mine.

			A golf bag then had fewer pockets than a golf bag now, and some were very large. My golf bag had five pockets, including a large one toward the bottom I rarely used. I had wedged a thin red cardigan sweater into it last year back in May and hadn’t opened that pocket since: if I had thought about my golf bag at all, I likely would have thought simply, Oh, there’s a sweater in there if I need one. But I really hadn’t thought about it in the last five months of 1978 or the first five months of 1979.

			None of the police officers yelled, “Eureka!” But soon after pulling my bag from the closet, my mother recalled one cop crying out, “Whoa, Jerry, come here!” Jerry Corbin looked up from the detritus he had removed from my brother’s bag to see what had been found in mine. And there, in the plastic-glove-covered hands of that other officer, was the leather target from the driving range net. It had been wadded into a ball and now was creased from its months wedged into my golf bag pocket, buried beside my sweater.

			

			 

			

			I was adamant that I had not put it there and had no idea how it had gotten there.

			Both of those things were true.

			As I said, you can trust me as a narrator. I am telling you the truth.

			Good God, why in the world would I lie now, nearly a half century later?

			

			 

			

			I was told I was going to be charged with involuntary manslaughter on Wednesday, August 22, 1979, less than two weeks before I was planning to leave for Smith College, and would need to go to the police station the next day to turn myself in and be officially and formally booked. The Westchester County district attorney was a tall guy in his early forties named Eric Lindley. I would learn later that he had an eight handicap, but after the police had found the target in my golf bag, his lie got considerably easier. How do you prove beyond a reasonable doubt that I had cut away the target on the net when there is no witness? The answer was going to lie in the law of reasonable inference: even if the sun is shining at seven a.m. when you go outside to climb into your car, if the windshield is soaked, the driveway is sopping wet, and the asphalt has puddles, you can infer that it rained overnight. Well, I was the one who had complained about the target, I was the one with a motive, and I was there at the club on that infamous Caddy Day Monday.

			And now the target was found in my golf bag.

			That was damning. Oh, my fingerprints weren’t on it. But neither were Harry Fallows’s. After nearly a year wadded up and wedged into my golf bag, the few traces of prints that remained were insufficient to be entered into the system or used as evidence. But the fact was, it had been moldering beside my sweater.

			Moreover, I had “history,” though how much of that would be allowed in a trial if I didn’t plead out to a lesser charge remained to be seen. But there had been the “incidents” with Frank Pendleton’s car window and my crashing into a stop sign. It’s possible that my removal of the target was, in the eyes of the DA, the last straw, and it was time to make an example of me. Maybe if I hadn’t taken a nine iron to a Ford Maverick or dinged my mother’s sporty little Camaro against Tallmadge town property, Eric Lindley wouldn’t have gotten a judge to sign off on a search warrant and tried to climb that mountain.

			But, then again, maybe he would have. Though he would deny it had entered into his decision, he had gone to Skidmore with Theo Catton’s soon-to-be ex-wife, Eleanor, and the two of them were still friends nearly two and a half decades later.

			Now I was not going to be the sole defendant in the civil lawsuit. Harry Fallows and the country club were being sued as well, given that they had placed the net in a spot that was dangerous to the caddies (at Harry’s suggestion), and Harry had not checked the net’s structural integrity when he noticed the target was missing. Nor was the practice net manufacturer off the hook: apparently, the DA’s office had an engineer who was going to contend that an accident like this with that net was inevitable, and they had failed to suggest in their installation instructions that it be set in a safe location—i.e., one with a wall behind it.

			Ah, but I would be the only defendant in the criminal trial. That was going to be my show and my show alone.

			My parents were trying to shield me as much as they could in those days before I left for Smith, but still I was part of one lengthy phone conversation with Mr. Barker and my father a few days before I left Tallmadge. My lawyer told me—believing I would find this a comfort—that the jury would never be allowed to hear that I had had an affair with a married member of the country club. They wouldn’t hear that throughout high school I had done a “little” marijuana. (A little? Imagine if the adults around me had known how much, or knew about the long lines of cocaine I was snorting, or that I had dabbled with quaaludes and LSD.)

			“Why would it matter if they did hear that?” I asked.

			“Because I don’t want the jury to see you as a stoner or loose cannon. As reckless. The word reckless is even in the statute.”

			“You don’t want me to be the girl who does crazy shit,” I said.

			My father was on the line in the kitchen and I was on the phone in my parents’ bedroom, but in my mind I could see my father wincing when I said the word shit.

			“Precisely,” said Mr. Barker.

			“Mira insists she didn’t take the target off the net and stick it in her golf bag,” my father said, and I cut him off.

			“Because I didn’t!” I reminded him. “And even if I did, why wouldn’t I have thrown it away months ago? If I were hiding something, why wouldn’t I have gotten rid of it?”

			“I understand,” said my father. “But we still need an explanation for how it got there.”

			“Yes, we do,” agreed Mr. Barker. “Any ideas, Mira?”

			“No.”

			“But someone framed you?”

			“Framed makes this all sound like a criminal conspiracy,” my father said.

			“Fair point. But everyone is going to be throwing around a lot of mud.”

			“Fine, we all think Harry did it,” I said, exasperated. “Maybe he was trying to send me a message.”

			“Do you mean he put it there before Kenny died?” asked Mr. Barker.

			“Sure. It was like, Look, Mira, you wanted the target gone, here it is!”

			“No,” argued my father. “No. If Harry did it, he definitely put it in Mira’s bag afterward. Not before. Cleon, fine: we use the word framed. I was wrong. Harry wanted to frame Mira and absolve himself of the blame.”

			My lawyer was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “Well, we will need to tell the jury something. We will need an alternate explanation to the idea you cut off the target and stuck it in your golf bag. And maybe that’s it. Mira, did you bring your bag home the Thursday Kenny died?”

			I thought back to that day. “No. Actually, I didn’t. I…”

			“Go on.”

			“I didn’t see it again for weeks. When Kenny died…I’m not sure what I did with it afterward. But someone brought it to the club’s bag room for me. Maybe two weeks later, Mom went to the club and brought it home. She was still hoping I’d bring the clubs to Yale and keep playing.”

			“We were all hoping that,” my father said.

			“Well, there’s our story,” said Mr. Barker, and he sounded happy for the first time on the call. “That’s what we tell the jury. That’s how we sow reasonable doubt. Anyone could have put the target in your bag those weeks.”

			“Anyone,” said my father, his tone a little somber now, “but most likely Harry Fallows.”

			“What we will make clear in our criminal defense is that the only one who is not at fault in this sad case is your daughter—is you, Mira. The negligence and breach of duty are on the part of the manufacturer, the country club, and that club pro. Fallows may not have been at the club that Caddy Day, but we will still suggest or hint or imply as much as we can that he was indeed the one who tore the target off the net.”

			I hadn’t seen Fallows since the afternoon I had killed Kenny Foster. “It will be weird to be in the courtroom with him,” I said.

			“You think he’ll have to testify?” my father asked Mr. Barker.

			“I’m not sure what could be gained from our putting him on the stand in the criminal case. He could just deny taking the target down, and there is no way he’d admit to stashing it in Mira’s golf bag.”

			“Might the district attorney use him?”

			“Very likely.”

			“What about Curt?” I asked.

			“Curt Bolger? The assistant?” asked Mr. Barker.

			“Yes. Maybe Harry asked him to do it. And then when Kenny died, Curt stuck it in my bag.”

			“Okay. We’ll test those waters. But, just like with your pro, putting him on the stand does us absolutely no good if he just denies it. Never ask a question you don’t know the answer to.”

			Through the phone, I heard my father swirling the ice in his tumbler of scotch.

			“When does Mira leave for Smith?” Mr. Barker asked.

			“Next week,” my father replied.

			“Obviously, we won’t have a plea deal by then—if that’s where we go. The negotiations will continue into the fall. And if there’s a trial, it won’t be until late winter or early spring.”

			“And then there’s the civil trial,” I said.

			“Correct. The civil trial will be after that—again, if no one settles and there is one. So, none of this should have any effect on your classes, Mira.”

			Of course it would. It was cavalier to think for even a moment that a girl not yet twenty wouldn’t lose focus with an involuntary manslaughter trial looming. “What’s the penalty if I were found guilty?”

			“You don’t need to worry about that,” my father said before Mr. Barker could answer.

			“Tell me,” I demanded.

			“Criminally negligent homicide is what’s called a Class E felony. Worst case is four years in prison, but that would never happen to you. It’s not like you were speeding in the wrong direction on a one-way street and ran over some kid on a tricycle.”

			“No,” I agreed. “I didn’t do that.”

			“And even if you were convicted, you probably wouldn’t spend a day in jail.”

			“Probably? Or definitely?”

			“Nothing is ever definite. But it’s not very likely. You’d be looking at a fine, maybe. A few grand. You have no criminal history, and how many people ever check a practice net before using it? Answer? None.”

			“Sure, but there are other issues, Cleon,” my father said. “If Mira pleads out, it means she’s a convicted felon. Second, it really helps the Foster family with their civil case. A few grand criminal penalty would be pocket change compared to what we—well, Mira, but we’d pay it—might end up owing in the civil case.”

			“That’s true,” my lawyer agreed, and again there was quiet on the line.

			“I’ll tell you another reason not to plead out,” I said finally, taking a little control of this madness. “Because I didn’t do it. I never touched the target on the net. Not once and not ever. And I sure didn’t wad it up afterward and stick it in my golf bag.”

			

			 

			

			Without the internet, the woman who would be my roommate at Smith had no idea that she had drawn the short straw having to share a room with me. In August, the college gave us each the other’s home address and telephone number, and I had no plans to call Tina Hawthorne from Jericho, Vermont. But she called my home the night I had a mug shot taken and pressed my thumbs into ink. The mug shot is not a terrible photo: I look a little frightened, but I had done a solid job on my hair and makeup. The fingerprinting was a little dicey, because I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking. But I got through it. When Tina called, I was watching Merv Griffin, just as I had some nights when I had been living with my aunt and uncle in Manhattan. I was, after the trauma of that day, very stoned.

			Tina volunteered that she was bringing a stereo, liked the band Pure Prairie League, had been to Montreal and Boston but never New York City, and wanted to know which of us should bring curtains. She sounded chipper and young, and was clearly excited by the idea of college. She had no idea yet that, though only a year older than her, I had already killed a boy with a golf ball, broken up a marriage, and had a brief affair with a novelist who had a book that was perhaps taught in English classes at the very college where we both would be living in a couple of weeks. I had a feeling that my search for weed and blow in Northampton was going to appall her. After all, she asked if I drank. Sometimes, she admitted, she had beer. I admitted that, too, though for me sometimes was now almost never: keggers and beer were things in my past. My present was the sorts of booze my parents drank, disco biscuits, cocaine, and marijuana.

			“Do you ski?” she asked me.

			“A little. Not like you, I guess,” I answered.

			“I’m okay. I wasn’t on the team in high school. The girls who ski at my school are practically Olympic-caliber amazing. We’re a feeder for really good college programs. But I did play soccer and softball. What about you? What sports did you play? What teams?”

			“I didn’t.”

			“Oh, were you a theater kid?”

			“No,” I said. The idea crossed my mind that I should say something silly like chess club or the math team, but when she discovered I was pulling her leg, I’d look only mean. And while I have many faults, I hope I never was and never am mean. (Unless, of course, you categorize the obliviousness that wealth gives you as meanness. If you do, then I was a pretty typical Tallmadge cunt.)

			“Got it. Me neither. I don’t want to be pushy, but what did you like to do in high school?”
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			Most of my possible answers were not going to endear me to my new roommate, and I had the belief that the longer I postponed sharing my fundamental toxicity, the greater the chances it might never rear its Medusa-like head. “Oh, this and that. I used to play golf, but I think I’m done with that for now.”

			“I’ve heard it’s a really hard game,” she said agreeably, as if my answer had implied it was too difficult for me and that was why I had quit.

			“It is,” I said.

			“Do you have a boyfriend?”

			“I don’t.”

			“I did,” said Tina, “but we’ve decided that we should see other people, at least at first. His name is Booth, which sounds weird, but it’s a family name. He’s going to UVM.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“My mom says it will be fun to meet new boys. She has been teasing me ever since I got in that all the Amherst boys will be very sophisticated. Did you date a lot of boys in Tallmadge?”

			I must have been silent a long while, deciding how to respond, because she said, “Mira? You still there?”

			“Yeah. I am. And, um, no, I really didn’t date any boys in Tallmadge. At least not very seriously.”

			“Oh,” she said, and she sounded sad for me. I think until we met she feared that her roommate was a Jehovah’s Witness.

			Well. I sure showed her.

			

			 

			

			My continued fall from grace—my spiraling down the stairs and getting charged with involuntary manslaughter—did not go unnoticed in Tallmadge. Marie Morris saw Frank Pendleton at a kegger before they returned to college, Marie a sophomore and Frank a senior, and he told her with glee he made no effort to hide, “I hear her habit of vandalizing other people’s shit has finally caught up to her. Tearing the target off the driving range net? Selfish and stupid. Guess she didn’t learn her lesson after she fucked up my car.”

			

			 

			

			The older of Kenny Foster’s two younger sisters—she who wore the Debbie Harry sheath to her older brother’s funeral—turned fourteen the August before I left for Smith. For all the awkwardness and insecurities we associate with tween girls, there will always be those like me who have the intuitive sense that a lot of youth, a little bit of brain, and the right clothes—a short golf skirt, for instance, or a hip-hugging gray dress at your brother’s memorial service—give us a pretty good hand. It’s not the royal flush that a white boy from a place like Tallmadge is dealt at birth, but it’s also not a couple of deuces. And Kenny Foster’s sister Olivia would have been one hell of a card player. She was pretty and smart and emotionally older than most fourteen-year-olds. I learned this about her the hard way.

			The last Friday in August, roughly thirteen months after I had killed Olivia Foster’s older brother, four months after an NYU professor had tried ripping my first attempt at fiction into confetti and told me to be a banker, and nine days after I was charged with involuntary manslaughter, I went to the Kmart in Yonkers to buy a trunk so I could pack that weekend for college. On the way home, when I was driving down the main street in Tallmadge, I decided to treat myself to an ice cream at the closest thing that a suburb like that had to an old-fashioned malt or scoop shop: a tony place with a black-and-white-check tile floor called Mindy’s Mix-Ins that sold handmade chocolate truffles and ice cream made on the premises. The “mix-ins” were whatever you wanted mixed into the ice cream there on the spot, the employees using a wooden countertop to mash chocolate chips, caramels, or Oreos into vanilla, chocolate, or strawberry ice cream. (The place is still there, but now they scoop flavors like garden basil and white-chocolate lavender. Not judging or taking sides.)

			I had returned from living at my aunt and uncle’s apartment in Manhattan only earlier that month, and since coming home I’d been careful to keep a low profile—especially after hearing the sorts of things that people like Frank Pendleton were saying about me. This was the first time I had ventured into the village and, I supposed, my last before leaving for Northampton. I’d peered into the ice-cream shop before exiting my car and hadn’t seen anyone inside. No sign of Theo Catton’s wife or Kenny Foster’s parents or any of my judgmental peers from high school. (In hindsight, the way I had cut myself off from everyone except Marie Morris is remarkable. Once upon a time, I had had the sort of popularity that I understand now was intimidating.) So, I went in, got my ice cream, and was just turning around to leave when there, standing on the sidewalk outside the front door like a pair of goodfellas waiting to whack me, were Olivia Foster and another cute ninth grader named Becca Yount, whom I knew as the oldest of the moppets, the girls who—and it seemed like another life—once followed me around the golf course and came to my little summer camp at the country club. The two of them were wearing crop tops and cutoffs so high that the bottoms of their pockets fell beneath the frayed denim.

			“Hi, Becca,” I said. Then I looked at Kenny’s sister and added carefully, “It’s Olivia, right?”

			She nodded. “I saw you going in,” she said, and the tone sounded a little disapproving, as if she’d seen me go into a peep show in Times Square. (Note to my younger readers: before Times Square was known for family-friendly selfies with Elmo and the heroic pups who comprise the Paw Patrol, it was known for strip shows and glory holes.)

			I nodded at my ice-cream cone. “Yeah. Last one before I leave town.” I turned to Becca, recalling the times we’d spent with a sand wedge by the bunker beside the practice putting green, and asked, “Still escaping the sand traps?”

			She shrugged. “I didn’t play much this summer. Where are you playing now?” I took this in. Of course, she knew that my family had left the club. But I found it interesting that she presumed I still played.

			“I haven’t really been out much, either,” I told her, because that seemed a less toxic response than Well, since I killed the older brother of your friend here, I gave up the game.

			“How are you?” Olivia asked me.

			“Me?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“I’m fine,” I said, nonplussed.

			“You were arrested, right?”

			“Sort of. Technically, I turned myself in.”

			“Did they do all those things you see on TV?”

			“I guess. But I was only at the police station for about fifteen minutes. How are you?”

			“Okay.”

			I wanted to end it there and get away, but I wanted even more to know about her parents. And since here we were stuck awkwardly together on the sidewalk, I asked, “And your mom and dad?”

			“Meh. It’s hard. Some days are bad for my mom. My dad doesn’t show it as much. They talked about moving—you know, leaving Tallmadge—but they really like the school, and they know my sister and I like it here.”

			This all made sense to me. Olivia and her sister had arrived in the insular world of Tallmadge younger than Kenny and were going to get to spend more time in the school. They had a better chance of fitting in. The fact that Olivia and Becca were pals was a good sign.

			But, then, had Kenny not fit in? The two of us hadn’t been close friends, but we’d gotten along well. I liked him. It wasn’t as if he’d been friendless.

			“I’m glad you like the place,” I said. I wanted to press for the details on what a bad day was like for Sharon Foster. Were the details too intimate for Olivia to share and for me to know? “Your mom…”

			“Some days she sleeps a lot. Some days she gets mad at the lawyers, wanting what she says is justice for her son. For the country club to pay for putting the practice net where they did, or the net people to pay for making a crappy product. She doesn’t understand why this all takes so long.”

			“Do you?”

			“No. It’s all so obvious. Shitty net in a dumb spot.” This wasn’t a bad summation, I thought, though it was missing the sorts of nuances that led to legal wrangling and law firm retainers that rivaled tuition at places like Smith and Yale. And I was both relieved that she had exempted me from the chain of causation and guilt-ridden that I’d been spared. “Why do you think it’s taking so long?” she pressed.

			“I really shouldn’t talk about it,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

			“That’s cool.”

			“Besides, I don’t know. I’m not a lawyer.”

			“Can I ask you something else?” she went on.

			I nodded. I wasn’t surprised she had questions. It was clear now that this wasn’t an accident where Olivia and I had just bumped into each other at Mindy’s Mix-Ins, one of us entering as the other was exiting. Olivia had seen me park and come here to talk. “Sure,” I said. “Of course. You want to get yourselves an ice cream first?”

			“No.”

			“Okay. Do you want to walk somewhere? Find some shade?”

			“Yeah. Why not?”

			And I began to walk us aimlessly toward the main street and the canopies of trees amidst the lawns around the school, the library, the Episcopal Church, and the police station. It dawned on me: I had now been inside all of them. “Are you two looking forward to ninth grade?” I asked, and I felt a little like a grown-up at a dinner party who has no idea what to say to the hosts’ kids. I wanted to recover the ease and familiarity I’d once had with Mira’s Moppets, but that muscle memory had gone weak from disuse.

			“I guess,” said Becca.

			“Mostly,” Olivia agreed. “But I know the older kids with cars will make fun of my dad’s car. His ‘Ads Are Us’ mobile.”

			“They won’t,” I lied. They would. They already did.

			“Well, when I’m old enough to get my driver’s license, there’s no way I’m driving it.”

			“You can drive my car,” offered Becca.

			“You’ll like the high school part of the school,” I said, changing the subject and trying to reassure them. “The lockers are bigger than in the middle school wing.”

			“And you have more freedom. That’ll be awesome,” said Becca.

			Though we were on a sidewalk, it was reminiscent of the way you walk and talk on the fairway. You’re staring straight ahead, mostly, and it’s companionable in large measure because you don’t have to make eye contact. Plus, I was eating an ice-cream cone, one of the foods you study as you consume it, which meant I had another thing to focus on other than Olivia Foster. But I hadn’t forgotten that a question of some importance to her was looming, and so I had my guard up. I knew I couldn’t distract, divert, or derail this girl with talk of the glamour of ninth grade or the size of the high school lockers. And, finally, her question came.

			“I know you can’t talk about the lawsuit,” she said.

			“No, I can’t.”

			“But here’s what I’m wondering: Are you mad at my dad?”

			“You dad?” I hadn’t expected this. “Why would I be mad at your father?”

			“Because, well, he told on you.”

			A part of me smiled inside. This really was a goodfella sort of thing: she was asking me if I was pissed off at her dad for ratting me out.

			“You mean me and Theo Catton.”

			“Uh-huh,” she said. “Winnie and Geoff’s dad.”

			I hated it when I was reminded of Theo’s two kids, and how I had broken up their family. Each of them was a walking testimony to what a terrible person I was. “They must hate me,” I admitted.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Sure you do.”

			Becca chimed in, “Winnie’s old enough to get it, and she’s more pissed off at her dad than she is at you. Some days she’s fine. But some days she’s not. Those days, she’s kind of a mess, always throwing tantrums about one thing or another. There was a while after Mrs. Catton kicked out Mr. Catton when she couldn’t get out of bed in the morning—kind of like your mom, Olivia—and Winnie had to fry eggs in the morning before school and make her and Geoff their lunches. But one time, she took the raw eggs and instead of breaking them into the frying pan, she just hurled them like baseballs into the kitchen walls. All dozen of them in the carton. That’s what I mean about how she can go mental sometimes. But Mrs. Catton is better now, so I guess Winnie is, too. Right, Olivia?”

			“Yup. Pretty much back to normal over there,” Olivia agreed. “So: Are you mad at my dad?”

			We reached the library and sat around one of the stone tables in the shade on the terrace, surrounded by large hydrangeas, their great, bulbous flowers already turning from white to pink. I popped into my mouth the last of my ice-cream cone. “No,” I answered. “Not at all. I could never be mad at him. Especially…”

			“What?”

			“Especially after all he lost.”

			“My brother.”

			“Yes. Kenny.”

			“But still.”

			“Your dad did the right thing,” I said, though I hadn’t believed that at the time. I would have preferred that he’d just left Theo and me alone because our affair was likely going to end anyway that previous summer. But I no longer felt that way, because had Theo not been outed by Kenny’s father, we all know that he would have indulged his proclivities on another young girl from Tallmadge right after me and another young girl right after her. “I’m okay. I am,” I continued, which was far from true, but I honestly didn’t realize what a mess I was—and wouldn’t have shared this truth with a fourteen-year-old girl, even if I had known. “Okay, my turn: Can I ask you something?”

			“I don’t care,” said Olivia. Becca looked back and forth between us, and was, I had come to realize, Olivia’s sidekick. This gave me a jolt of happiness. Kenny’s sister was such an alpha that a Tallmadge kid with roots as deep as mine, Becca, was Robin to Olivia’s Batman.

			“Tell me about your brother,” I said.

			“What about him?”

			“I just never really knew him, and I wish I had. I liked him.”

			“I was looking through his yearbook after he died,” said Olivia, not precisely answering my question. “I think you and Marie Morris were the only senior girls to sign it. You both signed right by your senior photos.”

			I nodded. I had no idea how many yearbooks I’d signed, but it was lots. When I thought hard, I had a dim recollection of signing Kenny’s during one free period in the cafeteria, and I felt despicable that I had forgotten the details. He had started caddying on weekends that spring, and so I had made a golf joke about how getting to June was like reaching the nineteenth hole. And then, fearing it had sounded too much like we were both middle-aged alcoholics, I’d added something like Good luck next year! Great to survive AP History with you. Soooooo many wars!

			“Did he like caddying—you know, as summer jobs go?” I asked. “Did he like golf?”

			“He didn’t mind caddying. He could read, and he was always tan. And he was outside.”

			“He did seem to read a lot at the club—you know, between loops. What were his favorite books?”

			“I don’t know. But you should see his room. There are still stacks of novels in his bookcases. My dad cleaned up a couple piles on the floor, but mostly by just jamming them onto the shelves.”

			“His room is still his room?”

			“Oh yeah,” Becca jumped in. “Olivia’s mom doesn’t want to touch it.”

			“Yet,” said Olivia, defending her mother.

			“I get it,” I said. “I can’t blame her.”

			“She says she’s just not ready,” Olivia explained, embarrassment creeping into her voice. “And my dad’s fine with that. I mean, what’s the rush?”

			“No rush I can think of,” I said. Then, without thinking, I asked, “Can I see it?”

			“His bedroom?”

			I nodded.

			Olivia looked down at her lap and then up at me. “Sure,” she agreed. “Why not?”
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				The Boy Could Dance

			
			Olivia was adamant that there was no way on God’s green earth we would be going to her house if her mother was home. But her mother wasn’t there, she was with Olivia’s kid sister doing some back-to-school shopping. And so we walked back to Mindy’s Mix-Ins, retrieved my car, and drove to the Fosters’ house that afternoon.

			

			 

			

			The room wasn’t musty because the windows were open. It was also immaculate, as if a realtor had staged the room in preparation for selling the place. When Olivia had said that her father had jammed books onto the shelves, I’d envisioned the sort of chaos you see in used bookstores in converted carriage barns, some of the tomes vertical and some horizontal, many laid flat upon the spines of others. In fact, the books were impeccably shelved on three tall bookcases, the novels alphabetized by author and the nonfiction moving chronologically. I spotted the AP European history textbook we’d both read in class and was impressed by some of the other books he’d read on his own. On the shelf with it, there was a book on the Napoleonic wars, a primer on Renaissance art, and The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. It had never crossed my mind to go beyond the textbook. Never.

			“He must have done very well on the AP exam,” I observed, running my fingers down the spines.

			“He got a five. That’s the highest you can get,” she said.

			“I got a four,” I volunteered.

			“That’s good, too.”

			There were posters on the wall of the Bee Gees and Elton John and for the movie Jaws.

			“Those were the posters he had in his room in Miami, too,” said Olivia.

			“He didn’t get new ones here? When you all moved north?”

			“Back north,” she corrected me. “No. He really liked it there. In Miami. He would have been happy to stay.”

			“What did he like about it?” I asked.

			“He had a girlfriend there,” Becca said, and Olivia nodded.

			“Yeah. Anna Reyes. Her family was from Cuba. He was very good at disco.”

			“Kenny?”

			“You are, like, totally surprised.”

			“The boys in Tallmadge can’t dance. I assumed no teenage boys could dance.”

			“He could. He practiced in secret when we lived in Miami. When he wanted to get good at something, that’s what he’d do. Did. He’d work forever in private until he was totally excellent at it. He and Anna taught me how to do the hustle.”

			Becca poked her friend in the ribs and said, “Show her his leisure suits and those Huk-A-Poo shirts.”

			The other girl rolled her eyes but opened the closet door, and there were the polyester leisure suits, one the color of a robin’s egg and one the green of a lime. There were polyester shirts with the sorts of tropical birds and flowers you might see on baggy Hawaiian shirts, but these were long-sleeved and slim-fit. “He got all new clothes when we moved here. We all did. You know, Lacoste. Or what my mom called knockoff Lacoste. It looked like Lacoste but didn’t have the crocodile.”

			“He kept his old clothes from Florida?” I asked. “Wouldn’t he have outgrown them?”

			“Probably. My dad used to say he was getting bigger just from caddying. But he wanted to go to college in Florida someday, and he just never got rid of them.”

			“He liked Florida that much?”

			“I guess. But, to be honest, last summer, before he died, he started talking more and more about maybe going to school up north. The really good colleges in Massachusetts and Connecticut and Vermont.”

			I looked at the stereo and the record albums. “May I?” I asked.

			“I don’t care. You’re here. I just want to be sure we leave before my mom gets home.”

			“I get it. I understand why she hates me.”

			“She doesn’t hate you. She just thinks you’re, I don’t know, bad luck.”

			Becca nodded with great histrionics, adding, “But we know you’re not. As my own mom says, it’s just—”

			“Really, Becca? You’re going there?” her friend snapped, cutting her off.

			“Go ahead, Becca,” I murmured.

			She was hesitant now, but I urged her on.

			“Okay,” she said carefully. “Not bad luck. Bad parenting. But please don’t be insulted, Mira! It’s not like my parents know your parents all that well. I mean, they all saw each other at the club, that was it, and my parents don’t even completely agree on the bad parenting stuff, because Spencer turned out great, so how bad could they be? I mean, Spencer…”

			Her voice trailed off because she realized she was only making this worse.

			“Don’t worry, Becca,” I reassured her. “Obviously, I’m bad luck. And I know my parents aren’t Mom and Dad on Happy Days.”

			“My mom really doesn’t hate you,” Olivia repeated. “And, this is weird, but…”

			“Tell me.”

			“My mom says the settlement will pay for my sister’s and my college educations. So, as my aunt said, Kenny didn’t die in vain. That’s the expression she used.”

			“You and your sister would have gone to college even if he hadn’t died,” I said.

			“I don’t know.”

			“I do.”

			I began thumbing through the records. God, South Florida was such a different world from Tallmadge, and it was evident in the vinyl. You would never have found the Miami Sound Machine, KC and the Sunshine Band, or Donna Summer played at the keggers in my little suburb or on the turntables in the smoking room or cafeteria at the high school. “These were his favorites?” I asked.

			“Uh-huh. It’s what he listened to here. In his bedroom.”

			“I knew he liked the Bee Gees,” I said.

			“Yeah, but he would never have played the Bee Gees in the school cafeteria. He wanted to fit in,” his sister told me, and it was as if he had hidden this part of his soul with the same determination a gay student might have stayed closeted back then. “But he thought you and Marie and your friends were cool.”

			“I…I thought he was, too,” I told her. I turned to her from the records. The truth was, before August 3, 1978, I had been cool. Very cool, very popular. “I’m sorry we didn’t hang out together all that much. We did a little in class and at the club that summer before, you know. But…” I didn’t finish the sentence. I didn’t like where it was going.

			“You were always nice to him in that history class. You and Marie. On his first day at the school, after that class, you showed him the smokers’ lounge and where the records were in the cafeteria, and which muffins were least gross in the morning.”

			“Avoid the bran ones and the blueberry ones,” said Becca knowingly. “One is dry and gives you the farts, and one is mushy and slimy.”

			“He didn’t smoke,” I murmured.

			“No. But you didn’t know that. He just thought it was awesome that this golf whiz kid and super-popular senior—you—were nice to him. I mean, you were the best athlete in the school. He told us about you and Marie that first night at dinner. Later, he told us about the time you three worked in study hall together on some Renaissance stuff. Some crazy Italian politician.”

			“Machiavelli,” I said.

			“Sure. Maybe. I don’t know.”

			“I was good at golf. But I never thought of myself as an athlete. The girls who play field hockey and soccer? They’re something,” I said, and I heard the quaver in my voice. I recalled taking fifteen minutes nearly two years earlier now and showing the new kid some of the ropes. It might have made me hate myself a little bit less, but then Olivia inadvertently gutted the memory.

			“He thought you and Marie and him were going to be friends,” she added, and she meant nothing by it. She was too young. But I sat on the bed, on the perfectly flat duvet, my head in my hands, and mortified the two younger girls by starting to weep.

			

			 

			
				
			

			After I gathered myself, the three of us went downstairs.

			He thought you were going to be friends.

			As we passed through the kitchen, I saw a small chalkboard hanging on the wall near the phone, and on it were a few grocery items—bananas, cat food, Instant Breakfast—and a couple of phone numbers. One I recognized instantly: Theo Catton’s. Or, to be precise, the Catton family’s home phone number.

			“That’s Theo’s number,” I said before I could stop myself.

			“Nah,” Olivia corrected me. “It was. Mr. Catton moved out long ago.”

			“Right. Of course.”

			“Now it’s just Mrs. Catton’s—and her kids.”

			“Are your mom and Mrs. Catton friends?”

			She scrunched up her face: of all the things we’d talked about, this was the one that was making her uncomfortable. “Sort of? Kind of?”

			“Olivia, they are or they aren’t.”

			“They are, I guess. But they’re working together, mostly.”

			“They have jobs together?”

			“No, they’re starting this, like, group. This organization thing. It…I don’t know…I don’t totally get it.”

			“What does it do?”

			“The group? They’re working with Father Whitlock at the pisky church and some social worker in Mount Vernon. It’ll help, somehow, girls like you.”

			“Girls like me?”

			“I don’t understand it all, but it’s supposed to keep girls like you out of trouble or help girls like you after you’ve been…you know. Girls who’ve been with married men, I guess.”

			Becca, ever helpful and filterless, corrected her. “Not just married men. Older men. Girls who’ve been—and here’s how they talk—used by an older man. Or men. You know, messed up by them.”

			I considered defending myself and saying it had just been one. Theo. A man, not men. But, of course, that wouldn’t be true. I’d sworn off married men, but not older men.

			“See,” Olivia elaborated, “they wanted something good to come from Kenny’s death, other than my sister’s and my college education, and you kind of brought my mom and Mrs. Catton together.”

			“Someone had suggested a golf scholarship,” Becca added, “but this seemed like a much better idea.”

			“Yeah,” I agreed. “Whatever your mom and Mrs. Catton are starting, it probably is better than a golf scholarship.”

			Then we were silent a long moment. I couldn’t take my eyes off the Cattons’ phone number, and looked away from it only when Olivia said, “You should probably go now. It wouldn’t be cool if you were still here when my mom gets home.”

			I nodded and thanked them for showing me Kenny’s bedroom. I didn’t start crying again until I was in the car and pulling out of their driveway.

			

			 

			

			“I overheard my mom telling my dad that the great thing about Smith is that it’s a women’s college, so there won’t be any older men trying to seduce you,” Marie was saying. My new trunk was open on my bedroom floor. I had just told her about the group that Sharon Foster and Eleanor Catton were starting with Father Whitlock.

			“Well, she’s wrong,” I said, folding a sweatshirt and flattening it inside the trunk. Marie knew that I had been sleeping with the NYU professor who’d picked me up at that bar over Thanksgiving, but not the details of why we had broken up. After he had eviscerated my fiction, I’d shared the fact I was writing with no one. “There may not be boys my age on the campus trying to seduce me, but there are plenty of older men on the faculty,” I went on. I knew I sounded like a curmudgeon, but I wanted to get stoned after my visit to Kenny’s bedroom, and Marie had mostly stopped smoking weed that summer. She sure as hell wasn’t going to get high with me at four o’clock on a weekday afternoon. “I promise you, if I want to, I’ll sleep with my ‘holes and poles’ professor.” (In fact, I did. But he wasn’t married. And I did just the one time, and only then to see if I still had it.)

			“Your what?”

			“It’s a course I’ve signed up for in the psych department: human sexuality. The students call it ‘holes and poles.’ ”

			She nodded a little knowingly. “Our equivalent is ‘dicks and slits.’ But you have to have taken intro to psychology first, and so I haven’t taken either.” She picked up the July issue of the travel magazine I’d worked for. “Will you miss New York City?” she asked.

			“I will. I’ll miss working there, and I’ll miss the independence I had.”

			“You’ll have plenty of independence at college.”

			Ah, I thought, but not the opportunity to snort blow in the bathrooms at a travel magazine or East Village punk club. I suspected that I’d have to study and read and write papers at night at Smith. At the travel magazine, I had no responsibilities in the evenings and could drink and smoke and party as much as I wanted.

			“Here’s a shocker,” I said. “Kenny Foster was a pretty good disco dancer.”

			“Disco? Kenny? Are you shitting me?” she said, and she threw one of the decorative throw pillows on my bed at me.

			“I’m not.”

			“That’s insane. And gross. Disco is so gross.”

			I hadn’t expected this response. It wasn’t why I had told her. “It’s no grosser than punk. Arguably, it’s less gross. Disco dancers aren’t piercing their eyebrows or noses before getting on the dance floor.”

			“You don’t either.”

			“I’m the least punk person you know. I just used to go to some punk clubs because of the bands.” (A lie. We know why I went. I’ve told you. It’s a miracle I wasn’t shooting heroin between my toes.) “Anyway, why is it gross that Kenny could do the hustle?”

			“Well, he could according to his kid sister.”

			“I think Olivia calls it like she sees it. She doesn’t fuck around.”

			“I have heard she’s kind of a little badass.”

			“And Kenny had a girlfriend in Florida.”

			“He did? He always seemed so shy.”

			“He was with us. New kid in a place like Tallmadge? We’re a tough crowd, Marie, a tough audience.”

			She got up from bed and sat beside me on the floor. “You’ve lost weight.” She was concerned.

			“You sound like my mom.”

			“Just saying.” She leaned into me, studied my face. “And your eyes are very red.”

			“I’m not stoned.”

			“I wouldn’t care if you were!”

			I sighed. “I had kind of an emotional episode in Kenny’s bedroom. And in the car. And when I got home.”

			“Because of the target? Because someone is trying to—is this the right word?—frame you?”

			“No. Because of Kenny.”

			“Why did you do it? Go to his house?”

			“Because I didn’t know him. For fuck’s sake, none of us knew him.”

			“You can’t know everyone.”

			“We never invited him in,” I said, a shorthand for so much. Neither Marie nor I had had serious boyfriends in high school. None of us in that clique did. If I had not been with Theo Catton, I would have been like Marie: we predated the expression “friends with benefits,” but that’s what our posse was, a pack of entitled boys and girls who drank keg beer from plastic red Solo cups and then paired off in bedrooms and back seats. I was that well-liked princess who never fucked for reasons everyone attributed to some inexplicable combination of priggishness and saving myself for golf.

			“I am so glad you’ll be away from this place in a few days,” Marie told me, sensing how poisonous the place had become for me. “Will you have to come back here this fall because of the legal stuff?”

			“A few times, for sure,” I said. “But I have no idea how much will be because of the lawsuit and how much will be because of the criminal trial.”

			“You’re not a criminal,” she said protectively.

			“Well, the country club and the practice net company and my lawyer and Harry Fallows’s lawyer are still arguing over whose fault it was. And the district attorney is friends with Mrs. Catton, and those two sure have strong opinions. The fact the target was in my golf bag just ain’t great.”

			“Why is this all taking so long?”

			“Because there are motions and discovery and more motions and more discovery.”

			“And Harry is still denying he took off the target and shoved it in your golf bag?”

			“Absolutely. Swears he didn’t do it. Oh, he’s happy to admit I demanded the target should go, but then says he hadn’t thought much about it. Says he never took it down and never planned to take it down.”

			“But it wasn’t you.” She had phrased it like a statement, but I was sure it was actually a question, and I was offended.

			“No, of course not,” I snapped.

			“Damn right,” she said, as if she’d been giving me a pep talk, not confirming that I was guilty of many things, but ruining the structural integrity of a golf practice net was not among them. “So, we know the one thing they’ll discover when this process is all over is this: it wasn’t your fault. It was an accident. That’s pretty damn clear.”

			But, of course, in the eyes of the law, it wasn’t. All that was obvious was this: the target had been moldering in my golf bag for months.
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				The Fiscal Value of a Human Life

			
			My new roommate, Tina Hawthorne from Jericho, Vermont, was a little cowed by the idea that I had spent the last year living in Manhattan while working at a glamorous travel magazine. She was also unnerved by the amount of marijuana I smoked and the way I had found, within days of arriving in Northampton, an older student who could sell me cocaine and tabs of LSD. (In the end, I dropped acid only once that autumn. It was at a Bonnie Raitt concert at UMass Amherst, and most of the time I was merely fascinated by how tiny the singer seemed on the stage. Also, when I returned to Smith, I discovered that I had peed my pants during the concert. I must have been a treasure that night riding back to my own campus on one of the free buses that linked the five colleges in that corner of western Massachusetts.)

			Tina and I shared a single room with two beds in Capen House, one of the small colonials that acted as miniature dorms at Smith, and such women’s college traditions as Thursday night candlelit suppers in the dining room—and it was a dining room, not a dining hall—were still intact. I discovered early on how easy it was for me to accidentally horrify Tina, and so I tended to paint a personal history for her that was missing a lot of the salient details. It would be nearly a month and a half, for instance, before I would reveal that I had killed a seventeen-year-old boy and the district attorney had charged me with involuntary manslaughter. I lived with that inside me like a lump that you hope to God is benign. I hoped I’d never have to confess to Tina that I was also a home-wrecker. And I certainly never shared that the three people prior to my arrival at Smith with whom I’d had what we refer to politely as intimate relations—Theo, Dennis, and a bartender—had a combined age that was roughly 135. (When a fourth person, my “holes and poles” professor, was added to that list barely three weeks into my college experience, the combined age would near 170. But that prof was younger than Dennis, who had been younger than Theo, and so I remained confident that if I lived long enough, I just might acquire a taste for age-appropriate dick.)

			Tina was a virgin who drank beer and—when she was feeling sophisticated—wine, and she was sure I was going to get us both arrested someday because of the amount of weed and coke that was always in our room. It was clear that she disapproved of me, appalled that one night soon after arriving at college I was doing LSD at a country rock concert. She had hoped when we met we’d be friends; it was clear before the autumn leaves were gone we never would be.

			Of course, she would also be the person who would introduce me to my husband.

			Capen House was having a mixer in which boys from Amherst, coeducational barely a half decade by then, could join us girls in rooms that were better lit than the Amherst fraternities and didn’t smell like bad beer (the first floors), filthy socks (the second), and urinals (the basements). It was a Friday evening in October. I was not unhappy to be there at the party, but I had come downstairs for it largely because I was keeping Tina company: a wing woman, if you will.

			As if I were a leopard on the hunt, however, I spotted the one older man in the room instantly. I pegged him for mid-thirties based on the deep lines around dark eyes that exuded world-weariness like cologne. He was wearing a denim shirt that didn’t hide the fact he was seriously buffed, and he had thicker hair than I did, a creosote mane that he wore in a ponytail. He looked more like a bartender than a professor, but I still made the mistake of supposing he taught at the college. Why else would he be here? He was drinking wine, while almost everyone else was at the punch bowl or the keg. In my experience, the idea that he was too old for the girls in the room had never precluded a man from casting his line into those waters. He was that “youngish” male prof on his own sort of prowl.

			He hadn’t noticed me, however, and I was just buzzed enough to contemplate approaching him when my roommate shocked me by running over to him first, throwing her arms around his waist, and standing on her toes to plant one hell of a smack on his cheek.

			“Ethan!” she cooed. “You actually came!”

			I didn’t hear what he said back and shambled over.

			“Ethan, this is my roommate, Mira Winston. She’s from some little place outside New York City. Mira, this is one of my older brother’s best friends from high school, Ethan Pomerleau. He’s like an uncle to me. No, he’s better than an uncle, because he doesn’t say embarrassing things at the Thanksgiving dinner table.”

			“Have I ever been at your Thanksgiving dinner table?” he asked.

			“You’ve been at the house on Thanksgiving Day.”

			“That I have. Picking up your brother.”

			“Mira, Ethan is a freshman at Amherst.”

			I must have looked confused. He shrugged, a little embarrassed. “Yeah, I know. I’m older than the rest of the class,” he said sheepishly. “I’m here because, well, Tina insisted I come tonight, and so I thought I’d see how she’s doing.”

			“Not here to meet girls, eh?”

			“Uh, no.”

			“How old are you?” I asked.

			“Twenty-nine.”

			“That’s not so old,” I said. Good God, he was a child compared to the other men I had slept with. Still, I was surprised: he looked older to me than he was.

			“Oh, next to all of you? It is.”

			“Why are you only starting college now?”

			“Vietnam.”

			This is what I mean about how I won the birth lottery, a windfall I threw away with cavalier negligence: I had never met a Vietnam veteran because of the suburb in which I had been cosseted. And so it took a moment for the reason to register, and I asked, processing it slowly and stupidly, “What do you mean? You were there?”

			Tina smiled kindly at me and rolled her eyes. “Yes, Ethan was there. Was it 1968 and 1969?” she asked him.

			“So close,” he corrected her. “It was 1969 and 1970.”

			Most of what I knew about the Vietnam War I knew from movies, of which there had been a lot the past two years: Coming Home, The Deer Hunter, and that summer’s Apocalypse Now. I’d seen them all because, unlike Animal House, no one is killed by a golf ball.

			“And you were a soldier?” I asked, as if I hadn’t heard. I couldn’t comprehend the idea that he might have been in combat.

			“I was.”

			“What were you doing for the last nine years?”

			“Let’s see: I worked on my uncle’s dairy farm in Vermont. I worked with Tina’s brother here at a little brewery in Burlington. I worked for a nursery—plants, not people—in Massachusetts. I worked for a builder, banging up walls and hanging Sheetrock. And I painted houses.”
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			“What did you do in Vietnam?”

			He shrugged. “Drank beer. Played beach volleyball. Marveled at how Godzilla-like big the mosquitoes were.”

			I was relieved. He hadn’t answered my question exactly, but it didn’t sound like he had either been in harm’s way himself or was massacring children in places like My Lai. Quickly, however, Tina punched him good-naturedly on the arm and said, “He’s being modest. Ethan was one of those guys in the choppers who’d land in a…what do you call them?”

			“Hot zones,” he answered evenly.

			“Hot zones,” she went on, “jumping out of the helicopter with a machine gun and protecting everyone while they rounded up the wounded. He was one of the guys who actually—and I am not making this up—used to sit on their helmets in the helicopters so the Vietnamese shooting up at them from the ground wouldn’t shoot off their you-know-whats.”

			Please remember I was stoned when I tell you what I asked him next. “Did you ever kill anyone?”

			“I suppose so, yes. You?”

			“As a matter of fact,” I admitted, “I have.”

			And that, for the record, was my husband’s and my meet-cute.

			

			 

			

			I had told Tina about Kenny Foster only days earlier. And I had for the simple reason that it was all getting too much for me and I needed to talk to someone and she was my roommate and would have to do. And the reason I needed to talk was because the parameters of, at least, the civil case had now come fully into view—even though it was clear that the criminal trial, if there was one, would come first. After all, a guilty verdict would make the plaintiffs’ civil case easier to win and might increase dramatically the defendants’ civil liability.

			Kenny Foster’s family was suing three different entities, diffusing the responsibility and suggesting that the country club (and resident pro Harry Fallows as the club’s agent and employee), the net manufacturer, and I shared “joint and several liability.” The net company was on the hook because they had shipped the wrong product and the product itself was badly designed. The country club was a defendant both because they had placed the net in a dangerous spot, a place where—if the net failed—someone could (and would) get hurt, and because even if Harry Fallows hadn’t removed the target, he still should have done something about the fact it was gone between the Tuesday he noticed it was missing and the Thursday when I killed Kenny Foster. And little old me? I was definitely the person who hit the golf ball, slamming it through the netting without ever checking to make sure the material was intact—and, it was clear to the adults in the room, I was most likely the person to have ripped off the target, cutting it away with all the care kindergartners demonstrate when handed their first pair of safety scissors and a sheet of construction paper, and then buried it in a pocket in my golf bag. I was, in other words, a liar. (Hadn’t I been fucking Theo Catton? Didn’t that alone destroy my credibility?) I was among those who were going to be thrown under the bus because I was a wild and irresponsible dissembler with a bad past who couldn’t be allowed to get away with what I had done.

			My sense was that the net manufacturer was going to elude this nightmare in the end. They were insisting that someone had put the net in a ridiculous spot, one that certainly suggested the club cared not at all about “the help,” and then a teen girl had tampered with it, ruining its structural integrity. As for the idea they had sent the club the wrong net, they were pretty clear: the club should simply have sent it back and asked for the correct one.

			The Fosters were suing us all for three million dollars, a tremendous amount of money in 1979, arguing that the family had a “loss of consortium” with their son and brother that would last all of their lifetimes, and the figure was so large because it was such a grave misfortune for two parents and two siblings. The plaintiffs also expected the defendants to pay their lawyers’ legal fees. The country club and the net manufacturer had insurance companies that would pay their shares if they lost, but my family did not.

			My father continued to insist this would never come to trial—civil or criminal—and I would never have to testify beyond the depositions. But he was kidding himself. I might not testify in my criminal trial, but I would in the civil nightmare.

			I explained most of this to Tina that autumn night as we sat in our two beds in our bedroom. She asked plenty of questions as I went through the chain of events, and we took a lot of meandering detours.

			“Mira’s Moppets?” she asked. “What’s a moppet?”

			“A cute kid.”

			“Who gave them that name? You?”

			“God, no. One of their parents, I think.”

			But, of course, we always came back to the grimmest of realities: the death of a seventeen-year-old boy.

			“And this caddy…he’s really why you gave up golf?”

			“Yeah.”

			“But all you did was hit a golf ball like you probably had a zillion times.”

			She was wearing a Lanz nightgown with images of irises on it. She had a stuffed zebra the size of a beach ball in her lap. Sometimes around her I felt like a porn actress: kind of smutty and just too fucking knowledgeable about things that I really should have known nothing about.

			“I never checked the nylon,” I said.

			“Were you supposed to? No.”

			“I don’t know. I just wish I could go back in time.”

			“Were you nervous during those depositions?”

			The honest answer would have been, Well, less so during the second one than the first, but that was mostly because I was so coked up that I just spewed words with the relentless force of a waterfall. Or I could have been truthful but offered a less crazed tidbit: Yes. I felt like the lawyers were always trying to trick me. Instead, I said, “My dad was there and he got me a good lawyer.” Both were true, and neither made the depositions any easier. But I’d decided that I couldn’t drop any more of my shit on this nice girl from Vermont in a Sound of Music sort of nightgown. She didn’t like me, but maybe now she would at least understand me. Perhaps she’d even feel bad for me.

			“Good,” said Tina. Then: “Three million dollars. That’s a lot of money.”

			I recalled how on the day I had killed Kenny Foster, my mother had said that she never wanted to know what the final settlement figure might be, because she didn’t want to know the fiscal value of a human life. But, alas, some lives had more value than others. Did I tell Tina that my father had said to me the other night on the phone, “There’s no way they’ll get anywhere near three million bucks for Kenny Foster. He was just a kid. There’s absolutely no way to gauge what kind of earning power he would ever have had.” I couldn’t. I didn’t.

			“Yeah, it is,” I agreed. “I wish I didn’t know how big.”

			“Because it’s the thing that makes you feel bad?”

			“Oh, Tina,” I said. “Everything makes me feel bad.”

			Which was a lie. Weed and coke actually made me feel good. And sex, which I missed, made me feel very good.

			“Is there…more?”

			There was. I’d come this far: I should have told her about Theo. Maybe Theo and Dennis and Professor Holes ’n Poles. But I didn’t. I said there wasn’t, and whatever chance of a friendship we might have had would soon vanish when she’d hear about them from someone else.
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				Is Anyone on My Side?

			
			“You know how a suit pocket is sewn shut when you first buy the suit? Before it’s tailored?” asked Kathleen O’Brien. She was an engineer who had a patent on a driving range practice net not unlike the one the country club had purchased and through which I had driven a golf ball.

			“I don’t,” I said, wondering why a suit pocket would ever be sewn shut. It made zero sense. Miss O’Brien was somewhere between my age and my mother’s, with strikingly beautiful dark eyes and the auburn hair of a movie star. It was late October, and we were in that same conference room in Mr. Barker’s law firm where twice I had been deposed, and she swiveled in her chair so her legs were no longer under the table. Her stockings were the color of the antique pewter that sat on the breakfront in our dining room.

			“Well, they are.”

			“It must be to prevent shoplifting,” said my mother. This sounded reasonable. She and my father and my lawyer, Mr. Barker, were all present.

			“No, Alexis,” said the engineer to my mother. “A very reasonable guess, but wrong. It’s done to help the jacket keep its shape. It prevents the fabric from stretching or expanding before it’s sold.”

			“Okay,” I said, even more curious as to why we were discussing men’s suits.

			“When a man purchases the suit, he or the tailor needs to very carefully snip away the stitching that seals the pocket shut or use a seam ripper with precision. If you’re not careful, you’ll tear the pocket or the suit. Well, that’s what happened with the target on the driving range net at your country club. Whoever snipped the seams that attached the target to the nylon cut some of the nylon threading, too.”

			“Are you saying the golf ball did not create the hole?” asked Mr. Barker. “Are you saying there was already a hole there?”

			“No. And we’ll never know. Let’s face it, a net, by definition, is nothing but holes. And you would have to be a tailor—or a surgeon, perhaps—to remove the target without weakening the net, because it was attached to the net in twelve spots. And so it would have taken twelve very careful sets of cuts to remove it without damaging the net. It would have taken a bit of time.”

			“How much time?”

			“No idea. But some. My sense, however, is that whoever did it didn’t spend a lot of time on the project. Just, well, cut the target off.”

			The implication was clear: an adult (or a golf pro) would have been more careful. This could be used as one more bit of proof if the state’s experts came to the same conclusion, that I was the one who had tampered with the driving range net. But then the engineer spelled it out: “If this ever goes to trial, a jury—civil or criminal—is more likely to believe you did it, Mira, than a grown man like Harry Fallows.”

			“Because grown men are so tidy?” my mother asked sarcastically, and I was a little proud of her.

			“And, of course, the target was in your golf bag,” Miss O’Brien added helpfully.

			“Which is probably all they need,” I mumbled.

			“Frankly, I think having a design on the target was ridiculous, too,” she said. “I agree with you, Mira. It might make a golfer yank his head up. All you need is the leather pad so a golfer hears that thwack, that thump, that means he drove the ball in the right direction. He hit it clean. You don’t want all those circles or numbers or designs.”

			“Thank you.”

			My lawyer turned to me and said, “The idea that the police found the target in your bag is obviously a place where both the net manufacturer and the country club will go hard at you. But, trust me, we will go hard at the club and at the club pro. We will make it clear that there was plenty of reason for Harry Fallows—or even Curt Bolger—to stuff the target in your golf bag after Kenny Foster died. It seems to me, your club pro was gutless and pathetic and scared, and he wanted to make absolutely certain that no one thought he was the one who had snipped off the target. And we will ask them this: Why would you keep the target in your golf bag all this time? Why didn’t you throw it away months ago and make sure it rotted away in a landfill somewhere?”

			“God, if the lawsuit goes to trial, it will be one gigantic Rubik’s Cube,” said my father. “There will be moments when the interests of the manufacturer and the club will be aligned, and moments when everyone will be throwing food at everyone else.”

			“Can I ask a question?” I said to my lawyer.

			“Of course,” he said.

			“Other than you, is anyone on my side?” It wasn’t a serious inquiry. I was just disgusted that with one swing of a driver I had created a legal morass that for months now we had been trying (and failing) to drabble our way through.

			“Yes,” he said, answering earnestly. “There will be moments when it will feel like you’re allied with the country club and moments when you’ll see the manufacturer as a friend. Neither, in the end, will be.”

			“In a civil suit, that is,” Miss O’Brien added a little ominously.

			“I gather Harry Fallows will have to testify in the criminal trial. Will he have to testify in the civil case, too?” I asked.

			“Absolutely. In a civil trial, we can be confident that the plaintiffs would call you both as fact witnesses,” said Mr. Barker.

			“Because I know so many facts?”

			“Because you were there. Because he set up the net.”

			“How did I supposedly cut the target away?” I asked. “Scissors? A box cutter? A razor blade? What?”

			“Impossible to say,” said the engineer.

			“But, like, on Caddy Day I came to the club with scissors and just cut it off?”

			“Don’t you have one of those multi-tool kits golfers carry?”

			“No! I have a little clip thing to repair divots and a brush for my spikes. Or I had a little clip thing and a brush.”

			“The multi-tool kits have those, but also a little knife. A teeny everything blade. They look like Swiss Army knives or Boy Scout knives, but the one blade is only, I don’t know, an inch or so long,” she said.

			“I’ve never owned one.”

			“And the police didn’t find one in her golf bag when they searched it,” said my lawyer.

			The engineer put out her hands in resignation. “Just saying: a little knife like that could have been used, too.”

			“I just wish we could prove Harry cut off the target,” said my father. “I’m sure he had a tool like that. And, of course, he had all the tools in the world in his office and the bag room. I just cannot believe that guy is lying so shamelessly.”

			And, for the first time since we had arrived at the law firm that day, I found myself smiling. My father’s remark suggested that he believed me. He believed that I wasn’t the one who had cut off the target. This was something pretty damn close to his approval, one of those rare and precious gems I seldom saw.

			

			 

			

			There would be other possible defense experts at Cleon Barker’s law firm that day, but the only one I met when my team interviewed them was Miss O’Brien. (Please understand that my use of the possessive is meant to suggest only that they were among the few who, if this ever went to a courtroom, had my back.) The other experts included a physicist discussing the power of a golf ball’s velocity; a brain surgeon on how unlikely it was that Kenny might have had a precondition that increased the likelihood of his death when my golf ball slammed into his skull; and a fellow who had studied these sorts of practice nets and written an article arguing that they were far too dangerous for home use. And the idea one was used at a country club? Utter madness, in his opinion.

			But, by then, everything about this ordeal I had set in motion was going to strike me as insane.

			

			 

			

			Meanwhile, I continued to write drafts of suicide notes when I was alone, and I wrote one that night when my family and I returned to Tallmadge from Manhattan. My mother was going to drive me back to Smith the next day. The temperature fell below freezing after the sun set, but still I sat in my bedroom, a chair by the open window, exhaling my weed through the screen so I didn’t stink up the room, while Harvey slept soundly on my bed, and I thought about some of the female writers who had taken their own lives: Virginia Woolf. Anne Sexton. Fellow Smithie Sylvia Plath. (I had walked past Haven House, her dorm, my first week on campus. It was a pilgrimage of sorts.) But I had an epiphany as I wrote yet another tragic goodbye to the world: if I were to do this, which I still told myself I never would, a note should not be part of the equation. If I did not want to selfishly inflict yet more pain on the world, my suicide should look like an accidental death.

			This is how suicide ideation sometimes works, how it becomes more real. The more you plan, the more likely it is you’ll give it a shot. (An awful pun, but irresistible. Forgive me. Also, just for the record, suicidal women rarely use guns. We use less violent means. Of the trio I mentioned above, two used gas fumes—one from a stove, one from a car—and one drowned herself.)

			I put down my fine-point Bic and the yellow legal pads I loved, and tried to imagine how to accomplish a death that was both guaranteed and sure to seem like a stupid mistake. Also? It had to be fast and painless, because I was no fan of physical suffering. If I were a rock climber, I could fall off a cliff. But I wasn’t. If I were enamored of the right sort of drugs, I could overdose. But I’d never stuck a needle into my arms or between my toes, and didn’t think I could manage a quaalude dosage that didn’t merely leave me forever in a coma. A car accident was possible, though even the most cursory glances at suspension bridge guardrails made clear that plowing off the side of a bridge was no easy task. And hitting a tree? Hardly a sure thing. If I were a serious cyclist, I could ride in front of an oncoming train (there, once more, was Anna Karenina), but I wasn’t. And the problem with getting plowed under by a train was the reality I’d be dragging yet another person down with me: If I were so distraught because I had accidentally killed Kenny Foster, why would I want to make some poor train engineer believe he was responsible for killing me and ruin his life?

			So, I couldn’t do that, either. I couldn’t and wouldn’t. I still had work to do to solve this puzzle.

			I took the latest note and held it above my ashtray on the windowsill. There I used my lighter to burn it, the residue and embers briefly glowing red before becoming weightless gray-and-black slag.

			Which was when I felt an odd and unexpected regret that I had destroyed those words. They were really quite good in my mind, far better than the writing I had shared with Dennis that had led to our breakup. If creative writing took practice, years of work to hone one’s craft, my hours writing suicide notes were an interesting way to apprentice and put in my time.

			(Years later, Malcolm Gladwell would suggest one had to do something for roughly ten thousand hours before becoming really good at it. Ice hockey. Computer coding. The guitar. Looking back, perhaps one percent of the ten thousand hours it took me to become a competent novelist were spent writing suicide letters. That is, I know, pathetic and disturbing and narcissistic. I share it only to give you a sense of how broken I was.)

			That night I slept—or tried to sleep, because it was a fitful seven or eight hours—snuggling against my dog as if I were a bereft child. But either because of the weed or my epiphany, the despair was not quite as awful or as deep as it had been only hours earlier, when I had been at Cleon Barker’s law firm.
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				The Most Beautiful Thing I Had Seen in the Natural World

			
			Ethan Pomerleau lived in a freshman dorm with a roommate eleven years younger than he was. I was only a year older than Tina, but even that felt like a lot. Still, I didn’t want to portray myself as older and wiser than I was to Ethan. I knew my appeal for older men (and Ethan was older) was the idea that I looked like an ingenue but had the vulpine experience in bed of a woman with history. Also, a lot of Ethan’s wisdom had come from a world I knew only through Hollywood’s eyes. Good Lord, the guy had been in Vietnam.

			Even though he was twenty-nine and owned a car, he was still in his first year at Amherst, which meant in 1979 that he wasn’t allowed to have it with him on campus. And so, for our first date, he took one of those free buses that drove endlessly in loops among the five area schools, meeting me at Smith the Friday I returned to the college after I had met engineer Kathleen O’Brien.

			He took me to the bar I had been going to with Tina and other women from Capen House for a couple of months now, the kind of place that—when I had been living in Manhattan—I thought was beneath me. Apparently, it wasn’t. If my high school friend Marie Morris, in her first months as a college student, had been getting hammered on a concoction called “Daddy, I Don’t Wanna Drink This,” I discovered in Northampton that I was fine with something colored with blue curaçao called “Caribbean Pass-Out Punch.” (Why, back then, were the names of so many drinks for young girls suggestive of roofies? Rhetorical question. We know the answer.)

			I had done a line off a Fleetwood Mac album cover—white on white, which meant my nose was hoovering all over the cardboard so I didn’t miss a speck—before meeting him at the Smith College bus stop, and together the two of us walked to the bar. It was chilly and damp, and I walked very fast, which I said was because I was a New Yorker and he seemed to believe me. Now we were sitting at a high-top not far from the heavy mahogany balustrade behind which were the rows of beautiful bottles of booze and two bartenders, one male and one female, both young and athletic, moving like dervishes to keep up with the party. Ethan was nursing a bottle of Budweiser.

			“How did Amherst find you?” I asked.

			“Find me? What do you mean?”

			I wasn’t precisely sure what I meant, but I was imagining that the school must have had some sort of outreach to veterans. “I guess I mean you’re a little older than everyone else in your class and probably the only dude who a few years ago was in a jungle getting shot at.”

			“It was more than a few years ago.”

			“Well, that’s kind of my point.”

			He tore off part of the beer-bottle label, which was already peeling from condensation, with a fingernail. “They didn’t find me. I applied when I was a senior in high school in Vermont and got in.”

			“But you didn’t go?”

			“I was drafted first.”

			“And you chose Vietnam over Amherst? Wow. You are a really good person. Or really insane.”

			“Probably not either. At least not a really good person or a really insane one. But I did feel a duty to go.”

			“Even though it was a terrible war and we didn’t belong there?”

			“Even though,” he said. “Vermont was interesting back then. So many hippies. So many communes. The highway suddenly linked us with Boston, and the whole antiwar movement felt like a bunch of outsiders from the big cities trying to tell me how to think and what to do. So, for a stubborn local kid like me—a Vermonter through and through—going was almost a rebellion against the longhairs from Massachusetts and New York. The flatlanders.”

			“Do you regret going?”

			“I lived,” he said evasively. “I’m in college now.”

			“We must all seem like babies to you.”

			“No. But some of my fellow students have no idea how lucky they are. Just none. They take it all for granted. They’re entitled and naive.” This wasn’t nasty, but it was the meanest thing I’d ever heard him say. “Not you,” he added, as if he’d read my mind and was afraid he had offended me.

			“You are the only person I’ve ever met who was there.”

			“I’m not surprised. I’m the only veteran on the campus. But your roommate? She knows easily a half dozen of us. That’s the difference between growing up where you did outside Manhattan and where she did in northern Vermont.” He looked up from the label he was peeling and asked, “How was being back there—in Tallmadge?” He knew the story of Kenny Foster from the night we had met at the mixer, and that I had just been home, traveling to and from the city to meet with my lawyer and the engineer.

			“It was fine because I was a ghost. Snuck in and snuck out. I was only nervous when my mom and I were on the train platform, waiting for the train to Grand Central. My dad had taken his usual seven-thirty train because he’d gone to work in the morning. But I didn’t see a single person I knew, so I was spared the Scarlet Letter gazes I always fear I’ll get when I’m back.”

			“And the city?”

			I told him about the expert. I shared with him that I’d gotten high alone but for my dog. “When we’re finished here, let’s go back to Capen,” I added. “I have some really good weed. Tina might be around. If she is, you can say hi to her. She won’t like us getting stoned, but she’ll be happy to see you.”

			He shook his head. “I don’t smoke weed.”

			“But you were in Vietnam? I thought everyone there smoked weed.”

			“I gave it up when I came home.”

			“Why? That’s like saying no to chocolate!”

			“Maybe because no one was trying to kill me anymore. It could be just that simple. Also? It’s against the law.”

			These were both fair points. But the illegalities sure hadn’t stopped me. I liked being high far too much.

			“It sounds like Tina doesn’t smoke. She doesn’t, right?” he asked, a waft of concern in his voice. Was he fretting that I was corrupting this girl from Vermont?

			“Right.”

			He nodded, relieved. “I’m curious. Before August 3, 1978, did you get high a lot?” he asked. I was not surprised he remembered the date I’d killed Kenny Foster—I’d told him the night we had met—but, still, I was impressed. Of course, his use of the date also made him sound like a lawyer or narc.

			“Not as much as now. Mostly I drank keg beer back then.”

			“So, it was Kenny Foster’s death that upped the amount you consume.”

			“The amount I consume?” I repeated, turning it into a question and unable to smother my coke-fed giggles. “Good God, I don’t measure my weed like it’s…it’s oregano.”

			“But his death is why you smoke so much?”

			“I guess,” I agreed, happy to have an explanation for a habit that clearly didn’t thrill him. “But being outed back home as Theo Catton’s mistress wasn’t great, either.” (Yes, I had told him this, too, the night we had met, but only with the assurance that he wouldn’t tell Tina. It had to be our secret, and, I suppose, a part of me shared it with him precisely because he was an older man and this seemed to my addled mind a first step in a seduction.)

			“What other drugs do you do?”

			“I’ve dropped acid a couple times, but only once since coming to Smith. I’m not a big fan. Same with ’ludes. Like ’em, don’t love ’em. Cocaine, however? Very good. Double V good. Why? Do you want some? I don’t have any on me, but I have a friend at Smith who can give us a bump.” I suspected I knew what his answer would be, but I was feeling so judged that I couldn’t resist acting as if I were oblivious to his aversion.

			“No. And I have a feeling you’re already flying pretty fast.”

			“Nah,” I lied. “Nah. Just happy it’s Friday and I’m back here. I’m with you.” I reached across the wood and rested my hand on his wrist, planning to squeeze his fingers gently, but I realized that my grip must have felt like a blood pressure cuff when he looked down at my hand and then into my eyes.

			“I was serious,” he said. “I gave all that up. Beer and wine are the most potent things I drink or snort or swallow.” Then he used his free hand to peel my fingers off his skin. “Also?”

			I waited.

			“Those aren’t great reasons to get high,” he said.

			“Au contraire. I think they’re top-notch,” I told him, and I spread wide my arms theatrically. The barstool lacked a back, and when I fanned my arms like angel wings, a tad miffed, I fell off. I wasn’t drunk, just wired, and I landed on my hands and knees. But I popped back up like a rubber ball. Instantly, a lot of eyes were on me, supposing I was another blotto Smithie making a spectacle of herself. Ethan had jumped off his barstool to help me back to my feet, but already I was shaking it off and climbing onto the ripped pleather cushion. One of the bartenders, a young guy with a strawberry mane that cascaded like a rock star’s, was watching me carefully. I mouthed the words I’m fine and forced a smile in his direction.

			“Let’s get out of here,” said Ethan. I was unsure whether I had embarrassed him or he was worried about me.

			“I’m okay. Only a flesh wound.”

			“You’re not.”

			“Not a scratch on me.”

			“I didn’t mean that.”

			And so I took my blue drink, which was still at least half full, and downed it like milk. Chugged it like a frat boy losing at beer pong.

			Then we left the bar and started up the hill to Capen House. He was a chivalrous guy, even if he didn’t approve of me. I expected him to drop me off at the dorm, say hello to Tina if she was there, and then get on the first bus back to Amherst. I didn’t see how the evening could get worse, which is a testimony to the fact that I had no gift for prophecy—because, as I should have known by then, things can always get worse.

			

			 

			

			Tina was there at Capen House. She was downstairs in the living room with a half dozen other girls. They had punch bowls of popcorn and were using a credenza as a bar, the bottles mostly uncapped, and drinking from coffee mugs and little juice glasses they’d purloined from the dining room. It looked like some of them had been playing the board game Risk, until they either got too drunk or too bored and left the game half finished on a card table near one of the windows. The new Blondie album was spinning on the turntable. When the group saw Ethan and me, the room instantly went silent, and it was almost too perfect that I heard one of the song lyrics suggesting a couple having to choose between a movie and a line of coke. (Me? I’d do both and had done both, though it’s harder than you think to sit still in a movie theater wired with blow.) No one stood for a moment, but they all stared. The air of sisterly bonhomie in the room was instantly replaced with rectitude and disapproval.

			Still, Ethan was just behind me, and Tina went to him. She gave him one of those half hugs, not touching torsos but draping a single arm in a comradely fashion around his waist before taking a step back.

			“Who died?” Ethan asked facetiously, reading the room as well as I had.

			“You know Annie Bainbridge, right?” Tina asked me.

			“Of course.” The girl had been two years ahead of me at the high school in Tallmadge. That meant, given my year off, she was now a senior at Mount Holyoke. “I mean, I don’t know her well. She’s older than me. But Tallmadge is a pretty small school. And a couple of times I was in a foursome with her father.”

			One of the girls giggled at this, and another asked, “Foursome: orgy or gang bang?”

			“I meant a round of golf,” I answered, more baffled than offended. “Did…did something happen to Annie?” I asked.

			“No,” said Jean Lee, one of my other housemates, another first-year student. “She’s fine. But Annie’s friends with Dora, and she told her about…about you, Mira. About all the awful shit you did in high school with older men and the families you wrecked and how you might go to jail. She even told us about the baby.”

			“Baby? What are you talking about?”

			A few of the girls rolled their eyes theatrically. One shook her head in disgust.

			“We all know. You went to live with your aunt and uncle in New York City when you were pregnant. You had the baby there and then gave it up to some orphanage for adoption,” said a housemate named Taffy.

			“That’s crazy! I went to New York City to work at a travel magazine! I never had a baby!”

			“What, you had an abortion?”

			“If I had gotten myself knocked up, you can bet your ass I would have, yes. But I didn’t. Neither of those things happened. No baby, no abortion. I’ve never been pregnant, ever!”

			“Why would Annie make that up?”

			“I have no idea. I have no idea who would even have started a rumor like that.”

			“I suppose you didn’t really kill a person, either, and you’re not ever going to jail for manslaughter? I suppose you didn’t try to hide the evidence in your golf bag?”

			My roommate knew that I had killed Kenny Foster, but I had told her alone about it. Now, it seemed, everyone had heard something. “The golfing accident,” I said. “I don’t really talk about it, and all the lawyers tell me I’m not supposed to. I’m sorry.”

			“So, that part is true?” asked Jean. “You did try to stash this target or whatever in your golf bag?”

			“No. I don’t know what you heard. Yes, there was a golfing incident—”

			“Incident? You fucking killed someone!”

			“Not on purpose!”

			“And you were also screwing a married man!” said Tina, as if it was her I had betrayed by not revealing this part of my past. “That is so gross. So disgusting. I mean, obviously, it takes two to tango, but you broke up a marriage and you ruined his wife’s life. His kids wound up with divorced parents because of you.”

			Because of you. Yes, she said that. It was 1979. Today we might say I was “doxed” or “slut-shamed.” I didn’t respond right away, though I considered the feeble retort “He came on to me first.” Or “Lots of kids have divorced parents.” But, then, that wasn’t how I felt at the time: I viewed myself as more predator than prey, responsible for what Theo and I did because I had liked it and I had liked him. When he gave me his phone number on the scorecard that day, I thought I knew what I was signing up for.

			“He has two kids, and Annie used to babysit them. She says they’re a mess,” Tina continued. “Really fucked-up. Annie’s still friends with their mom, and she just can’t believe how you ruined their family.”

			In hindsight, I should simply have asked, “Me?” and allowed my jaw to drop to the room’s thin gray carpet.

			“I mean,” asked Jean, “who does that? You were in high school, and you wrecked everything for them. Everything! The older girl tried to kill herself, you know—because of you.”

			Because of you. There it was again. But the older girl hadn’t tried to kill herself, unless something had happened I was unaware of. Winnie had once screeched at her father in the supermarket parking lot after her father’s and my story had come out, “I’m so embarrassed I want to die!” but that was a far cry from the sorts of dark places where my mind had been going.

			“Kind of wrecked two families, when you think about it,” observed another of my housemates somberly, a girl named Shelby whose father was a minister in North Carolina. “You, this superstar golfer, had to know that net was falling apart because someone—and it had to be you—had ripped off some hanging target-thingy. But you used it anyway.”

			“I didn’t know,” I said, my voice tremulous and barely audible. I started to say something about the target but lost the thread.

			“Tina,” said Ethan, jumping in for the first time, “come on. You just said the words yourself: it takes two. This married man isn’t exactly innocent. And why would Mira have used the golf net if she knew it was broken?”

			“It wasn’t broken when I used it!” I snapped, everyone surprised by the way my voice had abruptly gone from soft to shrill. And then I bleated a confession, three words that I had meant one way—recall Mira Land, and the magical thinking cause and effect of fucking Theo Catton and killing Kenny Foster—but they heard another: “I broke it!”

			I broke it. As if it had been a murderous act of sabotage. Country club sedition.

			Then I started toward the stairs to leave them all, to run away, but Ethan tried to take my arm. I brushed his fingers away.

			“I just can’t believe you never told me,” Tina hissed. Then she said to Jean, “My stuff is in a pile on my bed. I’ll go get it.”

			“Your stuff?” I asked. “What the hell?”

			“I can’t bear to spend another night in the room with you. I just can’t. Abortions or babies, all the men—”

			“All the men? There were four!” I said. (To this day, I am unsure what faith I had in the truth that I rolled the bartender and my “holes and poles” professor into the litany in my mind.)

			“And your drugs,” Tina went on. “I put up with your drugs—”

			“My drugs?”

			“Our room stinks of marijuana. I found coke tonight on my Fleetwood Mac album cover. I just can’t deal with your drugs and your lying one more night! LSD? Cocaine? I mean, I guess it all goes hand in hand. Addicts are liars.”

			“I’m many things, but I’m not an addict.”

			She scowled at me. “For all I know, you’ll burn down our room.”

			“What?”

			“Annie Bainbridge said you set a door on fire at Princeton and nearly killed a student. That’s arson! I mean, are any of us safe here with you around? This whole house is a tinderbox!”

			“It…the door…it was fireproof,” I tried to protest, but it was feeble.

			“Well, the doors here aren’t.”

			“Where are you going to sleep tonight?” I asked.

			Jean Lee raised her hand. “I’ve got a super-comfy sleeping bag. It’s called a mummy bag. She’s going to sleep in Connie’s and my room.”

			“I’ve already spoken to the dean. They’re going to find me a new room and a new roommate,” Tina told me. “They know you’re always high or stoned.”

			“You told them? Are you trying to get me expelled?”

			“I’m trying not to live in a room that smells like it’s one big bong!”

			“I think you’re overreacting, Tina,” Ethan told her. “Take a breath.”

			“And I think you’re making a big mistake to hang out with her. Among her addictions are older men. You’re not the first or even the second. It sounds like you’re not even the third. But there was definitely her neighbor growing up and a professor at NYU. Someone named Marie—a high school classmate of your friend here—told Annie Bainbridge at Mount Holyoke.”

			“Marie Morris?” I asked. My shock at my friend’s disloyalty, I’m sure, was evident on my face.

			“I don’t know. Maybe. Let’s face it, Mira, you kind of ruin everything you touch. I don’t know what the worst thing you’ve done is, but you’re just a hurricane of swirling shit. That girl who tried to kill herself because of you? That’s just terrible.”

			“Tina, that’s enough!” Ethan snapped at her, but she didn’t back down even when her older brother’s friend glared at her with parental-like disapproval.

			“She didn’t try to kill herself,” I said weakly.

			“You don’t know that for sure. But you sure as hell did mess up her life.”

			“And kill someone,” murmured Shelby.

			Looking back, the thing that surprises me most is how never once that moment did I have to blink back tears. I’d defended myself, but with little commitment. I think that’s because, at the time, I felt that even if the girls in the room had plenty of facts wrong, they’d gotten the gist of my history right.

			

			 

			

			There were no social networks then, but the stories about me, some true and some wild fantasies, had spread fast. I could see it in the living room that night in my housemates at Capen. Ethan had offered to bring me back to Amherst if I wanted to avoid the stares and glares of the other girls in the dorm, but I didn’t see how that could possibly help my reputation or make anything better.

			The fact was, I saw nothing that could make things better. Babies. Abortions. Wrecked families and rumors of young girls trying to take their own lives. Older men in my past, too many to count. And, of course, the death of Kenny Foster. And the trials, one for manslaughter. Yes, in my mind now it was definitely plural: there would be a criminal trial and then a civil one. I’d go to jail and bankrupt my parents. Or I’d go to jail and, when I got out, have my wages garnished for the rest of my life if I chose not to allow my parents to pay my portion of the civil settlement.

			Tina was on the other side of Capen House now with her friends, Ethan—at my insistence—had left to take the bus back to Amherst, and so I sat alone on my bed and thought of my dog and my brother and my parents. I was devastated that my friend Marie had told someone (perhaps multiple someones) about the NYU novelist in my past, but I also thought I should have known all along that she’d tell someone. That was the way of the world: people talked about the horrible things that other people did. Even the Puritans had used the word gossip as a noun for a certain kind of neighbor. Marie was a good person and a good friend, but, at that age, how do you resist telling someone that you have a pal who’s a Venus flytrap for men with certain cravings and proclivities?

			And I thought of Theo Catton’s kids and Kenny Foster’s sisters, four children younger than me whose lives I’d upended, even if I didn’t believe one had tried to take her own life. Suddenly, once more, I was considering what my parents’ world would be like without me. Clearly things hadn’t improved the year I’d been living in Manhattan, at least in part because there’d been no one around to water down their booze. But hanging around the planet to replace their Johnnie Walker with tap water didn’t seem to me reason enough to keep breathing that night. I hadn’t saved them and I couldn’t save them. And they’d always have Spencer, their Pinnacle. And my mother loved Harvey, and he loved her. Even my dog didn’t need me. He’d moved on.

			Which was when I made my decision. All the suicide notes, all those ruminations on the hows and whys and methodologies…

			Theo’s kid had no serious plan and no real desire to end it.

			But me?

			I was deluding myself if I thought the manner in which I killed myself mattered. It didn’t. Whether people thought my death was accidental or intentional—the latter fed by a deep well of depression, the underground springs of self-loathing and guilt—didn’t matter at all. To arrive at suicide demanded a slow and steady progression, the misery and gloom leeching from an intellectual exploration in the mind into the heart of the soul. Well, I had put in my time. Perhaps not ten thousand hours, but many hundreds: writing on subways, alone in my bedroom in Tallmadge, or at my aunt and uncle’s in Manhattan. In a law office conference room.

			I was done, and I deserved nothing. It didn’t even matter to me anymore if people would believe I had cut off the target and then, ashamed or scared or both, tried concealing my crime in my golf bag.

			I had a lot of weed in my nightstand. Atop Tina’s dresser was an X-Acto knife with a dagger-like blade that she used for art projects. The second floor of Capen had a bathroom with an antique bathtub on claw-foot legs, the once-white porcelain now the color of an old mattress and even older bones. I’d learned from my exploration of suicide that when you cut your wrists, you cut along the forearm, moving from your palm toward your elbow, rather than swiping a short stroke across the radius and ulna bones. Run the razor blade in lines parallel to the bone, not perpendicular to it, so you’d bleed out before the blood could clot.

			I smoked my last bowl and went to the bathroom, passing Tina along the way, to draw a bath. I stripped and climbed in, savoring the warmth of the water. For a long while I rested there, watching the steam rise. But I had no plans to change my mind. I was ready. Finally, I sat up, took a breath, and plunged the X-Acto first into my left wrist, drawing the blade at least seven or eight inches up my arm. Then I did the same to my right wrist, though it was harder and more painful because I was right-handed and not as proficient at slicing through tissue with my left hand. But I got the blood flowing there, too, watching—almost hypnotized—by the way the dark, incarnadine liquid diffused into the water like a flowering sea anemone. It seemed to me then as beautiful as anything I’d ever seen in the natural world. A lava lamp of human plasma and platelets, a slow-motion swirl of psychedelics and mammalian sap. I was in my own waking fever dream, unsure whether there was an afterlife but caring not at all if there wasn’t. My time at the pisky church, my confirmation classes with Father Whitlock, had left me with little that moment but the bitter, chalky taste of the communion wafers. If life was a gift, it was a present I didn’t deserve. The world, I was confident—and this was the only thing of which I was positive—was going to be better off without me.

			It was almost sexual. Yes, I thought, yes, yes! I’m doing it, I’m really, really doing it!

			Finally.

			I’m killing myself.

			Obviously, I failed.
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				“If Only I Could Get a Scholarship to McLean.”

			
			I failed, but not because I couldn’t even kill myself right.

			I failed because I got lucky.

			Ethan hadn’t felt good about leaving me in what he viewed as a houseful of sententious vipers. In Vietnam, his role had been, essentially, to be sure that no man was left behind, details of which he would share with me little by little when he would visit me in the coming days and months. And so he had returned to Capen from the bus stop. When I wasn’t in the bedroom I shared with Tina, she’d told him that she’d seen me in the hallway going to take a bath, and that I was looking as stoned as ever and maybe a little depressed. (Although I was buzzed, in her opinion, it was impossible to decipher what was dope and what was despair, and she’d simply assumed I was just more baked than usual.) Ethan knocked on the bathroom door, got no response, and jiggled the handle. It was locked, leading him to one of those heroic moments that are supposed to happen only in movies but happen in real life all the time. He kicked in the door—which was actually pretty easy, since the lock was an antique hook-and-eye clasp, the screws in wood that was starting to rot. But the young women around him who had gathered to watch thought he was cooler than Richard Roundtree in Shaft.

			I’d spent just enough time lolling in the tub before taking the X-Acto to my wrists that I was still alive when he found me. And the Cooley Dickinson Hospital was at the edge of the Smith College campus, and so an ambulance was there within minutes.

			Later, a doctor explained to me before my psych evaluation that the young man had saved my life because he’d known how to apply intense pressure on my wounds while he waited for the EMTs. (Ethan was young only to this middle-aged physician. As we know, a part of Ethan’s charm for me was the idea he was an older man of twenty-nine.) I was embarrassed that he’d had to hoist me out of the tub and lay my naked body on the bathroom floor like a slippery sea otter, and I’d gotten blood all over his shirt and pants. But I did have one consoling thought I shared with the doctor, because I knew it would make him less concerned.

			“I’m glad I’d shaved my legs and underarms yesterday,” I confessed, aware this would reassure him in some small way that I wanted to live.

			Which it did.

			But I had mentioned this not so much because I actually did want to live, as if having smooth skin and womanly pits for the guy I’d gone on a date with suggested I pined for life, after all, and regretted what I had done. I’d get there, but I wasn’t there yet. I was thinking of the new Blondie song, “Die Young, Stay Pretty,” which had been playing on the little dorm’s living room record player the night before. I was young enough and vain enough that, even as I was bleeding out on a bathroom floor, I wanted to look good.

			

			 

			

			I dozed, and when I woke next, my mother was sitting in a chair with orange Naugahyde cushions and metal armrests beside my hospital bed reading Life magazine. I gazed at her and then at the bandages on my arms, and when I looked back toward the chair, our eyes met.

			“How are you feeling?” she asked. Her voice was eerily calm. My God, I had put her through a lot.

			I shrugged. “Okay, I guess. Dad here?”

			“Yes. He’s in the cafeteria doing some work.”

			“And Spencer?”

			She shook her head. “But he’s on his way. He’ll be here in a few hours and said to tell you he loves you and don’t ever do that again.”

			“He doesn’t have to.” I saw a clock on the wall. It was nearly eleven in the morning. “When was the doctor here?”

			“A few hours ago. Do you need him? A nurse? Are you in pain?” She was on her feet now, pouring water from a pitcher the pink of a plastic Easter egg into a Styrofoam cup. She plopped a straw into it and brought it to my lips. I let her. Then she dabbed my mouth with a paper towel like I was a toddler.

			“No, I’m fine,” I told her. “I don’t need anyone.”

			She looked out the window and observed, “It’s a beautiful day out. Just gorgeous.”

			“Good.”

			“Mira?”

			I waited. I knew what was coming.

			“Why?” she asked. “What is it? The drugs? Tell me it was just the drugs.”

			“It was just the drugs,” I agreed.

			“You’re just saying that.”

			“I am, yeah.”

			“Then why? Why did you try to…? What’s going on?”

			“I think I want to go back to sleep,” I said. “Can the nurses get me a sleeping pill?”

			“Mira, people kill themselves with sleeping pills.”

			“Just one. Not enough to kill myself. Just enough so I can go back to sleep.”

			With great reluctance, she went to the nursing station and returned with a nurse with flurazepam. The nurse watched me take it, making sure that I swallowed. Only later would someone explain to me that she did that because she wanted to make sure I didn’t build a cache of flurazepam I could use to try again, this time with pills, to take my own life.

			

			 

			

			My brother looked ashen, his usual bonhomie gone, but he tried to put a good face on the fact that his kid sister was in the hospital after slashing her wrists.

			“Couldn’t you have just taken a golf club to the window of one of those snarky bitches’ cars?” he asked. “I mean, that’s kind of more your style.”

			My parents’ shock had begun to recede, but they’d been around me longer. His was still fresh.

			“I didn’t have my clubs,” I said. “But yeah, I guess that would have been better.”

			Usually, my father didn’t appreciate gallows humor. “I think we have enough going on,” he said. “But your brother might be on to something. Mira, the next time you’re this upset, please consider vandalism instead, okay?”

			He didn’t mean it, of course, but I was pleased at how the Pinnacle—even this badly shaken—had given my parents a little comfort.

			

			 

			

			There were discussions of whether I should be admitted to a psychiatric hospital, and the fact I volunteered that Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton had both spent time at McLean in Belmont, Massachusetts, had to have increased the belief in some people’s minds that I was a serious risk to myself. After all, clearly I’d done my homework on suicidal women. But, I added in one conversation, McLean hadn’t saved either of them. The truth is, I didn’t want to go there. I didn’t want to go anywhere. If I wanted anything, I wanted to stay in that hospital bed at Cooley Dickinson and eat popsicles and lime-green Jell-O.

			The psychiatrist who saw me there was a bearded fellow in his fifties who, I’d learn later, had written a book on human sexuality that hadn’t sold well. (I’ve never read it, but I suppose it’s terrible. After all, it’s about sex, and still no one bought it.) He was kind enough and a little officious, but he didn’t seem uncomfortable around a girl with bandages on both wrists who had a history that was (viewed in even the best possible light) very, very sketchy. The results of his psychiatric evaluation of me suggested that my suicide attempt had been impulsive and, perhaps, triggered in part by the amount of marijuana I smoked and cocaine I snorted. This was viewed as the best possible news, in my parents’ eyes, because while the risk of a second attempt could not be disregarded, it was not likely. (I hadn’t shared in the evaluation the amount of time I had spent thinking and writing about suicide. Moreover, while I do not profess to be a diabolical genius who was capable of gaming the stay-out-of-the-psych-ward system, it was pretty intuitive to downplay the idea that I was clinically depressed. The fact is, back then it was difficult to get admitted to McLean. Sexton had to struggle for years to cross the threshold that dead poets revered, once opining, “If only I could get a scholarship to McLean.”) And while my parents would never have admitted they were relieved they’d been spared the indignity of a daughter so mad that she’d been admitted to a psychiatric hospital, I’m sure they were. It was bad enough I had so many other black marks on my ledger that reflected badly on them.

			In any case, the final decision that my parents and the doctors made was this: I would withdraw from Smith…for the moment. Perhaps I would return in January, starting over in a different house.

			“Could I have a different name, too?” I asked.

			They all agreed that I would spend the next few months in Tallmadge.

			“Why don’t I spend more time with Aunt Julie and Uncle Terence in Manhattan?” I suggested, hoping to avoid the stares and titters behind my back in Tallmadge, or the possibility of running into Mrs. Catton, her children, or anyone at all in Kenny Foster’s family.

			But this was a nonstarter, too. Everyone agreed that I should live at home, where my parents—which meant my mother—could keep an eye on me. She was given a long list of behaviors that might suggest either I was falling into depression or “using” again. I pushed back against the word. “Using makes it sound like I’m a drug addict. A little weed and a little cocaine does not make me a drug addict,” I insisted.

			“It wasn’t a little of either,” my father reminded me.

			It’s arguable that both he and my mother were functional alcoholics, so a better debater might have countered that his definition of little was suspect. But I saw there was no winning this argument.

			And, while I was home in Tallmadge, I would see a psychiatrist recommended by this Northampton shrink at least once a week.

			“Really,” said my mother. “This is all so good. You could have wound up very badly hurt.”

			Or dead, I thought, but I didn’t say that.

			“And,” my father added, “if nobody blinks and nobody settles, the criminal trial could start as soon as this winter. So, that’s another reason why it makes sense to have you home with us in Westchester.”



  The next book does not have to be chosen today.

  Have a relaxed browse through Lokepub whenever you like.




			The district attorney may have been willing to offer me a plea deal with a misdemeanor charge and a fine, but for different reasons, my father and I were loath to accept that: me because I hadn’t touched the target, my father because any admission of guilt would increase his or my fiscal jeopardy in the subsequent civil trial or settlement.

			“This winter,” I murmured.

			“Yes. And let’s be clear: we would only settle before then if you told us that you were the one who’d cut the target off the net and then stashed it away in your golf bag,” he said, and there was something ominous in his tone, as if he’d forgotten for a moment that he was talking to a girl in a hospital bed who’d taken an X-Acto knife to her wrists. When I said nothing, he asked, “And you didn’t, right?”

			“Right.”

			I didn’t want to look at him, and so I turned toward the window that faced the hospital parking lot. I’m sure, at the time, he viewed my unwillingness to meet his gaze as an admission of guilt, a confession, not merely the response of a girl who was tired of craving and being denied her father’s approval.

			“You’re positive?”

			“I’m positive.”

			“Can you look at me and say that?”

			It was an interesting standoff. But I capitulated fast. I looked at him and reassured him that I was positive.

			

			 

			

			Before I left the hospital and went home, Ethan came for a visit. My parents were in the cafeteria, and I was watching The Phil Donahue Show on television, an oddly comforting throwback to my evenings watching TV with my aunt and uncle. I silenced the television as he settled into the chair beside the bed.

			“Here he is,” I said, smiling and trying to sound charming, “my knight in shining armor. My war hero.” I knew my hair was greasy and unkempt and I was in a hospital shift, but I managed to suppress my vanity. He’d seen me in a far worse state.

			“Man, your housemates? Way scarier than the Viet Cong,” he said. “Way more formidable.”

			“Girls can be pretty mean. I know.”

			“I had a long talk with your roommate. I told Tina she should be ashamed of herself.”

			“She just…she didn’t expect a roommate like me.”

			“She was fucking awful.”

			“I seem to bring that out in people.”

			“You don’t,” he said. He was wearing a red-and-white flannel shirt and looked like my suburban idea of a handsome farmer. “How are you feeling?”

			“Okay. Thank you for pulling me out of the tub,” I said, framing my thanks in euphemism.

			He raised a finger into the air. “You know, if you’d said to me when we were at the bar, ‘Ethan, I see a naked girl in a bathtub in your future,’ it wasn’t what I would have pictured.”

			“I’m sorry. I suppose I owe you for a new shirt and new jeans.”

			“You don’t.”

			“Probably wasn’t the first time you had someone else’s blood on you.”

			He shrugged and didn’t answer. “How’s the food here?”

			“I like Jell-O, so I’m very content.”

			“Content. Good. You scared us.”

			“Us. Meaning?”

			“I don’t know. Everyone. Your parents, I figure. Me. Your housemates.”

			“If I scared them, it’s just because they’d never seen an almost dead body. It’s not like any of them would have cared if I’d succeeded.”

			“Not true. Think of the guilt you feel about Kenny Foster—and that was just bad luck. You die in that tub? Tina and her pals would be feeling that guilt forever. Their parents would tell them it wasn’t their fault: you had to be really ill to kill yourself and you’d probably been thinking about doing it forever. But they’d remember the things they said to you that night. It would haunt them. It still might.”

			I didn’t tell him that I had indeed been thinking about this forever. But, otherwise, I thought he was right.

			“When we met,” I murmured, “Tina said something about how you used to sit on your helmet in the helicopters.”

			“Yeah. I did. We all did. You wouldn’t think someone could shoot through the bottom of a helicopter. But they could.”

			“You ever feel guilt about the people you killed?”

			“Sure. But I was doing a job, and I was trying much harder not to get killed than to kill someone. And I never knew which of the dead bodies were mine.”

			“What?”

			“I would jump out of the chopper, spray the landing zone, and jump back in. Maybe help carry the wounded onto the Huey. The times they made us CC—”

			“I don’t know what that means. CC?”

			“Sorry. It’s gross.”

			“Go ahead.”

			“Count the corpses. Or casualty count. It was both.”

			“That is gross.”

			“They always wanted the highest possible number. We were there, usually, for what we called a dust-off, which meant recovering the wounded or our own dead, but sometimes there was a major who needed to report a big number of VC killed. Anyway, I was younger than you are right now.”

			“I feel very old.”

			“You’re older than your peers. That’s for sure. And not just by that year you took off.”

			“It isn’t just Kenny. Or Theo. In some ways, it was all that golf.”

			“You can’t be serious.”

			“I am. Golf has to be the most adult sport there is. I mean, people play it into their nineties. And because I was so much better than everyone else my age, I was always hanging around with grown-ups. And mostly grown men. The only exception was this little summer camp I led. I had these girls a few years younger than me, and I’d create these elaborate miniature golf courses around the club. I was a glorified babysitter, but the girls had fun. They called themselves Mira’s Moppets.”

			“Sounds kind of sweet.”

			“It was. Tina sure thought so when I told her. Of course, I ended up fucking the father of a friend of the Moppets. Kind of made it disgusting and nasty instead of sweet.”

			“You know, don’t you, that no Catton kid ever tried to kill herself?”

			“I guess. But you looked into that?”

			“I did, yeah. Because I knew it was insane, and I wanted to reassure you.”

			“Thank you.”

			“It was nothing.”

			“Well, nothing compared to kicking in a bathroom door.”

			“Maybe.”

			I lay back in bed and looked at my arms. “Do you have any scars?” I asked.

			“I do not,” he said. But, of course, he did. Of course, he does. They’re just on the inside.
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				Freak Accident

			
			I would be home in Tallmadge for nearly a week before my mother would leave me alone in the house. The first afternoon she did, rather like a sleepwalker, I went to the closet where my golf clubs once again were stored. The police had not returned my golf bag (nor had they returned the target to the club, of course), but they had given me back my clubs, my golf gloves, and the tees and balls and the sweater that had been in its pockets. I retrieved those gloves from the closet floor, the aroma—oh, who am I kidding, the stench—a Proustian madeleine of my years and years on the links. I held in my hands the driver I had been using when I killed Kenny Foster, and stood on the living room carpet and stared down at an imaginary Titleist. My eyes rose up the shaft of the club to the gauze protecting the stitches on my forearms.

			Once, as a little girl, I’d swung an iron in my bedroom and taken a divot out of the carpet. I wasn’t going to make that mistake on the living room rug, and put the club back in the closet.

			It’s funny, the crimes I hoped most not to commit.

			

			 

			

			Ethan came all the way from Amherst for a visit, calling from a pay phone off the parkway in North Stamford, Connecticut, and telling me that he was no more than forty minutes away. He was wondering if he could stop in sometime that afternoon or evening. When I had asked what in the world he was doing in North Stamford, he replied that he was coming to see me. He’d borrowed a junior’s car and decided to blow off the two classes he had that day. I said I was happy to clear my calendar, an expression the lawyers around me seemed to use all the time, which was really no sacrifice at all since my calendar—if I had actually used one—would have shown nothing but blank spaces. I handed the phone to my mother and asked her to give him directions from Exit 35 of the Merritt Parkway, and given that this was the man who had saved her daughter’s life, she was happy to oblige. She wasn’t, I know also, wild about the idea he was over nine years older than me, but even she could do the math and see this was a demographic improvement over Theo Catton. Also, he wasn’t married and he was even a student.

			

			 

			

			We sat in the living room, my mother with us the first half hour, a vague, almost unrecognizable smile on her face. I was messy and flawed, but whenever I caught her gazing at either Ethan or me, the heartbreak I would have caused had I succeeded grew very clear. My death would have killed her; not literally, but all but…

			I thought of Sharon Foster, Kenny’s mom. I thought of his dad.

			My mother brought him hot coffee and cans of Tab and ice-filled tumblers for herself and for me. It dawned on me that although they had met when I had been at the hospital in Northampton, their visit had been brief, and my mother had been in a state akin to shock. And so she was appraising him now, not only the man who was the reason I had lived, but her daughter’s suitor, something she had never had to do when I had been in high school: I hadn’t brought boyfriends home because I had Theo, and the most obvious involvement I’d had with a “date” in Tallmadge had ended with my taking a golf club to a car window. Finally, she made an excuse to leave us alone and went outside to mulch trees. (My mother hadn’t mulched trees, as far as I knew, in her entire life. Either my father or the lawn service that mowed the grass and raked our leaves managed this chore. The idea she was suggesting she had work to do was sweet, and I wondered if my attempted suicide had changed her in ways she didn’t yet understand.)

			When my mother had left us, he asked, “You really set a door on fire?”

			“Yeah. I did.”

			He nodded. “Kind of badass.”

			“You?”

			“No.”

			“Not even in Vietnam?” I joked.

			“Nope. When we were pissed off at a lieutenant, we’d just frag him. You know, shoot him from behind while in the jungle.” My eyes must have revealed that while I hoped he was pulling my leg, I wasn’t absolutely certain. “I’m kidding,” he reassured me, and I smiled back.

			“I can’t believe you came all this way,” I said.

			“Why?”

			“Well, we went to a bar, you learned I did drugs you didn’t approve of, I embarrassed myself by falling off a bar stool, and then we went back to Capen and you saw my housemates hated me. Oh, and then I put one hell of a cherry on that sundae by trying to kill myself. That was a truly terrible first date. After that, if I were you, I would have stayed as far away from me as humanly possible. I might have transferred to another college in another state just to be sure I had plenty of distance. Find a college in Juneau, Alaska, maybe.”

			“I’ve been on worse dates.”

			“Not possible.”

			“I was supposed to go to dinner and a movie with a woman a year ago. We never got to the movie, because she wouldn’t stop talking about how horrible it was we—by we, she meant America—had been in Vietnam, and how I was probably the only guy she knew who’d been there who hadn’t killed grandmothers and babies. Then she actually asked me if I had.”

			“Did she know a lot of veterans?”

			“I have no idea. And, one time, when I was painting houses, a client had a sister, and I was fixed up with her. She lived in a commune, which was fine. Remember, I’m from Vermont. I mean, I’m no fan of hippie ratatouille—”

			“What is hippie ratatouille?”

			“You know how some dealers stretch their dime bags of weed with oregano? Hippie ratatouille is the reverse: you stretch your oregano with, I don’t know, a dime bag of weed.”

			“Wow. Putting pot in the pot.”

			“There you go. Anyway, the woman was showing me the commune. The goats and the group’s plans to bring cheese someday to the farmer’s market. The chickens. The wild blackberries. After no more than forty-five minutes, she asked if I’d—and these were the words she used—father a baby for her. You know, impregnate her. And then, if I wanted, join the commune. Or not. Go away, if that was my desire, and leave her and the kid alone. Wanted my sperm because she liked my eyes and bone structure, but didn’t believe in a traditional family with two parents. Thought it was archaic.”

			“Maybe it is.”

			“Maybe. But to want me to be the father of her child after forty-five minutes? Not great judgment. Kind of crazy.” Then, suddenly, he smiled at me and said, “See? I do have a type.”

			

			 

			

			For a while, Ethan and I tiptoed scrupulously away from the reality that one and possibly two trials loomed before me. He wasn’t going to bring it up to the girl who’d slashed her wrists. And so I did. I told him that I didn’t see me pleading to a lesser criminal charge, given that Harry Fallows had been the idiot who’d removed the target, not me, and then he’d had the audacity to try to frame me. Moreover, I didn’t want to expose my parents or me to even greater compensatory or punitive sums in the civil suit.

			“And that will be this winter? The criminal trial?” he asked.

			I nodded. “Maybe February or March. My dad was willing to put down money for the spring semester at Smith, but they weren’t wild about having me back. At least not yet. The dean of students suggested we wait until next spring and see how I was doing. I guess that makes sense. The trial would have pulled me away for a couple of weeks anyway. And maybe I don’t want to go back there. I’d always be the wet fish pulled from a bathtub and covered in blood.”

			“Where else would you go?”

			“Guam? The Galápagos? Anyplace no one has heard of me? Also, that assumes I’m not in jail.”

			“You won’t be in jail.”

			“That’s what everyone says. I try to believe that. Anyway, wherever I start college again—because I would be starting over—it will be next fall. So, I’ll be a really old freshman. Kind of like you,” I added, ribbing him.

			“I am a bit of a freak,” he agreed.

			“Yeah, but I am, too.”

			He leaned forward in the heavy upholstered chair in which he was sitting. “You’re not, Mira. You were part of a freak accident. Think about those two words: freak accident. It was a one in, I don’t know, ten or twenty million chance. I can see why you’d feel bad: I feel bad about plenty of things in my past, and not just the ones in Vietnam. But stop punishing yourself. Feel bad for Kenny. Feel bad for the kid’s family. Feel bad for Theo Catton’s family. But, please, do us both a favor and stop beating yourself up.”

			“That is so much easier said than done.”

			“Of course it is. But there are advantages to being old. Older. You’re already a year and a season older than when the accident happened. Run with that. When you return to college next fall, don’t just think about how much older you’ll be than the other freshmen. Think about how much more life experience you’ll have on them. Lean into that.”

			“Is that what you do?”

			“More or less. It’s kind of a life lesson I got from my own dad. He went to Clemson on the GI Bill. He was twenty-four or twenty-five, I guess. Used to joke about the idiot eighteen-year-olds in their fraternity beanies. He’d been a paratrooper in World War II—D-Day, Market Garden, the works—and thought all those freshman high jinks and rituals were pretty juvenile. But it wasn’t to those kids. Fraternities were the center of their universe.”

			“You’re not rushing a frat, are you?”

			“God, no. Like my dad, I got my fill of male camaraderie in the army. I am too old for hazing.”

			“Yeah. I think I am, too.”

			He smiled. “It’s like you said in the hospital. All that golf. Made you a grown-up. But you know what?”

			I waited.

			“I think you were born with adult tastes.”

			It wasn’t true, of course, but I knew what he meant—and that he had meant it as a compliment.

			

			 

			

			Sometimes when people survive a suicide attempt, they simply try again. Moreover, I was—I am—clearly an addictive personality, and recidivism is a character trait shared by addicts, criminals, and the clinically depressed. I was, to some degree, all of those things. Every single one.

			So, why is it that I never tried again?

			After Ethan left later that afternoon to return to Amherst, I took Harvey for a walk around the village. Usually, I wrapped the loop of the nylon handle around my wrist, but since I had returned to Tallmadge from the hospital, I’d been afraid I might tear the stitches and reopen one of the wounds, and so I’d been holding it with only my fingers. I was wearing one of my golf windbreakers against the autumn chill and decided now the fabric would protect the skin there, and held on to the leash the way I always had. Wrapped it around my right wrist. I viewed this small return to normalcy as a sign of emotional healing. Emotional good health, even.

			As I watched my pup sniff for the presence of squirrels and chipmunks and cats (and other dogs), I felt content, an emotion I seldom experienced. Oh, I had been happy often enough in my life, but it had always been a manic sort of happiness, the kind of euphoria that comes from coke and good weed and, alas, desperation. Even postcoital, even when the sex with Theo or Dennis had been particularly good, a part of me was still more frenzied than satisfied. Which, perhaps, is another indication of why I was constitutionally unlikely ever to be an LPGA champ. Think about it: when golfers win a tournament, they don’t run around like crazed children the way other sorts of professional athletes do when they succeed. Recall the classic photos and videos you’ve seen of baseball players tearing off their shirts after hitting a game-winning home run or football players somersaulting into the end zone or spiking the football after a game-winning touchdown. In golf, the most iconic images of victory involve a fist pump after sinking a long, high-pressure putt, or putting on a green jacket—a crested blazer, for God’s sake—after winning in Augusta. We are so mannered that polite, muted applause is referred to as a “golf clap,” and there are plenty of parodies of the way TV golf announcers breathlessly whisper the play-by-play on each hole. Compare a golf commentator’s careful murmurs with the way a baseball announcer will become blissfully hysterical on a home run call.

			After I’d win a tournament, and I won often, I’d want to hurl a club into the air or wave one like a saber. I’d want to bellow and roar. But golfers aren’t supposed to be swashbucklers, that’s not the etiquette, and it especially wasn’t the case in the Mesozoic era of the mid- to late 1970s. So, I’d sink a putt on eighteen, clinching my win, and I’d nod and bow to the galleries. It was all as contrived as a curtsy.

			But that wasn’t how I’d feel inside. Back then, my core was volcanic; serenity—contentment—was as foreign to me as a language I couldn’t speak.

			Now, after almost killing myself, I had changed. I am not suggesting that suicide is a solid path to overcoming addictive behavior, criminality, and depression, or a path to enlightenment. It’s not. Trust me, it’s not, and you do not want to go there. I was lucky.

			What changed—what changed me—was the discovery that despite all the damage I had inflicted upon the soul of my world (not the soul of the world, I was not that arrogant), there were still people who cared for me and wanted me around. I could never bring back Kenny Foster, and I could never heal the pain I had inflicted upon the Catton family.

			But, just maybe, it really was, as Ethan had said, a freak accident. Maybe the gospel of Mira Land was madness, after all, and I did not have Kenny Foster’s blood on my hands because I had slept with Theo Catton. The connection was only in my head.

			Maybe I really wouldn’t even go to jail. Maybe my parents wouldn’t go broke paying my damages in a civil settlement. Or, maybe, my wages wouldn’t be garnished forever after I lost and I insisted on paying them myself.

			Since I’d been home, I’d smoked no weed and snorted no coke. And I could have. I’m sure, at the very least, I could have found the kid brother or kid sister of any of my friends from high school, some now juniors or seniors themselves, who would have given or sold me marijuana. I could have gone into the city and met with the editorial assistant from the travel magazine who doled out disco biscuits like peanuts. But I didn’t. One afternoon, I considered watering down my parents’ Johnnie Walker the way I had when I had lived at home before college, but I didn’t do that, either. We were still far from a dry house, but I could see they were drinking less. When your kid tries to kill herself, you tend to reassess a lot of your behavior, it seems.

			I thought often about the reaction of the other girls in Capen to me the last night I had been there, and how they were one film reel away from pouring a bucket of pig’s blood on my head. I hadn’t yet heard from any of them, but in the coming days, I would. Tina and Jean both mailed me letters of apology that were very sweet. They wrote how sorry they were. Tina even said that she hoped, when I returned, we could try again to be friends. I wrote back that I’d like that, though the truth was she must have known that I’d never return. I might see her again if Ethan and I continued to see each other, but the dean of students was right: the campus was too small and I really shouldn’t be there. I didn’t know the concept of post-traumatic stress disorder back then, and it wouldn’t even become an honest-to-God diagnosis until the following year, 1980. But I think just seeing the exterior of Capen House or parts of Smith might have sent me spiraling. Contentment was fragile and new, and uncertainty would continue to ground me like fog for a long time. It would just be too easy to allow that miasma and murkiness to cover me like dirt on a casket, and send me back to the bathtub to clean it away with an X-Acto knife.

			

			 

			

			When Marie Morris called, having learned what I’d done in a bathtub at Smith, she had no idea I knew she had revealed to Annie Bainbridge that I’d also had a fling with an NYU professor. As she babbled with real sweetness and angst about how devastated she was when she’d heard, I decided not to confront her with the truth that she couldn’t keep (as the Brits might say) really good dish to herself. A few days later, she took the train from Poughkeepsie to Tallmadge, and I understood our friendship would be fine. I was touched. I forgave her without having to say those words, an act not so much of uncharacteristic grace as atypical calm. A near-death experience will do that for you.

			

			 

			

			Whenever Cleon Barker called our house, I’d get on one extension and my father the other.

			Usually, he called on weeknights after my father had returned home from the train station, as my mother was pouring him his second (or third) scotch of the night—the first (or the second) downed in the smoky bar car as the train trundled its way through Harlem, the Bronx, and southernmost Westchester. (Still, three drinks were fewer than four, and I continued to be grateful for my parents’ newly minted moderation.) I would run upstairs to my parents’ bedroom and lift the receiver, while my father remained in the kitchen. My mother, as had become her habit on these phone calls, would hover beside him, her ear as close as possible to the telephone.

			“Okay, everyone on?” Mr. Barker would ask, his tone upbeat, even jovial, some nights. Other evenings, he might be all business. Never, for my sake, was he somber. No matter what news he had to report or what he wanted to discuss with my father and me, always he’d give it a positive spin: the last thing he wanted to do was say anything that might lead the kid who’d attempted to kill herself to try once again.

			

			 

			

			When it was clear that none of the defendants in the civil case, for different reasons, were going to settle, and when it was decided among us there would be no joint defense agreement, a trial date was set for what would be the first (and perhaps only) criminal case: mine.

			Ladies first, you might say.

			If I were found guilty of removing the target and destroying the structural integrity of the net, there was the possibility there would be no criminal trial for the country club or the net manufacturer. And, thus, for them, their exposure in the civil settlement would become considerably less dire.

			The trial would begin Monday, March 3, 1980, at the Westchester County Courthouse. I was unsure how I would spend the rest of the winter back home with my parents, but at least some of the time I would be meeting with my lawyer in Manhattan to prepare for my star turn in a case that was being spun pretty much as follows: privileged rich girl with too much attitude recklessly kills a poor student with so much promise. Spoiled kid versus the memory of Horatio Alger. This was all about class: a spoiled golfer whose callous indifference to the rules led directly to the death of a caddy with pluck and luck who was going places.

			I’m sure I had done little to change this narrative when, one December evening after meeting with Mr. Barker at his Park Avenue office, I was spotted by a New York Post reporter outside the Saks Fifth Avenue windows, all of them gussied up for the holidays. I’d been inside shopping beforehand, buying Christmas presents for my parents and Spencer and Ethan, and I’d make page seven the next day—not the gossip pics that adorned page six, but right beside them. I did not look at all like a deer in the headlights. I was a pretty girl in a beret and Frye boots with bags in both hands who was, according to the caption, the spoiled bitch who’d wrecked a driving range net because I didn’t approve of its design.

			I would turn twenty that spring. But, I suppose, I had ceased to be a teenager long before that. Looking back, my childhood was over the day Theo Catton wrote his telephone number for me on his scorecard, and my adolescence ended the day—not far from that eighteenth green—when I drove a golf ball into Kenny Foster’s skull.

		

	
		
			
				Part Three
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				The Trial
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				The Target

			
			The purpose of a memoir is to share something universal in one own’s idiosyncratic experience: something meaningful that’s helpful or healing or adds to our understanding of a moment in time. (This is but one woman’s view, and it is the opinion of a novelist who is only now writing a memoir.) Unless, of course, you are Barbra Streisand or Winston Churchill or Barack Obama. Then you’ve earned the right to write whatever the hell you want.

			Now, I don’t view this tale as a coming-of-age story or a chronicle of how I once partied harder than I probably should have. It’s certainly not the narrative of my three-year affair with a married man in his forties when I was in my mid-teens: I have withheld the most prurient details of that experience. Nor is this the saga of a once-promising athlete who never made it.

			It’s not even the account of how I recovered after killing a boy. Because I’m not sure I ever did recover, at least completely. I would have to be far more of a sociopath than I am to put that in the rearview mirror (and, as we know, those objects are always nearer than they appear anyway).

			This is, pure and simple, the story of just another amateur, a person who tried once too often to play above her game. I flew too close to the sun—like so many others before me—believing I could escape that sort of flight unscathed.

			

			 

			

			I could tell that the Westchester County district attorney, Eric Lindley, knew this courtroom well. His office was in a building in White Plains only a block from the courthouse where the trial was beginning, and he seemed more comfortable in the room than anyone but the judge. He moved the way he might in his own living room, running his fingers across the mahogany rails, pausing beneath the chandelier—his eyes glancing up at it with almost familial affection—gazing out the tall windows at the early spring sky. He and the judge were both roughly my father’s age, though Judge Ephraim Wood’s hair had far more salt than pepper, and his robe gave him a gravitas that made him seem older. It worried me that he and Lindley knew each other and seemed to get along so well, but my own lawyer reassured me that it was inevitable they’d be (at the very least) acquaintances and, besides, it was the jurors who mattered most. Still, when Lindley made a small joke during his opening statement about golfers who might tap their ball closer to the pin with the tip of their shoes when they thought no one was looking (Was he suggesting I was that type? No, no, a thousand times no.), Judge Wood smiled more appreciatively than I liked.

			And the fact that the DA and his wife were friends with Eleanor Catton certainly ratcheted up my paranoia.

			The result of the pretrial motions had been a mixed bag for my side. The fact I had had an affair with a married man wasn’t relevant, and the jury would never know. (The fact I had begun that affair when I was fifteen is known now only because of this memoir.) That time I had accidentally destroyed a Tallmadge stop sign was deemed irrelevant also: it was a minor fender bender involving but one car and one driver, and—again, until this book—no one knew how stoned I had been. Ah, but the idea I had smashed Frank Pendleton’s car window? We had the sense the district attorney would find a way to get that in via “character” testimony about who I was as a person: the jury was probably going to hear about that because it was evidence of my modus operandi, the idea that—I kid you not—it involved a golf club.

			I found it unnerving that it was unlikely I’d ever testify in this criminal trial, but most certainly would be called upon by the plaintiffs as a fact witness in any subsequent civil trial. When I argued with Mr. Barker that all I wanted to do was clear my name and tell the jury under oath that I hadn’t removed the target, he said there was no need: all that being on the stand would do was open me up to a cross-examination that might be difficult to rein in, and that the bar for conviction in a criminal trial was so high—guilt beyond a reasonable doubt—that defendants rarely risked that sort of exposure by testifying in their own defense.

			Still, as I watched Eric Lindley methodically lay out the case against me, I grew anxious and exasperated.

			“Let’s be clear,” he said, his tone avuncular because the last thing he wanted to do was be seen as bullying a young woman and, thus, get the jury on my side, “Mira Winston never meant to hurt anyone at the Tallmadge Country Club. But she was reckless and selfish and wild, and you will see that, without question, she vandalized country club property and ripped the target off the club’s driving range practice net. And this action resulted directly in the death of young Kenneth ‘Kenny’ Foster: an ambitious, smart, hardworking young man of spectacular promise. How do we know this? Only Miss Winston had the motive to remove the target: not one other person at the country club had ever complained about it. Not one. No one cared about it but her. Likewise, she had the opportunity. On Monday, July 31, 1978, she was virtually the only member at the golf course that day, because the course is closed on Mondays for maintenance. Oh, the caddies were allowed to play for free those Mondays: it’s even called ‘Caddy Day.’ But none were at the driving range net. None. And, finally, there is evidence. Plenty of it, including one absolutely damning reality: the police found the target wadded and buried inside a pocket of Mira Winston’s golf bag. You will see as we present our case that what happened is as clear as clean glass: an impulsive young woman found the target vexing, and when the club pro wouldn’t remove it, she took matters into her own hands and did it herself.”

			He held up three fingers: “Motive. Opportunity. Evidence. It is, you might say, the prosecutorial trifecta. A brash, rash, irresponsible eighteen-year-old—an adult—found something she didn’t like, flouted the rules, and illegally tampered with it. Did she understand she was wrecking property that wasn’t hers? Of course, she did. Did she care about the idea that, perhaps, other club members might have liked the target? Not in the slightest. It really was an act of supreme selfishness.

			“Now, did Miss Winston know that she was destroying the structural integrity of the net? I doubt it, but only she knows for sure. Did she realize her actions might result in someone’s death? In this case, poor Kenny Foster? No. The law understands that and we respect that. But the law is also clear: Miss Winston’s carelessness and disregard for anyone but herself led directly to Kenny Foster’s death.”

			There was obviously more. Lots more. Still, you can see where this was going.

			Now, ever since my own near death in a Smith College bathtub, living at home with my parents, my friends all away at college, I had been a poster child for sobriety. Mr. Barker and my parents were reminding me all the time that any sort of dustup with the law, anything I did that reminded people of how a once-promising golfer had become a stoned and coked-out reprobate, could make a difficult prosecution much easier.

			Nevertheless, I know I didn’t like the young adult the prosecutor was introducing to the jury.

			And, it seemed to me, the jury didn’t either. There were eight men and four women. Two of them were golfers. Half of them had children. They were Black and white and Asian. But what seemed to matter to both the district attorney and my lawyer was this: Did they come from money? Lindley wanted as many middle-class and working-class jurors as possible. My lawyer wanted all the old money and country club denizens he could get. We did not know their incomes, but we knew a lot about the final group: just under half the jury were executives and just under half were blue-collar workers, and two were (and this word fascinates me these days) homemakers. At the beginning of the voir dire, for instance, after my lawyer and a junior lawyer in the firm had reviewed a prospective juror’s questionnaire, he would ask that person about their hobbies and interests. He’d ask whether they belonged to country clubs or swim and tennis clubs, whether they played bridge, and even what kinds of cars they drove. He’d ask if they had children or grandchildren, and what television programs they watched.

			He did this because the trial had become, in part, about class. There is no person more despicable than a rich person who hasn’t gotten what—in my case—she wanted and then lies about it to steer clear of accountability. And that’s fair. There’s a good reason the bumper sticker “Eat the Rich” has legs.

			And so my legal team wanted as many (Mr. Barker’s words) people of means as possible, while the state wanted those jurors who would see me as entitled, one of those suburban aristocrats who feel as if the world is theirs for the taking. Of the two golfers on the jury, one played at a public course, and one was a member of a club like Tallmadge. Toward the end of his opening argument, Eric Lindley focused on who Kenny Foster was as a person, really trying to bring him to life, and the economic rationale for his family settling in Tallmadge. He talked about the school system and what a terrific student Kenny had been, and how he and his family were outsiders amidst the old money and privilege of the community.

			Everything he said left me a little more gutted. Because he was right, and almost everything he said was true. (The one thing that was not true was the teeny-tiny detail that I had not, in fact, torn off the target.) Had the district attorney gone so far as to say that I had, in essence, murdered the help, I might have nodded along in agreement.

			Occasionally, I would punish myself and glance over at Nick and Sharon Foster. When I saw them in the opening moments of the trial, it was the first time I had seen them together since the funeral. They both looked older to me, but in Sharon’s eyes I saw the indelible mark of sorrow, the way loss had given the sclera a rosacea-like cast and transformed the lines around them into runnels no age-defying cream could spackle. She would sometimes lean into Nick, and I took comfort in that: they still had each other. Sharon would never hold eye contact with me, but Nick would, and it was not precisely forgiveness I saw in them, but pity: he knew both the guilt I was shouldering and, I am confident, that my relationship with Theo Catton had been going on for years before he saw the two of us at the hotel and made a decision as a father to say something.

			As a father of two daughters, Olivia and Jane.

			Those two girls were not there in the courtroom those first days, and I wondered if they would appear at any point in the trial. They had school. And, I supposed, all the discussion of their brother’s death might be traumatizing, especially for Jane, who was only in the sixth grade. Olivia might have been able to handle it, but I hadn’t seen her since August, when she had given me a tour of her brother’s bedroom, and people change. She’d seemed pretty damn plucky to me then, but six months in high school, even one as mannered as Tallmadge, can change a person.

			Still, I was surprised by how empty the courtroom felt. There were a few local newspaper reporters there, but no TV crews outside the courthouse hoping to get a sound bite from my lawyer or the Fosters. And the reporters rarely hung around all day long. That meant they were spared the endless testimony of the experts and engineers—but when they weren’t there on what would turn out to be the last day, they would also miss the real pyrotechnics.

			

			 

			

			I was Miss Winston, a woman, when introduced to the jury by the prosecution. But I was Mira, a girl, when presented to them by Cleon Barker. In his opening argument, my lawyer strolled between his seat beside me at the defense table and the jury box, his voice moving between a fiery defense of “that young girl” and elegiac wistfulness when he brought up Kenny Foster. At one point, Barker used the word target almost as if it were the core of a call-and-response dialogue with a crowd at a campaign rally or church.

			“We will all be talking about targets this week and next,” he said a few minutes later, “and one specific target. But when you think of a target, think also of the target people have been plastering onto the back or the heart of that young girl. That child. A child as innocent as the victim in this tragedy. A child so traumatized by the hatred directed at her by some people that—and we will not hide this or be ashamed by this—she tried to take her own life.”

			My mother hadn’t wanted my suicide attempt to become part of the narrative. Even Mr. Barker had suggested it could possibly be viewed as an admission of guilt. (It was, of course, but not in the literal way he was seeing it.) But he and his team decided, in the end, it would more likely elicit a jury’s sympathy when they saw me seated day after day at the defense table. So, my mother agreed, though still with some reluctance. When we had been discussing this part of the defense, I reminded her, “I don’t think gossip can make my reputation any worse than it already is, do you? I mean, really, what’s an X-Acto in a bathtub compared to being a home-wrecker?”

			“The home-wrecker thing won’t come up,” Barker reminded us and raised his eyebrows at me, signaling that these pretrial conversations were not the time to be glib. My jokes had been growing darker as the days got longer: they’d become a part of how I braced myself for what was coming.

			At another point in his opening statement, he said, standing still within a foot or two of the jurors, “The state has literally no evidence that my client removed that target. Absolutely none. A wonderful young man is gone, this is true, and all of our hearts break for the family. But he died because a country club put a driving range net meant for home use in a spot that was reckless; because the country club pro did nothing for three days after noticing the target had gone missing; because someone—and we do not know who, but it was most assuredly not Mira Winston—removed the target with all the care we reserve for the weeds we rip from our gardens.

			“And let’s be totally honest: anyone could have planted the target in this girl’s golf bag. Anyone. It sat in the bag room every night from Monday evening, July thirty-first, through Thursday, August third, and then again for two long weeks after that, until Mira’s mother retrieved it, hoping her daughter would bring it to college…but, as you will learn, Mira did not go to college that fall. She was devastated by the death of Kenny Foster. And, you will see, she hasn’t played golf or been to a putting green or driving range since that awful day.

			“Moreover, did Mira ever tell anyone in the three days between that Caddy Day and the day when Kenny died that she had taken off the target? No, she did not. Did she throw the target away when, two weeks after his death, her mother brought home the golf bag? No, she did not. Did she throw the target away when it became clear that its removal had factored into Kenny’s death? Again, she did not. It defies logic to argue that she would not destroy the one piece of evidence that suggests anyone other than the country club, its employees, or the net manufacturer was responsible for Kenny Foster’s death. My gosh, rivers are filled with the guns that criminals have used in crimes, because that’s what guilty people do: they get rid of the evidence, they chuck the handgun or the knife or the tire iron with all haste into the East River or the Charles or the Hudson. Whatever, wherever. Well, Mira never did that. Because she didn’t take the target down in the first place, and she never even knew it was in her golf bag.

			“And let us not forget, and not forget this for one single moment: her fingerprints were not on the target. Just not there.

			“The state has suggested that Mira had motive, opportunity, and evidence. We will show that other club members and club employees had motive and opportunity, as well. Mira wasn’t the only one who hated that target. It’s untrue to say she was. Much will be made of the idea that she was one of the only people who used that little driving range net. Well, why was that? Answer? Because plenty of members loathed it. They loathed the target. And any one of them could have removed it in a fit of pique—or, perhaps, because someone thought they were doing a club member a favor,” he said cryptically, laying the groundwork to suggest that club pro Harry Fallows was the real culprit. I had learned by then that the defense has no burden of proof, but Mr. Barker felt that the jury needed to have an alternate explanation as to why the target was in my bag. Part of that story was to throw as much shade as he could on Fallows.

			“And given how long Mira’s golf bag sat in the bag room, anyone could have stuffed the target into one of its pockets. Anyone,” he said, a remark that was a powerful tease. I could sense that the jury was already interested in whom he was going to accuse, knowing that eventually we all would get there.
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				I Fear You Don’t Like Me

			
			My brother Spencer called home the night after the opening arguments and told me something my parents hadn’t.

			“They were thinking of moving last fall,” he said. “They were looking at houses in Scarsdale and Bronxville. They even considered moving into the city.”

			I confessed that I’d had no idea.

			“Yeah,” he went on, “when you were at Smith. They thought maybe it was time to get out of Dodge.”

			“Why didn’t they?”

			“I guess they didn’t find a house they loved.”

			Or, perhaps, their daughter tried to kill herself, and they became otherwise engaged.

			“Or, maybe,” Spencer went on, “they just decided they weren’t, after all, personae non gratae in Tallmadge.”

			“They still have their friends,” I agreed. “I didn’t cost them that, at least.”

			“Nope. You most assuredly did not. None of this nightmare was your fault,” he said, trying to comfort me. “Tell me, how crazy was the media scrum at the courthouse?”

			“It wasn’t as bad as Mr. Barker worried it might be. Five or six reporters were there, all newspapers, and none of the writers were that much older than you. Maybe one was even younger than you. God, she might have been younger than me. The only one who really pressed Mr. Barker for a comment on our way out was a guy from the Associated Press.”

			“Did you offer the photographers your I’m-a-Modest-Golf-Superstar smile?” he teased me. For years, he had given me the sort of grief an older sibling will invariably give a younger one about the perky grin I used to plaster onto my face for the cameras after winning a tournament. He said I looked like a Kewpie doll.

			“No,” I countered, “I made sure I looked like the sort of surly young person who does whatever the hell she wants, even if it’s going to get someone killed.”

			“You—”

			“Yes, Spencer,” I reassured him, “I made sure I looked like a good person who’d never vandalize country club property.”

			“And you looked upset, right?”

			An earlier incarnation of me might have snapped. But, in all fairness, I was growing up. “Sure,” I said. “In one smile, I hit the perfect balance between kindness and devastation. I sunk a thirty-foot putt on a rolling green.”

			

			 

			

			The DA began his case with the critical history that preceded the day Kenny Foster died. They brought to the stand a caddy named Justin Bollet, a handsome guy who had graduated the previous May from that little nearby college where some of the caddies went to school. Now he worked as an assistant manager at an electrical supply warehouse in New Rochelle. He’d been among the caddies who carried bags for the men with whom I sometimes played, and he was close enough to my age that I always cringed a little inside when he called me Miss Winston.

			“You don’t recall the date,” Mr. Lindley, the DA, was saying as he paced before Bollet, whose posture was impressive as he sat in the witness box, “but you believe it was early July, yes?”

			“Yes, sir. It was a weekday, but it was that week after the Fourth of July, so a lot of the members had taken the week off, and the course was more crowded than usual on a weekday.”

			“That Wednesday or Thursday, maybe?”

			“Possibly.”

			“Fine. Please tell us where you were and what you witnessed.”

			“Well, sir, I was under the caddy pergola. In the shade. I was expecting I’d get an afternoon loop. It was lunchtime, and pretty soon there’d be all the early afternoon tee times. And Miss Winston was at the practice net with a bucket of balls, and she was pretty annoyed.”

			Instantly my lawyer objected that Bollet was suggesting he knew my state of mind. The judge sustained the objection, but, obviously, the jury had heard the word. They knew I was—cue the euphemism—frustrated.

			“Just tell us what you saw,” suggested the district attorney calmly.

			“Well, the net was close to the caddies,” Bollet said. “And so we could see and hear her. She kept shaking her head, she said, ‘Damn it!’ at least a couple of times, and she’d address the ball and then back away without hitting it. She was wearing a visor, and once she threw it onto the mat.”

			“She threw her hat?”

			“Her visor, yes, sir.”

			“Do you know why she was acting this way—having a tantrum?”

			Again, my lawyer objected, arguing that the word tantrum was an inflammatory exaggeration. This objection, too, was sustained. But I saw what the DA was doing.

			“Mr. Fallows—the club pro—came over to her, and they had a pretty heated exchange. She was complaining about the net. That’s why she was so upset. She was saying the target was a problem, because it caused you to lift your head, and it just made your game worse.”

			“Was she shouting?”

			“Not at first.”

			“But she did eventually?”

			“Yes. Mr. Fallows told her to just ignore the target if it bothered her. He told her it was just there for the sound. The image was just decoration. And that was when she yelled at him.”

			It was clear to me that the district attorney and his witness had rehearsed this moment. It was brilliant in the way that it demonized me.

			“She yelled at the club pro?” Mr. Lindley asked, as if he were incredulous.

			“Yes, sir. She screamed at him. She screamed at him to take the target down. Take the target off the netting. Kind of demanded it. Said it was ruining her game and it had to go.”

			“Were you surprised by Miss Winston’s behavior?”

			“No, sir. We—the caddies—knew that Miss Winston was a very good golfer. Probably the best golfer Tallmadge had ever produced. And so she could be kind of intense.”

			“Intense?”

			“Demanding.”

			“So, just to be clear, she was shouting now at a grown man? A grown man in authority? Not just raising her voice? She was actually shouting?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“At a man more than twice her age…”

			“Yes.”

			He rolled his eyes at me, exasperated. “Did Mr. Fallows say he would take the target down?”

			“No.”

			“Did he give a reason?”

			“He said he thought Miss Winston was overreacting and to just concentrate on her swing and keep her head down.”

			“And how did she respond?”

			“She said there was a reason he was a club pro and not a PGA champ.”

			I had not said that, but I could feel the jury’s disgust with me. (Also, just for the record, I hadn’t shouted or screamed like a banshee.) What I had said was this: You’re a club pro. Come on, help me out here, I want to be an LPGA champ someday. This was a big difference, and I wrote the words down for my lawyer.

			“Were you embarrassed as you watched this?”

			“A little.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, she was humiliating Mr. Fallows, it seemed to me. And she was kind of loud.”

			Lindley let this land, and then asked the witness, “Tell us, did you ever hear her say anything about the target before that day?”

			Bollet nodded. “On a Saturday in May, I was one of two caddies with a morning foursome. Three men and Miss Winston. And on the seventh hole, she sliced her tee shot into the rough. It wasn’t deep in the rough. But it wasn’t a typical Mira Winston drive, either. Usually, she plunked her tee shots smack in the middle of the fairway. And one of the men said something to her about her swing and a correction he could help her with at the practice net after their round. And she said the problem was the practice net. The net with the target. She said it was the stupidest thing she’d ever seen and just defied all logic.”

			After the district attorney thanked him, my lawyer began his cross. “Did Mira say she would take the target down herself if Mr. Fallows refused?” Barker asked.

			“I didn’t hear that, no, sir.”

			“Did she threaten him?”

			“Threaten him?”

			“Well, bully him: club member to club staff?”

			“No, I don’t think so.”

			“Did you ever see Mira be dismissive or rude to the caddies?”

			“No, sir.”

			“That day in May when you were caddying for the foursome that included Mira. When the older male golfer offered to give her a tip at the driving range: Did you think he was coming on to her?”

			This time it was the district attorney’s turn to object, which he did, in a heartbeat. It was sustained. Still, my lawyer had started making a point that would never be foundational to my defense but would, we believed, certainly help: I was a young girl surrounded by what, today, we would call predatory men.

			Because I was.

			

			 

			

			Then the state moved forward to the day that I killed Kenny Foster.

			Most of their first witnesses were on the stand briefly, some for no more than forty-five minutes. But, invariably, that was long enough to cause my mother on the bench behind Mr. Barker and me to sigh as if she were Atlas shouldering the weight of the world, and my father to curse softly under his breath. I must admit: their angst made me feel loved.

			In any event, there was the caddy master, Dom Gorski, testifying that he called out the boy’s name on August third, offering him the eighteen holes. (A question from the DA: “I’m just curious, Mr. Gorski. When Kenny Foster was hit by the golf ball and collapsed, did Miss Winston laugh?” A response from the caddy master: “Yes, she did.”) There was Brendan Bedford, the golfer who, along with his wife, would have been Kenny’s loop, sharing what he witnessed: Mira Winston driving a golf ball through the net, Kenny Foster falling over. There was another caddy who saw it happen, and then the lead EMT who spoke of how the boy wasn’t breathing when they arrived and they were incapable of restarting his heart.

			And then there was Harry Fallows.

			My God, I hated him now. It was Thursday, the fourth day we had all been in this courtroom, including the two days of jury selection. I had not seen the man in over a year and a half. He hadn’t aged at all, and I thought to myself, Well, he has no trouble living with himself now, does he? He might even have looked a little more fit, a little more trim. But it might have been simply that in the past I’d always seen him in golf shirts or golf sweaters that were a little too tight. Now he was in a navy-blue suit and repp tie, and he smiled at me as if we were long-lost friends as he passed the defense table on the way to the witness stand. The state spent a few minutes establishing who he was and then began the character assassination.

			“So, let’s turn to Miss Winston. You knew her since she was a little girl. How would you describe her temperament?” asked Mr. Lindley.

			“Well, the girl I knew at eight was, of course, very different from the woman I knew at eighteen.”

			“Let’s talk about the eighteen-year-old.”

			“A great golfer,” he answered. “I thought she might have LPGA potential. She had the concentration of the giants, but also the willingness to gamble on herself and take risks. She was very intense on the links, very competitive. As competitive as any man I ever played with.”

			“That’s quite a compliment,” observed the DA. (I urge my younger readers to recall that this exchange occurred in March 1980. In those days, this was quite a compliment.) Then he continued, “That’s her as a golfer. Tell us about the person you know.”

			“She’s a very good person. I know her reputation isn’t great, and her impulsiveness would suggest—”

			My lawyer’s objection was sustained. But, again, Lindley and Fallows had rehearsed this moment, and it landed well.

			“She’s a good person,” Fallows resumed. “But I saw her temper on a number of occasions.”

			“Such as?”

			“Sometimes she’d get a little angry when she couldn’t get the tee time she wanted. And if there weren’t men she could play with, she’d get a little out of sorts when I’d suggest different groups of women planning to tee off who had room for a third or fourth.”

			“Didn’t she ever play golf with teenagers her age?”

			“Almost never.”

			“Why was that?”

			“I assume it was because she wanted a level of competition that would make the game interesting to her.”

			“Not because she didn’t have friends her own age?”

			Note the double negative. It was brilliant. My lawyer objected, but the judge let the question stand.

			“She really didn’t have friends her age that I saw—at least at the club,” said Fallows. “I mean, I never saw her at the swimming pool or in the dining room or snack shack with the other teens.”

			“Thank you. We’ve already heard that she didn’t much like the club’s little driving range net. You knew that, right?”

			He laughed, loud and abrupt, and in a room that hadn’t heard much laughter that week, it was jarring. “Oh boy,” he replied, “did I ever. She never let go of that pet peeve. But it wasn’t the net she hated, it was the target. And the fact is, we didn’t even order the net with the target. We’d ordered the version without one. But it just seemed like a lot of work to send it back and set up a new one, so we just decided to use the one the company sent us. I figured, you don’t like the target, ignore it. And it shouldn’t have been a problem for a golfer of Miss Winston’s caliber. You just keep your head down and ignore it.”

			“But she wouldn’t ignore it?”

			“No. All that intensity that made her great? Well, she took it out on me. Sometimes, in all fairness, it was a little good-natured. She’d say something like ‘Harry, you have any scissors? I have a chore.’ ”

			“She called you Harry?”

			“Yeah, she did.”

			“You’re a grown man. How did you feel about that?”

			He shrugged. “It was fine. Her family were members. I understood.”

			“So, she’d joke about wanting to borrow scissors to cut off the target?”

			“She sure would.”

			Yes, I had made this joke. Once.

			“Was it always good-natured?”

			“Usually. But it did kind of all blow up a day or two after the Fourth of July—”
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			“This was the summer of 1978, just to confirm, a few weeks before Miss Winston would kill Kenny Foster,” said the district attorney.

			“That’s right. Anyway, I was nearby on the practice putting green, giving a lesson, and I saw her throw her visor onto the ground. She looked incensed, so I went over to see what was up. And, well, she was furious.”

			“Why?”

			“That target. I’m a dad of two kids, and I thought she—even though she was eighteen years old, on her way to Yale, maybe the LPGA—was acting like a spoiled child. So, I tried to calm her down and told her to, you know, just focus on her swing. Pretend the target’s not there.”

			“Did she calm down?”

			“No. I must have hit some weird nerve. She said something like I was just a club pro. I suppose she meant it as an insult. To make me feel like a failure because I wasn’t a PGA superstar. Anyway, she demanded I take down the target, and so I just walked away. I was in the middle of a lesson, and I didn’t want to get into a shouting match with a club member—a young woman—over this.”

			Mr. Lindley went to the prosecution table and picked up a calendar. Studied it for a moment as if he were a surgeon and it was an X-ray. “Kenny Foster would die roughly four weeks later on August third,” he said. “The target would be removed on, we all believe, Monday, July thirty-first. Did you cut off the target that day?”

			“No.”

			“Day after?”

			“I did not.”

			“Were you even at the club on Monday, the thirty-first?”

			“No, I was not. Monday is a day off for me. My family and I were in Westport, Connecticut, that day. We went to the beach. Sherwood Island.”

			“So, you never removed the target?”

			“That’s correct.”

			“Why not?”

			“Well, it was part of the net. And while Miss Winston was a big deal at the club because of her enormous talent, it seemed disrespectful to the other members to mess around with a product that I figured they all liked as it was.”

			“No other club members complained about the target?”

			“Not to me. At least not seriously. Some of the guys actually liked it. It was fun to see the ball thwap into the target. They felt good when they’d use their driver and hit the spot that read two hundred fifty. That meant that, maybe on a real tee, they’d just walloped the ball something like two hundred fifty yards. I have no idea if it was at all accurate, but I suppose it was close enough and it was fun.”

			“It worked to make someone a better golfer?”

			“Yeah, maybe.”

			“Unless you were Miss Winston.”

			“Well, like a lot of great athletes, she thought pretty highly of herself. She always thought she knew what was best.”

			Yes, there was an objection. Yes, it was sustained. But, for the moment, the state had no further questions.

			

			 

			

			I fear you don’t like me.

			Heaven knows, readers on the online book sites complain all the time that a character in one of my books is dislikable, and—thus—they dislike the whole book. Well, if we wanted only likable characters in our novels and movies and plays, there’d be no Macbeth, Anna Karenina, Pulp Fiction, Sharp Objects, or The Talented Mr. Ripley. And that’s just off the top of my head.

			Still, a member of a book club I visited last year in person told me I was more likable when I drank. (The group had “won” me as the high bidders in a fundraising auction for a homeless shelter I support and, long ago, used in a novel.) The woman had seen me discussing fiction on a book festival panel years earlier and appreciated my sharing different Negroni recipes from the stage. “You’re nothing like the wild child who took golf clubs to car windows,” she said. We were in her well-appointed living room: Pottery Barn meets an Eton library.

			“Singular. One club, one window,” I corrected her. “And, I mean, there are nights when I pop edibles like M&M’s.”

			“Your books should have trigger warnings,” said another member.

			“So should life,” I responded.

			“I’m serious,” she insisted. “I found that one about the woman who dies in labor very disturbing. That should have a warning for pregnant women. And your book about the young Puritan wife who’s abused by her husband: that should have a warning, too.”

			I raised my club soda to her. “Maybe,” I said. “But you know what? No one gets out alive. No one escapes unscathed. They’re novels. I’m sorry they upset you. But I like to read books that leave me gutted and make me cry. And, I guess, those are the books I try to write.”

			Now, obviously, I could share my late adolescence in a fashion that only makes me look good. I control the narrative. But I want you to be there as, to the best of my recollection, that part of my life actually unspooled.

			Also? Well, I tried to kill myself once. Let’s not forget that. Clearly, I should be okay with the idea you might not like me. After all, I’m not overly enamored of myself, either.

			

			 

			

			I think Cleon Barker enjoyed his cross-examination of Harry Fallows. (I know there were moments when I did.) He was brief but methodical, and very protective of me. He cast aspersions on both the state’s case and on Fallows in ways that suggested all Mr. Barker cared about was logic and common sense, and that he saw this whole prosecution as absurd.

			“Tell me, Mr. Fallows,” he said after the preliminaries, “you noticed the target was gone from the driving range net on Tuesday?”

			“Well, I don’t remember the specific moment.”

			“But it was Tuesday?”

			“Yes.”

			Barker picked a piece of paper up off our table and said, “In your statement to the police the day Kenny Foster died, did you mention that the net had had a target?”

			“No.”

			“That’s because you had removed the target, correct, and knew that it had been a mistake to do so?”

			Instantly, the DA objected, and just as quickly the judge sustained it.

			Unfazed, my lawyer continued, “So, you realized on Tuesday, August first, that the target had, well, disappeared. When you discovered that, did you check the netting? Make sure it was still safe to use?”

			“No,” he answered, as we knew he would, because as derelict as that might make him sound to the jury, it was considerably better than saying he had checked the netting but hadn’t noticed how the spiderweb lines of nylon had been severed and the structural integrity compromised.

			“How about on Wednesday?”

			“No.”

			“Thursday?”

			“No.”

			“Not even on Thursday?” he pressed, but even before Harry could offer his one-word response, Mr. Lindley accused my lawyer of badgering the golf pro, and the judge agreed that we had made our point.

			“So,” said Mr. Barker, “is it accurate that you saw the target was gone and did literally nothing for three full days?”

			“I suppose.”

			“Months later, you told the police that you noticed the target was missing while giving a lesson. True?”

			“Yes.”

			“So, it’s not just that you saw it was gone on Tuesday, but when on Tuesday. To whom were you giving the lesson?”

			“Teeny Godwin.”

			“And, according to the club records and Mrs. Godwin, her lesson that day was ten a.m.”

			“I guess.”

			“When you saw the target had, well, vanished, who did you think had performed this little magic act?”

			“Mira. Excuse me, Miss Winston.”

			“And what did you say to her?”

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			“Nothing?”

			“No.”

			“Interesting. You claim to believe you thought she had vandalized club property. She was at the club every day that week. You were both there Tuesday, after you saw it was gone, as well as on Wednesday and Thursday. And yet you made no effort to talk to her? Ask her about it?”

			“No.”

			“So, you didn’t check the net, and you didn’t talk to Mira. You just let it all slide.”

			“She…she was a member.”

			“And members can vandalize club property?”

			“No.”

			My lawyer steepled his fingers beneath his chin as if he were a professor and waited for the jury to absorb this. Then he shifted gears: “Did you ever coach Mira? Give her lessons?”

			Here Harry smiled proudly. “I did. I gave the girl her very first lessons. And I coached her for a while. For years. I was her coach until she was fourteen.”

			“And you stopped because she got a new coach?”

			He arched his eyebrows as if it were of little consequence to him. “She started working with a lady golfer. A gal who had some LPGA experience.”

			“That would be Heidi Romming, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“You resented that?”

			“Not really.”

			“Not really or not at all?”

			“I mean, it surprised me, sure. I was giving her excellent coaching and seriously improving her game. I know what I’m doing. And, yes, it took some money out of my pocket. But if she wanted a lady coach, she wanted a lady coach. That was her decision.”

			“Did you ever say to a Tallmadge Country Club member named George Eastburn, ‘I’ve won as many LPGA tourneys as Heidi Romming’?”

			“I said something like that. It was, obviously, a joke.”

			“Thank you,” said Mr. Barker. And then he started back to the defense table as if he were finished, but mostly he was just letting Harry simmer. At our table, he turned back to face the club pro, reminding him, “You said you never saw Mira hanging around the club swimming pool or the snack shack with other kids her age. You implied that you didn’t believe she even had friends her age, am I correct?”

			“Sure.”

			“Is it possible that she had plenty of friends, but when she was at the country club, she was working diligently on her golf game? You’ve said yourself she was a fiery competitor.”

			“It’s possible. Just telling you what I saw.”

			“Right. One last thing. In that room, where the members store their clubs…you have access to their golf bags, correct?”

			“Of course. The storeroom is beside my office and the pro shop.”

			“You ever go back there?”

			“All the time. Obviously. But if you’re going to accuse me of ripping the target off the net and stuffing it in Mira’s golf bag, don’t even—”

			He didn’t finish his sentence because the district attorney was objecting, hoping to prevent the pro from saying something inflammatory. The judge agreed and reminded Fallows, “All you have to do is answer Mr. Barker’s question. Which you did.”

			“Who else had access to the room where the golf bags were stored?” my lawyer pressed.

			“My assistant, Curt Bolger. Clubhouse manager Liam Murphy. Caddy master Dom Gorski. The members sometimes go back there. Even some of the caddies.”

			“Even some of the caddies,” repeated Mr. Barker.

			“Sure. The ones we trust.”

			“Is the door locked?”

			Harry was now growing exasperated, and in his defiance, he began to sink into his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “Sometimes. The club policy is that it’s supposed to be locked when Curt or Dom or I can’t be there. But it rarely is. We’re a small club. We’re like a family. If one of us can’t be there, we don’t want a member not to be able to get his or her bag, so sometimes, when it’s busy, we let that locked door policy slide,” he replied.

			“The locked door policy,” repeated my lawyer. “You didn’t lose much sleep over it.”

			“No, we really didn’t.”

			“So, you don’t always know who’s back there.” It was a statement, not a question.

			“No.”

			And with that, my lawyer thanked the pro and said he had no further questions. But then he added, “For now.”
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				An Impetuous Girl

			
			I spoke to Ethan nightly, and I imagined him standing in the cinder-block hallway of his dorm at Amherst, the phone outside the resident adviser’s room in his hand. The calls were cathartic, a lifeline: he wanted to know how it was going and I needed someone to talk to. Sometimes, such as the Thursday night after Harry Fallows had been on the stand, I vented, not raising my voice but giving air to my frustration as if it were a fire in need of the bellows.

			“I know my lawyer can’t ask him if he planted the target in my bag because he’d just deny it,” I said at one point. “But I’d still be interested in how his face changed when he was lying under oath.”

			“It might change. It might not. Some people are very good liars,” he told me.

			Cleon Barker’s theory was clear, but how much he shared in our defense would be determined by how successful he thought the state had been when they rested. He, too, thought it most likely that Harry had cut the target off the netting early on the Tuesday morning of the week I killed Kenny—doing it, yes, because he thought he was doing a member a favor—and thrown it away in a wastepaper basket in his office, the locker room, or the clubhouse. On Thursday, after I killed Kenny Foster, he realized that he had damaged the net and there would be dire consequences for whoever had removed the target. So, he had retrieved it from the trash and hidden it in my golf bag, where either I would find it or I wouldn’t. Didn’t matter. If I found it and came forward, I would look suspicious. If I found it and threw it away, the evidence was still gone. If the police found it before I did, I would look guilty. No matter what, he had deflected the blame away from himself.

			“Well, he’s a coward. A horrible man,” I said to Ethan.

			“The world is filled with cowards and horrible men.”

			“You saw that a lot in Vietnam, I suppose.”

			“I didn’t mean that. I meant…everywhere.”

			“See anyone as awful as Harry Fallows? I bet you did.”

			“Oh, the stakes of the blame game in a war zone? Very high. Especially when it’s not going well. So, yes. But most of us were too scared of becoming cowards to actually become one. And we were all pretty equally scared to death. I think my point was that you can be a coward and horrible even when no one’s shooting at you or asking you to climb down into some skinny tunnel that has more booby traps than rats.”

			“You ever do that?”

			“Twice. But neither time was I the first one in. A guy like your club pro? If he were in country, he might have done something unbelievably shitty there like he did to you right here. Again, that blame game. But the idea he did it here shows that even in a comfortable little place like Tallmadge, it’s easy to lose your moral compass.”

			I had never heard the term moral compass before. But I liked it, and diligent readers will recall it would become the title of my first novel.

			“Just keep reminding yourself, Mira: people do things for lots of reasons,” he added. “Harry is no different.”

			Ethan was the friend I needed most that spring. And, at the time, that’s what we were: friends. Or, perhaps, he was like a somewhat older adviser and confidant. (Note my careful use of the word somewhat.) But I could sense that he did not want to be yet another man with years on me trying to take advantage of flesh that is taut and hair that is full and a body that is still adolescent. He knew my fragility and had witnessed more than anyone how close I had come to killing myself. Never did he take advantage of any of that. Only later—and it would be years later, when I was finally a college graduate—would he allow our friendship to morph slowly into the relationship we have now. Lovers and friends and (forgive my sentimentality) soulmates.

			And that, as much as anything, suggests the accuracy and precision of Ethan Pomerleau’s moral compass.

			

			 

			

			On Friday morning, the state brought to the stand a scientist who studied (among other things) the speed and trajectory of golf balls, a representative from the company that manufactured the particular driving range net that we used at Tallmadge, and an engineer who designed (again, among other things) home practice nets. The company rep testified that the firm sold two models of that net, one with a target and one without one. He acknowledged that they had shipped the incorrect net to the club, but his principal purpose on the stand was to make it clear that no one ever should have tampered with the target or removed it. The assembly instructions and warning label were entered into evidence as Exhibit A. The engineer who finished the morning had done a forensic examination of the actual net through which I had driven the golf ball—now Exhibit B of the state’s case—and corroborated what Kathleen O’Brien had explained to me in a conference room in Cleon Barker’s law firm: whoever had cut off the target had ruined the net. It was inevitable that eventually someone was going to hit a golf ball through the ragged threads that remained in any one of twelve different spots where the target had been attached to the nylon.

			Twelve different spots. Think of the face of a clock. It was only a matter of time.

			

			 

			

			Right after lunch, we had a brief appearance from the medical examiner, a pale fellow with a Viking’s blue eyes and a mortician’s black suit. The pathologist had done the autopsy on Kenny Foster and was there to confirm that, if anyone could possibly have had any doubts, I had killed the poor boy.

			It was the only time during the trial they had to recess on account of me.

			He was discussing the precise cause of death—far more specific than “golf ball to the head”—which was the epidural hematoma. The concussive force of the golf ball had cracked his skull, rupturing the middle meningeal artery adjacent to Kenny Foster’s temporal lobe, and the torrent of blood had flooded into the skull, pushing the brain against bone and finishing him off in somewhere between ten and fifteen minutes. As the ME was explaining this, using massive autopsy photos of Kenny’s postmortem brain, I realized I was going to be sick, just as I had that day long ago at the pisky church the afternoon when Kenny was buried.

			I glanced over at Kenny’s parents, and Mrs. Foster was pale as an onion and had a wad of Kleenex in her hands. Mr. Foster had an arm around her shoulders and was pulling her into him. He was staring at the images, transfixed: here was his boy’s brain. It seemed to me, making them see this was too high a price to convict me: it was an egregious, unfair toll they had to pay.

			We adjourned in time for Mr. Barker to hand me the wastepaper can beneath our table, but easily half the jury got to see the defendant puking like a fire hose into what was, essentially, a metal bucket. Moreover, the metal amplified the sounds I was making and caused them to echo. I sounded, in my head, like Frankenstein facing fire for the very first time.

			

			 

			

			The pathologist admitted during the cross that Kenny Foster’s death was a one-in-a-million shot, which would lead a tone-deaf columnist in a White Plains newspaper to liken it to a hole in one. Still, the testimony made me seem less reckless. Or, at least, it was elicited to make me seem less reckless. I have no idea what the jurors made of his observation.

			And that might have been it for the week. It was three o’clock on a Friday afternoon. But the state had the chance to really twist the knife by sending the jurors home for the weekend with an appearance from the real star of their case, Exhibit C, the target itself. There it was, the circle awash in white crinkles, even now, from its months wedged beneath a sweater in my golf bag.

			And there on the stand to talk about its discovery and what that discovery meant was Detective Richie Marino.

			

			 

			

			“We had warrants from the judge to search the country club, Harry Fallows’s house, and Mira Winston’s home,” said the detective, in response to a question from Eric Lindley. “We searched all three locations at the same time.”

			“Were you looking specifically for the target?” the district attorney asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“It was clear that its removal had been a factor in Kenny Foster’s death.”

			“Did you expect to find it?”

			He shrugged. “You don’t know what you’re going to find. But the judge agreed we had grounds for the search, since everyone was saying someone else removed it, and it was really very likely that the culprit was either Harry Fallows or Miss Winston.”

			Yes, even the esteemed detective referred to me as Miss Winston and the pro as Harry Fallows. In 1980, no one was exempt from the exigencies of class and the roles assigned to us in a criminal trial.

			“Tell us, please, about where and when you found the target.”

			And Marino did, relishing the tale of its discovery as if he had found slivers of wood from the one true cross.

			(In the interest of full disclosure, it’s worth noting that the search also unearthed a bong and my little pot pipe, but neither mattered because the police did not, thank God, find any weed or cocaine.)

			“Were you surprised it wasn’t hidden better?” asked Mr. Lindley.

			“Nah. It was really buried in that golf bag. It was smushed into the size of a cantaloupe. And it was sort of wrapped in her sweater.”

			This was an exaggeration: it was not wrapped in my sweater at all. When it had initially been found, we all had been told it was simply under the sweater. My lawyer would point this out in the cross-examination, since wrapped in a sweater suggests a much higher level of intentional criminality than merely beneath a sweater. Still, these were petty semantics: it was still in my golf bag.

			“Who do you believe hid it there?”

			“The defendant, Miss Winston.”

			“Do you believe she removed it from the net?”

			“Yes.”

			Mr. Barker objected, arguing this was conjecture and there was no evidence at all that I had removed it from the net. But the judge allowed the question and response to stand.

			“Had you ever had any previous run-ins with Miss Winston?”

			“Yeah, the department had a little history with her.”
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			Again, we objected, still hoping to keep the time I had taken my father’s nine iron to Frank Pendleton’s car from the jury, but the judge had decided in the pretrial motions that he was going to allow this—assuming Mr. Lindley got there via golf.

			“What happened?”

			“Well, it goes back to the fact she’s kind of impetuous—at least when it comes to golf.” (There it was, the DA’s particularly artful construction he had crafted and taught his ventriloquist dummy of a detective to mouth.)

			“Go on.”

			“When she was fifteen years old, she took one of her father’s golf clubs and smashed in the window of a young man named Frank Pendleton’s Ford Maverick.”

			“Why did she do this?”

			“He was a classmate. We don’t know why because the family chose not to press charges. So, we figured it was kind of a one-off and let it go. She was fifteen, a minor. But, going back to the target: I wasn’t surprised she was on the list of our suspects when it came to vandalizing country club property and removing the target. Golf and destruction kind of go hand in hand for her.”

			This time, our objection was sustained, though only that very last sentence was removed from the court record.

			

			 

			

			“So, Harry Fallows was on your list of suspects?” Cleon Barker confirmed during his cross-examination of the detective.

			“Yes. That’s why we got the warrant to search his home and the country club.”

			“Did you have others?”

			“It really came down to just those two, logically. And, soon enough, we could rule out Harry. He wasn’t at the club on that Monday. And, of course, we found the target in Miss Winston’s golf bag.”

			“Just those two.”

			“Yeah. I guess.”

			“Do you know how many people had access to Mira’s golf bag while it was stored at the country club, Detective?”

			“You’re going to say lots.”

			“Well, yes. In the three days between that Caddy Day and the Thursday when Kenny Foster died, no fewer than eighteen different employees, caddies, and members were in the bag room. Eighteen. Could be more. In the days between that Caddy Day and when Mira’s mother picked up her daughter’s golf bag two weeks later, it could have been three times that many. How many of them did you interview?”

			“We talked to Harry’s assistant, the clubhouse manager, and the caddy master.”

			“Curt Bolger. Liam Murphy. And Dom Gorski.”

			“Yes.”

			“Three people out of the dozens who were in the bag room. That’s it?”

			“We spoke to the people it made the most sense to talk to.”

			“Any members?”

			“Other than Miss Winston?”

			“Yup.”

			“Nope.”

			“Any club employees other than those three you mentioned?”

			“Nope.”

			“Any of the folks who maintain the golf course?”

			“Nope.”

			“Pool boys? Lifeguards? Busboys?”

			“Nope.”

			“Cooks? Waiters?”

			“We did not.”

			“So, your investigation into who removed the target really began and ended with two people.”

			“It’s not like we have a police force the size of the NYPD.”

			“Ah, it was a manpower thing,” said my lawyer, and the state objected, but the judge allowed Mr. Barker’s response into the record. “One last question: If my client did remove the target, which she most assuredly did not, why wouldn’t she have thrown it away? Why in the world would she keep the smoking gun?”

			“I can’t speak to what she was thinking. In my experience, people do things that they shouldn’t and don’t do things that they should. It’s why we have cops.”

			“That’s a nice little bromide.” (It was. I had to hand it to him.) “But you have no explanation for why she kept the target, do you?”

			“I don’t. But you used that expression smoking gun just now. Seems that expression exists because Miss Winston wouldn’t be the first criminal not to get rid of whatever it was that linked her to the crime.”

			Once more, the detective had demonstrated to me—and to my lawyer and to the jury—that he’d done this before. My lawyer’s cross had not ended the way any of us wanted. The state had done a first-rate job of vilifying a once-promising golf prodigy.

			And that Friday night, my parents both drank more than they usually did, and, as you know, they took great pride in having a high blood-alcohol content.

			

			 

			

			And still the state had not rested.

			They wanted to leave the jury confident that I was guilty as they went home for the weekend, but they also didn’t want them to forget what I had done or their version of what had occurred, and so they had saved one last witness for Monday morning.

			And whether it was the detective’s testimony or Harry Fallows’s, Mr. Barker and my father decided on Saturday that we would have to put on a defense. They wanted to be sure they had done all that they could to send the jury into their deliberations with reasonable doubt. I again offered to testify, but it was as if I had asked to pilot a 747 across the ocean. That was never going to happen.

			Still, we spent most of Saturday afternoon in Mr. Barker’s living room, discussing whom on our long list of possible witnesses we would call. I hadn’t slept well on Friday night, nor would I that Saturday, because—for the first time—I sensed that the two lawyers I knew best in the world, my father and his friend Cleon Barker, were as worried as I was.
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				The Actual Smoking Gun

			
			I had told Ethan on the phone Friday night that I’d vomited into a metal wastepaper basket in the courtroom.

			“Braggart,” he said, mocking me.

			“And, yet, it was nowhere near the most embarrassing moment in my life. How is that even possible?”

			“I’m sure you were only one of thousands of twenty-year-olds vomiting into trash cans on Friday,” he said. “Sure, most of them were at parties. But, still, you were far from alone.”

			Only he knew how scared I was. I hadn’t even told Spencer.

			And so, when my voice broke when Ethan and I were speaking two days later, on Sunday afternoon, he volunteered to come to Westchester to watch week two of the trial as moral support.

			“I couldn’t ask that of you,” I said.

			“You didn’t ask. I volunteered.”

			My parents, of course, had first met him after I’d failed to kill myself.

			(I am going to pause here to invite you into my library, where I am writing. I just looked at that last sentence on my computer and found it interesting that I used the word failed, instead of tried. Most people would have used the word tried. The fact I chose a different verb is an indication not of my creativity as a writer, but a signal of my shame. At least that’s how I read it. It’s not shame that I attempted—there it is, tried!—to kill myself, it’s that deeply entrenched sense of self-loathing and embedded failure that would turn out to be the real groundwater of Mira Land. I was very lucky that Ethan had returned to Capen House that evening, but maybe, good God, I really couldn’t even kill myself right.)

			My parents also knew Ethan from his visit to Tallmadge, and they were aware that the two of us spoke often on the telephone. So, his presence in the courtroom would not cause them to wonder about what other secrets I might have, because he himself was no secret. And if they did not know him well enough yet to know how they felt about him as a suitor for their imperfect, difficult daughter, they were always going to be grateful to him for saving my life.

			Still, I felt guilty at the idea that he wanted to be there for me. I didn’t feel I deserved that. I didn’t feel I deserved him.

			“You have classes,” I reminded him. “You’re actually in college. You’re finally in college. You don’t want to blow it.”

			“It’s not a big deal and I won’t blow it. If you change your mind, just ask.”

			“I will,” I assured him. But I knew I never would.

			

			 

			

			When I walked into the courtroom on Monday morning, there were Olivia and Jane Foster seated on the bench beside their parents. This was their first appearance at the trial, and I was surprised they were there, given that it had only been the previous Friday when the state had treated everyone in attendance to the forensic photos of Kenny Foster’s brain. Moreover, it was a school day. But there they were. They were dressed very much the way I was: business casual for kids. Or, perhaps, spring wedding. Olivia was wearing a blue-and-white-striped minidress that buttoned up the sternum. Her younger sister, Jane, was in a paisley smock dress with a Peter Pan collar. Once we were seated, but before the judge had entered the courtroom, I asked Mr. Barker why he thought they were here now.

			“Spring break at the Tallmadge school. That’s all.”

			“That’s it?”

			“Yup, pretty much. Look, this is all conjecture, but maybe Lindley recruited them when he heard they had no school this week. We’re supposed to begin our defense later today, and having them here may make our witnesses more uncomfortable when they testify,” he answered. “But who knows? Could be as simple as the idea that the two girls wanted to be here and lobbied successfully with their parents.”

			“Why would anyone want to be here?” I asked, disgusted.

			“Well, you’re a defendant. They’re not,” he reminded me, and it was the sort of tough love I deserved.

			

			 

			

			The state’s last witness was going to be Curt Bolger, Harry Fallows’s assistant and that fellow who had always looked to me like a soldier or made man in an organized crime family—an extra, perhaps, in one of Coppola’s Godfather movies.

			“What sorts of things do you do at Tallmadge?” Lindley asked, once he had introduced Bolger to the jury.

			“Well, Harry doesn’t have an assistant pro right now, so I do a lot of things an AP might, but also a lot of the things an assistant clubhouse manager might do,” he answered. “So, I don’t give lessons, but I do plenty of club fittings. I check members in and out and help schedule the tee times. I get them their bags, I bring them to the first tee sometimes. Or to the caddies or the carts. Basically, I work with Harry and Dom.”

			“Dom Gorski—the caddy master.”

			“That’s right.”

			“Dom is usually at the caddy shack, correct?”

			“He’s got what we call the bus stop, yeah.”

			“The bus stop?”

			“A little kiosk. But it’s comfy enough. It’s between the clubhouse and the first tee. He can see the caddies and the golfers. We work together to hook up the caddies and members.”

			“So, it’s usually just you and Harry Fallows at the office and pro shop and bag room?”

			“And sometimes it’s just me, because Harry gives a lot of lessons. He might be on the course or the putting green or at the practice net—our little driving range. Or what used to be our little driving range. I mean, we got rid of the practice net after…you know.”

			We all knew. Lindley didn’t need to press for clarification, but he did. “After…you know?”

			“After Miss Winston killed that poor Kenny Foster with a golf ball.”

			My lawyer objected. It was sustained. But every word in Bolger’s short sentence was a gut punch.

			“So, once in a while, you’re there alone?” Lindley asked.

			“Yeah, I am.”

			“Is the pro shop ever left unattended?”

			“It is, but it’s rare. I mean, someone could shoplift balls or head covers or maybe even a golf shirt. I don’t really think a Tallmadge member would do that, but you never know. And we don’t want it empty, because we want to be there if a member needs help. Service, that’s what we’re about. If a member wants to buy a towel or tees or balls or whatever, we want to be there. So, in the busy season and on weekends, we employ a couple kids from the nearby college to work the register.”

			“When Mr. Fallows is away from the building, does he lock his office?”

			“Yeah, he does.”

			“The bag room? Is that locked when you and Mr. Fallows are on the course or away for a few minutes?”

			“If we’re only going to be gone for a very short while, we don’t always bother. We don’t want members to be unable to get their bags.”

			“How often is it unattended?”

			“Like with the pro shop, it’s rare.”

			“But it happens?”

			“Yes, on occasion,” he admitted, information we all had garnered from his deposition, and information that both sides could mold to fit our version of the truth. Bolger hadn’t wanted to acknowledge this, but my lawyer had shown him testimonials from seven different club members who said they had, in their years at Tallmadge, found it easier to retrieve their bags themselves than either try to find Fallows or Bolger or wait for them to return. And so the district attorney was trying to get ahead of this revelation, to make it seem to the jury that the fact the room sometimes was unlocked and unattended was not a matter of consequence, because it was so infrequent.

			“So: sometimes the members get their bags themselves. How often does that happen?”

			“Well, when it’s busy, I’m probably there. Or Harry is. Or even Dom. It’s when it’s slow they’re more likely to just get ’em themselves.”

			“Give us an example, please.”

			“Like, it’s a Tuesday at eleven a.m. Harry might be giving a lesson, Dom might be getting a coffee, and maybe I’m fixing a golf cart. And, suddenly, a member appears because he took the day off and figured he’d play a round. So, he goes in and gets his bag. Or a member’s kid like Frank Pendleton shows up at four o’clock. Good kid, home from college for the summer, wants to play a quick nine. If I’m talking to Eddie—our greenskeeper—by the first tee, I’m not going to stop what I’m doing and race back to get Frank his bag.”

			“How does a member know where to find their bag if you and Harry aren’t there?”

			“Every member knows their bag number. It’s easy.”

			Eric Lindley looked a little pensive, but I had learned by now that this was his countenance as he got to his point or, in some cases, went in for the kill. “So, Monday, July 31, 1978. Another Caddy Day. Were you at the club that afternoon?”

			“I was, yeah. I was alone. Harry and Dom had the day off, and the pro shop was closed, so none of the kids we hire were there.”

			“What were you doing that afternoon?”

			“Lotta maintenance stuff. Mostly on the carts. Wiping ’em down, charging ’em, replacing a wheel on one.”

			“Did you see Miss Winston?”

			“Sure. She was at the driving range.”

			“Did you see her finish up?”

			He nodded. “It was about four in the afternoon. I was at the carts, and she was walking back to the clubhouse and the bag room with her bag. I shouted hello. Asked her how she was hitting ’em.”

			“And what did she say?”

			“She smiled like she’d just won a tourney and said, ‘I tore that net a new hole!’ ”

			And there, of course, was the actual smoking gun.

			We knew it was coming from the discovery process, that period when the state and the defense share their evidence. I scanned the jury, a reflex, and they were riveted. Two were staring at me, their eyes a little wide, and they looked away the moment our gazes met.

			“What did you think she meant?”

			“I thought it was funny. I thought she meant she was hitting ’em real good.”

			“You didn’t think anything more about it?”

			“I really didn’t—until the next morning, that is, when Harry noticed the target was gone and said something to me about it. Then? Well, then I figured Miss Winston had taken matters into her own hands the day before. Harry and I knew how much she hated that target. It was nuts.”

			Mr. Barker objected to the words nuts, and it was sustained. I hadn’t meant anything by that Caddy Day remark but bravado, the sort of swagger I saw in the really good male golfers. And I was hitting the ball well that afternoon. Still, once more I knew the damage had been done, and I allowed myself to curtain my face with my hands, frustrated with Bolger and with myself. Only when I felt Mr. Barker surreptitiously tapping my forearm did I put my hands down and compose myself. And when I looked up and around, there I spied Ethan Pomerleau and my brother, Spencer, in the courtroom. I had no idea when they’d arrived. Ethan was wearing a deer-colored corduroy blazer and blue jeans, what I interpreted as dressy for Vermont. Spencer was in a gray pinstripe suit. They both smiled at me, and suddenly I had to fight back tears. The two of them were absolute knights.

			“You said that Miss Winston was walking to the clubhouse and the bag room,” Mr. Lindley was saying when I turned back to the witness.

			“Yeah.”

			“Did she have her bag with her?”

			“She did.”

			“What did she do with it?”

			“She brought it to the bag room, of course.”

			“Did you join her? Did you check it in?”

			“The bag? I didn’t have to. She was a regular. She knew the room and where to put her bag as well as I did.”

			“So, she left her bag in its usual storage slot?”

			“Yup.”

			Lindley glanced at me. I always felt he had a deeper animus toward me than he did toward some defendants because I had had an affair with the husband of a friend of his. I was, in his eyes, the tart who had broken up Eleanor Catton’s marriage. Perhaps bolstered by Ethan’s and Spencer’s presence, for the only time during that trial, I didn’t turn away until the DA did.

			“Anyone else have access to the bag room?” he asked Bolger.

			Here was the tightrope the state was trying to walk: a member like me might, once in a while, retrieve or return a bag when neither Fallows nor Bolger was present. But the bag room was not so easily accessed that just anyone could stroll into it. Lindley wanted to preempt a defense that suggested some as yet undiscovered stranger had wandered in and planted the target in my golf bag.

			But rarely does a trial meticulously follow the script: it’s not a play where everyone on the stage knows their lines.

			“The caddies, sometimes,” replied Bolger. “Even, sometimes, a kid like Kenny Foster. I saw him going in and out of there Tuesday morning, which was fine, but he didn’t seem to have a loop, and—”

			I grabbed my lawyer’s wrist, because I knew. I knew with a certainty that was rare for Mira Land. I didn’t know the details yet, but I saw clearly the basics. Already, Lindley was getting his witness back on track, but I started scribbling on my yellow legal pad what I wanted the defense team to ask in our cross-examination.

			

			 

			
				
			

			Mr. Barker didn’t pace, and he didn’t hover near Bolger. He understood that Bolger had revealed something no one had thought to explore during the season of depositions or during discovery, and he wanted to move quickly. He simply stood at our defense table, his hands behind his back in a posture as unassuming and unintimidating as possible.

			“You said you sometimes saw caddies going into the bag room, yes?” he asked.

			“Yeah, sure,” Bolger agreed. He was defensive, though he was unsure what demons he might have unleashed.

			“And you saw Kenny Foster going into the bag room on Tuesday morning, August first. You didn’t stop him?”

			“No. I gave him a little grief since he didn’t have a loop. But not much grief, because he was a good kid. A really good kid. I reminded him it was off-limits if you don’t have a loop, and even then it was kind of sketchy.”

			“You thought he was going to use the bathroom?”

			“Yeah. The bathroom is by the men’s locker room and much nicer than the one off the kitchen that the employees and caddies are supposed to use. But, still, rules are rules, right?”

			Lindley was watching this cross intently. And it seemed to me that while he might have had a hunch where it was leading, he was, so far, powerless to stop it.

			“Indeed,” said Cleon Barker, “rules are rules. When did you talk to him? On his way in or way out?”

			“Way out. I, um, gave him his peace to do his business.” My lawyer was about to ask him another question, but Bolger then gave us an unexpected gift by continuing, “But when he tried to use that bathroom again on Wednesday morning, I stopped him before he got to the bag room. ‘Buddy, that’s not happening,’ I said. And I directed him to the back entrance to the clubhouse kitchen. If that bathroom was good enough for me, it was good enough for him.”

			“That would have been August second, correct?”

			“Correct.”

			“The day before he died?”

			“Yeah. The day before the poor kid was killed. It still—”

			He never finished. Never got the rest of the sentence into the world. Because it was at that moment that Olivia Foster in her blue-and-white minidress started to scream, “It’s not her fault! She didn’t do it!” She was pointing at me and sobbing, rocking in her seat on the bench, and some people would tell me later they thought she was hysterical because my lawyer and Bolger were talking about the week that her brother had died, deconstructing his last days on the planet. Her father had both her shoulders in his hands and her mother was looking at her quizzically, but the ninth-grade girl wrenched herself free from her father and stood up from her spot on the bench and cried out, “Let her go! Please, let her go! Kenny did it himself!”

			

			 

			

			Eric Lindley did not literally say, “Oh shit.” But his face did. So did the crazily wide eyes of his assistant. They stared at the poor girl in her anguish and then at each other, as Mr. Foster tried to console Olivia, but there was no mollifying her and there was no dialing this back.

			Lindley, for all the ways he had demonized and vilified me, was no beast from a Greek myth or Grimms’ fairy tale. He was just a prosecutor doing his job and what he thought was right. And so with a speed that surprised me, but not Cleon Barker, we went into recess, and Lindley had a police officer bring Olivia and her father into a conference room so he could interview the child and get a statement.

			

			 

			

			During that recess, it all came out. With Olivia Foster’s statement in hand, the lawyers from both sides disappeared into Judge Ephraim Wood’s chambers, while a young lawyer in Mr. Barker’s firm, a fellow barely out of law school, babysat my parents and me at a pizza parlor a block from the courthouse. Apparently, Olivia had been a runaway train with the police officer, unstoppable, and she wanted to be sure that everyone knew what she knew. She could no longer bear the weight of the secret. The truth might make it harder for her parents to shoulder their son’s death—that had been her fear since her brother had died—but the burden of seeing me pilloried for something I hadn’t done was too much. Remember, she was only fourteen. Seeing me taking the blame in the courtroom for an accident that wasn’t my fault was the tremor that split open the cracks in the dam. The walls, striated with fissures, were no match for her tears. She was, that spring, as broken as I was.

			

			 

			

			The truth was both simpler than I had supposed and more complicated.

			The part that was simple was this: her brother, Kenny, had done it himself, meaning he had cut off the target himself.

			He had done it on Monday night, the last Caddy Day he had been alive.

			Olivia had been with him.

			He had been at the practice net often that spring and summer, always at night, learning to play golf the way, once upon a time, he had learned to dance in Florida. According to Olivia, he was also at the putting green, practicing some evenings there too. She kept him company because he would let her drive the family car around the empty country club parking lot, listening to the Talking Heads and Foreigner and Meatloaf on the car radio. Sometimes, she’d park the vehicle on the grass and point the headlights at the driving range so he could see.

			The target, with a note, was meant to be an offering for me. His motive—a word too legalistic for a gesture awash in the sort of chivalric devotion that had gotten him his girlfriend in Miami—was me. He had a crush on me, as deep and real and seemingly all-important as any seventeen-year-old’s crush. He knew I loathed that target and on Monday night, with Olivia present, had cut it off the practice net. On Tuesday morning, he had gone to the bag room and planted the target in my golf bag where I would find it.

			Except he had forgotten the note.

			But then on Wednesday, when he had tried to return to the bag room to place the note into my bag, Curt Bolger had stopped him.

			And then, of course, I had killed him.

			So, there had been no note when the target was discovered.

			But Olivia still had it. She’d retrieved the note from her brother’s bedroom the night the golf ball had slammed into his temple.

			In her statement to the police, Olivia had said, “My brother was watching her at the driving range the day he died because, well, that’s what he did. I mean, that sounds weird. But one night at dinner, when my mom was asking him why he wouldn’t ask her out if she didn’t have a boyfriend, he said, okay, maybe, he’d see if she wanted to go to a movie or something the next time she was at the putting green or the net. He said she had a picture-perfect swing from all her time there.”

			I share this part of her statement for one reason and one reason only. I really was a black widow spider. I had lured the kid to his death.

		

	
		
			
				24

				Animal House

			
			The criminal case against me was dismissed, and the jurors were sent home that very day.

			Mr. Barker and my father were both confident—and would prove to be correct—that I would be removed from the civil suit. They said I might have to testify for the Fosters as a fact witness if the lawsuit ever went to trial, but it never did. The country club settled, acknowledging that they had placed the net in an unsafe spot, and that someone—Fallows or Bolger—should have checked the structural integrity of the net when they noticed the target was gone. The manufacturer paid a portion of the settlement, too, because their warning instructions were deemed insufficiently explicit as to the possible hazards of the net. I never learned what each side paid to the Fosters in total, but both of Kenny’s sisters did go to college. It was nowhere near three million dollars, but neither was the cost of two college educations.

			So, there’s that.

			

			 

			

			Some police detectives like to believe that there are pretty basic motivations for most crimes. Greed. Jealousy. Vengeance. Entitlement.

			But why we do most things that aren’t criminal is grounded in more complex impulses and desires. And this is not a crime story. This memoir exists partly because I did not want Kenny Foster to be lost to time, but also because it was his death that made me a writer, and it was death that was the most singular event in my life. I would never even have met my husband had I not been the instrument of that boy’s demise, because I would have gone to Yale instead of spending part of one autumn at Smith. (I never did return to Northampton. I’d graduate at the age of twenty-five from Reed College in Portland, Oregon, because there, on the other side of America, I had the best chance of anonymity.) My two children, assuming I even had kids with someone other than Ethan Pomerleau, would be dramatically different grown-ups today.

			When I finally watched Animal House in its entirety at the age of forty-four, I watched it with my husband. And it wasn’t traumatic for me. I even laughed on occasion—though not when ROTC fop Doug Neidermeyer is conked on the head with a golf ball. I finally understood the jokes about Smith and Amherst I’d heard those months I was in school in Northampton. And, as a novelist, I appreciated the way the screenwriters let us know how all the characters’ lives would progress, such as the idea that Neidermeyer would be killed by his own troops in Vietnam.

			Well, then. Here goes.

			In November 2010, Olivia Foster came to my appearance at the Miami Book Festival. Both she and her younger sister and their two families had returned there to live. I recognized her instantly in the signing line after the panel in which I’d been a participant. She still felt guilty for having not come forward right away, but I reminded her that she had been a child: it was a big ask, and in the end, she had shared what had happened.

			“At first,” she reminded me, “we didn’t even know the fact the target was gone was a factor. And then when we did, I didn’t want my brother to seem like an idiot. As a parent, I understand that’s ridiculous. But when I was thirteen? I didn’t think like that. All I saw was that my parents were in unbearable pain. And the idea that my brother was responsible for his own death? It was just too much for me to deal with—until I saw you in the courtroom.”

			“I get that,” I agreed.

			“I was scared,” she added. “I was just too scared to come forward.”

			She said that she and Jane were fine, though they had always felt a lot of pressure to be perfect children for their deeply scarred parents and then to give them perfect grandchildren. Olivia and her wife had two kids, a boy and a girl, and the older child was named Kenneth, after the uncle he’d never meet. She hated golf and had never set foot on a course after leaving Tallmadge. Jane, however, had taken another approach to the demons that accompanied the death of their brother: she had begun to play on the public courses around Westchester in high school, and by her late twenties, when she joined her older sister in South Florida, she was a scratch golfer.

			“She’s one of the pros at Palm Fronds,” Olivia said, referring to one of the premier courses in Miami. “She doesn’t have a bunch of Mira’s Moppets, but she has a group the club calls Janie’s Juniors. Been around for twenty years now.”

			I never saw Dennis Kerrington again, but I did read his novels, some of which were excellent examples of how artists who are monstrously cruel can also be spectacularly talented. (As a journalist once said to me about artists generally, “I wouldn’t have wanted to sleep with Picasso or even have lunch with the bastard, but I sure am glad his paintings exist.”) Still, our paths almost crossed one time. The Washington Post asked me to review one of Kerrington’s books, unaware that years earlier he had scoffed at my work and told me to be a banker. In other words, I could have eviscerated him in public—perhaps suggested in my review that he should have been a banker—and it would have been the perfect literary crime. A bit of exquisite literary revenge. But I told the assigning editor we’d met, and so I couldn’t review the novel. I have a taste for many terrible things, but schadenfreude is not among them.

			I did, however, see Theo Catton once more. In 2018, Ethan had a business conference in Fort Myers, Florida, and I tagged along. Theo had retired years earlier and lived not far from there on Marco Island. He was in his mid-eighties by then; I was fifty-eight. I was unsure whether I would visit Theo when I decided to join Ethan—mostly I was after warmth, palm trees, and the joys of hotel sex—but I hadn’t ruled out the idea. I was curious what I would find and what I would feel. So, on the next-to-last day of Ethan’s conference, I decided to go see him. There was but one thing I really wanted to know.

			I think a small part of me had expected the monster to be a vampire: that Jack Nicklaus hair might be white now, but it would be as thick and lustrous as ever. He’d be one of those ageless old men whose shoulders had remained broad, his voice robust. What I found instead was a frail, bald octogenarian who lived alone in a house on the thirteenth fairway of a golf course, but these days only watched the other club members play. He’d sit beside his in-ground swimming pool, his view obscured by the screens that hid most residential pools in Florida, as the carts and the foursomes passed by. Based on the photos of grandchildren I saw in the house, he seemed to be still involved with his two kids. But I was met at the door by a nurse because he recently had endured a colostomy, and his failing eyesight and pride prevented him from capably managing the bag on his own. His nurse looked to be my age but had a Floridian athlete’s skin, which meant it had aged far worse than mine. Still, it was a reminder that the ravages of age were yapping at my door, too.

			The woman joined us for tea on the terrace beside his pool, and at first I feared she might be there because she thought it was part of her job to protect him from me. Did she know that once upon a time, more than four decades earlier, I had been the child who was his illicit paramour? No, she had no idea, I realized soon enough: she believed I was a friend of his daughter. And Theo greeted me as if I were a long-lost acquaintance, clearly confident that because, so far, I had never gone public with the revelation our affair had begun when I was fifteen, I wasn’t about to out him now as he neared the end of his life.

			And I didn’t that afternoon. His nurse wanted to discuss my books and what I was reading. She wanted to share what she was reading. Theo and I talked about how we supposed Tallmadge had changed and, yes, we discussed golf. There are few subjects as good as sports at making an awkward encounter a little less uncomfortable. He talked about his children and grandkids, and how proud he was of his grandson on the UCLA golf team.

			Finally, Theo said, placing his mug down on the glass table beside him, “Mira, it was so nice of you to drop by. I’m glad everything worked out for you.”

			This was my cue to leave, and so I stood. He walked me to the door, and his nurse brought the mugs to the kitchen. But before I left, I had to ask the question that had brought me here.

			“Before I go, Theo,” I said as we stood alone in the front hallway, “I do have to ask you one thing.”

			He spread wide his arms and smiled, but I could see his antennae were up.

			“Were there others?” I asked. “After me?”

			His eyes were rheumy now, and his glasses were thick. But when he stared at me, I could tell a part of him wanted to tell the truth. Of course there were others. There always were others. Men like Theo always got what they wanted. But he couldn’t be honest, even now, well into his eighties. “Oh, Mira, there could only be one you,” he lied. “You have to know that.”

			I nodded. Then he noticed for the first time the tattoo on my arm. “Your tattoo? The cursive is beautiful. Really exquisite. What does it say?”

			“You took advantage of my disadvantage.”

			“Golf?”

			“No,” I corrected him. “Pedophilia.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue
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				Hi, Mira,

				I’ve really liked getting to know you more this summer. Your golf game is amazing, but so are you.

				I know I’m a year behind you, but I have Yale in my sights. Don’t be surprised if I follow you there next year. (Unless you’re already on the LPGA tour. I can’t follow you there, but I am working on my golf game!)

				Anyway, so you don’t forget me, here’s a souvenir from the club. I know, it’s weird to give you something you hate. But what was that expression we learned in AP European history? The Machiavelli quote? “Never was anything great achieved without danger.”

				So, I cut this off Monday night. You’re welcome!

				Your friend,

				Ken

				(Not Kenny. I never liked being called Kenny, and I’m still not sure why everyone here calls me that.)
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