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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1I fell in love with God when I was thirteen years old.


Or, if not God, surely his incarnation on Earth.


That’s what I believed at the time, anyway.

***



I don’t remember my childhood from before I was six years old. Or rather, I don’t remember specific details: everything is just a confused blur. The therapists are always asking about it, poking, prodding, and then writing down little notes in black journals, murmuring things like “repression.”  But I can’t help wondering what it really matters, the events of those first six years. It’s done and over with now, and I’ve adjusted well. It’s not as though I have some kind of dangerous memory loss syndrome–take me to my seventh birthday and I can remember the color striping on each candle, the taste of the strawberries in my cake, and the sight of little Todd sticking his whole face into the chocolate. The truth is that I don’t want to remember it. If I remembered, I would have to admit that I wasn’t part of this perfect family; that Jane and John weren’t my parents, Chris and Todd weren’t my brothers. I knew it, of course, knew that I was adopted. But I could pretend, somehow, as long as I didn’t know what had come before. 


Childhood was a perfect paradise–the part that I can remember, anyway. One filled with color and games, with an undetermined line between humanity and nature. We were magical beings as children, able to morph into any creature, to live in any setting. We were wood nymphs, climbing trees until the branches were no thicker than our forearms just so that we could peek our heads through the upper branches, and wave to a friend three trees over.  We were mermaids, unashamedly throwing our clothing to the side and jumping into the murky lake as naked as the day we were born. 


But most of the time we were more practical, we played the same games that had been enjoyed by countless generations of children before us.  We played cowboys and Indians, house, dress-up, cops and robbers, and damsels in distress.  


I was the girl, so I always had the worst role, in my mind at least.  I was always the damsel, or the bank teller.  Or the mommy, which I hated more than anything else.  They would never let me be the baby.


My favorite of the games was cowboys and Indians, which would not be politically correct now, I know. Maybe it was incorrect then, too.  But we were children, and to the young nothing is off-limits.  I remember that Jane used to take us to the grocery store.  That in itself was not as much fun, though there was a certain thrill to being told to go get bananas, and then having to search, sneak, and conquer the racks of fruit until finally you found one the perfect shade, with the perfect number.  But the real excitement of the trips to the store was in the parking lot. For seagulls would fly up ahead, circling round and round, calling out to one another for directions to the ocean.  We were near a lake, but not a large one, and I always wanted to call out to the birds, to tell them “there is no ocean around here, you’re lost, and if you don’t leave soon you will waste your life circling the black asphalt and the rickety carts.” But at the same time I didn’t want them to leave, because they dropped their colorless feathers on the cars and the road. We would gather them up, carefully stick them in our pockets before Jane had the chance to tell us not to touch them, that they were dirty. Back at home they would be drawn out as great prizes, and later used to make headdresses for the Indians.


Jane always laughed at our games, and helped us to clean up our messes before taking us inside for cookies and orange juice. Todd was lactose intolerant, so if there was one thing missing from my childhood, it was chocolate and milk. But that was a small sacrifice for the safety that Jane gave me. I was a little afraid of John. He was so stern and cold. I knew that he loved us, though. Sometimes, as I lay in bed, on the verge of sleep, he would come into my room, and just stand there for a moment looking at me. He would walk to the side of my bed, lean over, and kiss me on the top of my head before heading out and quietly shutting the door. I never told him that I was awake during those moments.


Chris was our leader. He was two years older than me, and that age difference was enough to set me in awe of him. I think we were all a little wonderstruck by him.  He was in third grade, and to us that meant he was almost an adult. He could read, and do maths, and he knew a thousand impossible facts, like why the moon never fell on top of us, and how adults know when to go and stop when they drive their cars.


He was never deliberately cruel to me, but at the same time managed to often make me feel excluded. At the time, I thought it was because I was a girl.  Even then, only six years old, I knew that not having a weewee was an important thing, that it meant you were lacking something, were somehow less of a person than all of the boys and men. It meant you sometimes had to wear dresses instead of pants, and you were never allowed to wear a clip-on tie.


I don’t think he excluded me because I was a girl, though, not now.  I think I felt a little out because of those lost years of my life, when I hadn’t lived with Jane and John and Chris and Todd. To me, that time had never existed, and I didn’t realize that when everyone else looked at me for those first years, that was what they saw.  They saw something in me that I wasn’t even aware existed.


I wondered, sometimes, what had filled those vague, hazy spots of my mind. I could remember bits and pieces, sometimes, but they were like fragments of a movie, and nothing that I could connect to my life. A screaming face, a dark basement room, a poor dog that stared at me through hollow eyes and starved skin. . .


Better not to think about those thigns, better to pretend that they never existed. Better to remember Chris, the way he was.  Everybody adored him, and I never questioned why.  He was Chris, he was golden, and in my world he could do no wrong. When he ignored me, I accepted it as my dues, something he had every right to do in order to punish me for my unavoidable sin of femininity.  When sometimes he would say something hurtful, we all shrank back, but loved him for it anyway, because he was trying to help us grow out of our infancy. Even when he used to kick the poor, sad-eyed mutt that would wander into our fort sometimes, I forgave him. I couldn’t, at first. I saw that mutt, and I would reach out to pet it. But Chris just rolled his eyes, stretched out a long, jean-clad leg, and kicked at it.

“Stop it!” I yelled at him. It was the first time that I disagreed with anything. He looked at me, just for a moment, almost in shock.

“Why? It’s just a stupid dog,” and then, as if to prove to me that nothing I said really mattered, he stretched out and kicked it again. I bit my lip, tasting blood, refusing to argue with him again. Because I couldn’t stand the thought that maybe he would come to see me as being as indispensable as that dog. Because he was Chris, and if he saw something wrong in that mutt, then that was just the way it was, and I felt embarrassed at my shame at seeing the creature slink around with a short yelp and its tail between its legs.

He had no sympathy for animals, my golden god didn’t. He would stand up for children on the playground, for little Todd, no matter how annoying he was being, but he never could stomach kindness to animals. He threw rocks at squirrels, kicked at dogs, and pulled the wings off of flies. 

“It’s just an animal,” he would repeat every time that anybody disagreed with anything that he said. “It’s not like it matters.”

To Chris, animals were just that: beasts. They didn’t matter, while human beings were real. I came to accept it, came to harden my own heart against the creatures. If Chris felt they were unimportant, then they were, quite simply. But, just for a moment, every time a stray cat crossed our path and Chris laughed at it, I wondered if maybe he was wrong. 


It was Chris who first taught me how to idolize someone. How to put a person on a pedestal, one that he wouldn’t have been able to climb up in the first place, and how to keep him on there, no matter how many times he proves that he doesn’t deserve that position.  Chris was my hero and I instantly believed everything that he said and supported everything he asked of me.


That was my most carefree summer. It’s strange how a mere three months in a child’s memory can expand to encompass every moment of that stage in her life.  Only three months of magic, and yet somehow it seems that it was my entire life, my state of being and my consciousness.  An entire childhood and infancy, crammed into three months.  Then gone, chased away by the wind and the demands of life.  Only three months.

***


Memories are hard to grasp sometimes. They flitter, just beyond reach, just beyond the length of a finger and the breadth of a hand.  They’re like butterflies in that way. Dancing away from you, fluttering in chaotic patterns, not trying to escape, just trying to live and breathe and be. And then, when you catch them, they sit, trembling in your hands, which you cup around them protectively.


Memories are most beautiful when you can’t see them, when they are vague and ambiguous, dancing on the border between reality and imagination. You can appreciate their beauty more when you’re holding them, and you can examine the emotions and colors, but somehow something has been lost, a freedom exchanged for a tangible essence.


Butterflies only live a few months, but memories can live forever.

***


Elementary school was a purgatory for me, a holding cell. I had friends, and I had enemies. There were kids who would go on the swings with me, and others who threw dirt in my face. My pigtails were pulled, and hugs were given, and overall it was existence. 


My best friend in second grade was a boy named Mike, who never stopped telling me how wonderful he was, and how much it stunk that I was a girl, and how while he would be the president, or a great general, or an astronaut, I would get to spend my days cleaning the kitchen. He constantly insulted me, in a thousand purposeful and ignorant ways. I married him anyway.


It hadn’t been my intention. I was seven years old, and I was sitting on the swings, my favorite place on the entire playground. I wanted to fly, and swings gave me the illusion of flight. I would pump, pump, pump, my legs working as hard as they could, until I finally reached the highest point possible, and then I would let go, and sail out until I landed, usually hard, and almost always painfully, on the woodchips below. Flying was wonderful, falling down a bit less so.


Mike was on the swing next to me, pumping as hard as I was, straining to keep up and not be outdone by a girl. As I swung higher, I could see across to the big kid’s playground, where Chris had gotten together a game of kickball. He was the pitcher, I could see, and was throwing a ball towards some little kid with bright orange hair. 


It wasn’t fair, I thought angrily, that some kid with ugly hair could play with Chris, and I was stuck on the swings. I let go immediatley, ignoring the squawk of surprise from Mike. I knew that he would slow down a little before jumping. He knew better than me, and knew enough to realize that flying wasn’t worth the pain of impact.


That time wasn’t so bad. My ankle twisted under me and I rolled a little, but by the time I came up I was more or less okay. I was still annoyed and frustrated, but that was becoming an everyday theme of my life. I could deal with annoyance and frustrated.


“You okay, Lucy?” Mike asked me, his hazel eyes filled with concern for probably the first time in his life. I nodded my head, though my eyes were tearing a bit.


“I’m fine.”


“Well. . .what do you want to do now?”


I shrugged my shoulders. “I dunno. I don’t care.”


“We could play basketball.”


“You’d just beat me.”


“We could run races.”


“You beat me at that, too.”


“That’s because you’re a girl,” Mike sighed, and sat down beside me, crossing his legs Indian style like they taught us in kindergarten. “Girls can’t do anything.”


“Sure they can,” I said indignantly. 


“Nuh-uh.” 


I had nothing to say to his inane response. Mike had it stuck in his head that the only things a girl could do with her life were grow up, get married, and learn to manage a kitchen. I had in my mind that the only things a girl couldn’t do were beat a boy in basketball and sprints. But being as our playground didn’t offer much beyond basketball hoops, a gravel road, and swing sets, I didn’t often get the chance to try out my hypothesis. Instead I just lost at whatever game we played.


“Brian is the priest today,” Mike said, seemingly out of nowhere. Brian O’Connor was one of my “sort of” friends. I would play kickball with him at home, and sometimes he would help me with homework, but we were never real friends. Even then, I knew that, in the same way that I knew that Mike wasn’t a real friend, not really, and that Chris wasn’t my real brother, no matter what Jane and John said.


“That’s good,” I said, finally catching the entirety of my breath. I sat up off the ground, and started dusting off my back and hands. “He’s the best priest.”


It was true. Brian was a better priest than anyone else, probably because his family was Catholic, and he learned a thousand funny sayings and words form going every Sunday with his family. He knew some things in Latin, and could utter weird phrases about the Lord hearing our prayer, and believing in the holy Catholic and Apostolic church. Whenever he was the priest, there was always a long line of boys and girls to get married, whereas usually there was only one or two per recess.


“We could get married,” Mike suggested. I thought about it for a moment, and looked longingly over toward the kickball fields. There wasn’t a chance I could get over there to play, though, so I straightened up, dusted the last of the woodchips off my butt, and went off to get married to Mike.

***


Machines are God’s curse to mankind. They whir and buzz, and create a thousand unnatural noises that keep people awake when they should really be sleeping. Nobody can sleep when there’s a car out the window, an alarm clock near the head, or an IV attached to an arm.


The worst things about machines was that it was never your machine keeping you awake, and even if you wanted to turn them off and just slide into blackness, you can’t, because you don’t have control. 

***


I fell in love with God when I was thirteen years old.


Actually, I had been in love with him all of my life, but had never recognized what it really was. He’d always been there after all, but I hadn’t read enough cheesy romance novels or watched enough teenage romance flicks to recognize it for what it was. I, of course, believed that my love was a thousand times deeper than the silly crushes that my girlfriends had on all of the football players, and deeper even than the hopeless infatuation that Mike had developed with me. This was real, this was true.


Chris, after all, was more than just a boy. He was my best friend, my childhood idol, a high school hunk, and, most unfortunately, my brother. An adopted brother, but even so, it crossed the lines of decency, and I knew that I couldn’t tell anybody about it. They wouldn’t recognize it for the truly beautiful miracle that it was.


The worst was that I couldn’t even tell Chris. I didn’t dare. On the one hand, he would likely shun me the way the rest of the world would, calling me perverted or sick. Then, too, there was the possibility that he would accept it. In my dreams, he was always glad when I told him, he would always cup my chin in his hand, and stare down at me with those blue, blue, blue eyes. But my dream would always end there, because, after all, I was only thirteen. I wanted a boyfriend, but didn’t want anything that it entailed. I wanted love, but was still afraid of kissing a boy, still a little uncertain as to the existence of cooties. I had been raised a boy, in a boy’s world, with boys for brothers, boys for friends, and boys on the soccer team. Emotionally I was ill equipped for the sudden intense feeling of love.


I didn’t dare tell Chris, because I was certain that our love was destined to be. I imagined us as Romeo and Juliet, as Tarzan and Jane, as Prince Charles and Princess Di and every other couple that seemed doomed to failure. Our love would overcome our warring families, our different customs, and his big ugly nose, because it was written in the stars. But if he reciprocated my love, then so many things would cease to be. He couldn’t tickle me anymore, he couldn’t press his forehead to mine when he challenged my opinions, and he couldn’t just run his fingers through my hair. Because now those things were comfortable, and I knew that if he loved me, I would get butterflies.


So I didn’t tell him. I just stared at him at his football practice, and followed him around wherever he went. I played the part of the annoying little sister so well, that I think I finally, after eight years, managed to convince him that I was his true sister, flesh, blood, genes and all. He certainly never looked at me as anything other than a little sister. Of course, it probably didn’t help that I was two years younger than him, and wasn’t even beginning to develop boobs by the time that he had his first girlfriend.


She was tall, thin, and blonde, and I couldn’t help comparing her to my own small, pug-nosed, freckled self. At least I had the blonde hair, I thought hopefully, although that was only in the summer, when the sun had the opportunity to bleach away the mousiness. She was smart, and in the drama club at school, and she had a beautiful sophisticated name, quite unlike Lucy.


“Mom, Dad, this is Genevieve,” Chris had said proudly that first night he’d brought her home. They were going to his first ever high school dance, and he had put on a pair of slacks and a tie for the occasion. I thought that he looked positively dashing, but Jane kept trying to smooth down a cowlick that arose on his head. He scowled at her, and flushed a deep red as Genevieve began to chuckle a little.


“Mom, knock it off!” he said harshly, and Jane stepped back, a little startled. She always seemed surprised at the slightest hint of anger or roughness. I crouched down lower on the stairs, curling up into a ball, wishing once again that I had the power to be invisible.


But nobody was paying attention. John was busy berating his son for being rude, Genevieve was trying hard not to giggle, and Chris looked like he was ready to implode. I stuck a thumb in my mouth and watched, intrigued by the action.


Jane noticed me the instant that Chris left the house, and quickly sent me to bed. I obediently went up, and sat myself down. I didn’t sleep though, I couldn’t, not until he was back home. So I stared at the walls of my room, and counted the stars in my posters until a familiar light swept through the window and I knew that a car was pulling into the driveway.


Again, I scurried down the steps, and leaned against the railing, peering down into the dark hallway below me. Genevieve stepped into the house first, her shoulders brushing my brother’s, their fingers intertwined. I clasped my own hands together in a virginal imitation. The door slowly closed behind them, and they jumped a bit guiltily to look at it.


“Well, good night,” Genevieve said a little uncomfortably. Chris nodded his head.


“Thanks for going with me. And tell your dad thanks for driving me home.”


Genevieve nodded her head, and stood still for a moment, peering intently at Chris, obviously wanting something.


“Don’t I get a goodnight kiss?” I thought her terribly mature to ask for a kiss, but Chris seemed almost confused by the request. He just stared at her, a slack expression on his face. Genevieve, though, was clearly not as shell-shocked as my brother, and when it was clear that he was unable to respond, she leaned forward herself, and gently brushed her lips against his. Both of their faces shone scarlet, and she turned and almost fled from the house. I could feel my own face burning, both in shame at having caught them at such a moment, and for not having the courage to say something myself.

***


Whoever said that angels are perfect was wrong. Angels are as flawed as any of the rest of mankind: more so, because they don’t even recognize their flaws. Pride, arrogance, knowledge, and an utter lack of anything remotely resembling independent thought. Narcissistic and shortsighted. Angels are the ones in business suits, donating a few million dollars and keeping a few million for themselves. Angels are the ones who never get in trouble with the law, but never help it, either. They go to church on Sundays, follow the commandments, and do everything that they know God wants them to do. And not a single thing more.


It’s the fallen angels who are the beautiful ones. The ones standing at street corners in tight black leather miniskirts, smoking cigarettes and smiling at the men in their sports cars. The ones sitting beneath bridges, briskly rubbing their hands to keep warm.


The ones hooked up to a thousand whirring machines that won’t let them sleep.

***


Chris was going off to college and I was going off to an alternative high school. I had disappointed him, I knew. I had disappointed everyone, from him, to my teachers, to Jane and John. I think even little Todd was ashamed of me.


But it was their fault, too. Because they weren’t giving me what I needed. And most of all it was Chris’ fault, because he didn’t even realize that I needed anything.


We lay out together on the grass, staring up at the stars. He wouldn’t miss me the way that I would miss him. He, after all, was the golden boy, the prized pupil, the brilliant athlete, the young god. He would graduate with honors and go on to rule the business world, or the courtroom, or whatever arena he chose to play in. I would go to school for five more months, and then I would be done. I might marry Mike, or I might not, but I knew that I sure as hell wasn’t giving the baby up for adoption.


It was the first thing that I’d ever had for myself, the first thing that I could lavish my love on. I wasn’t going to give it up. It was a badge of shame, I knew, my belly and the maternity clothes, but it was also proof that I wouldn’t give up, that I wouldn’t be content to just blindly follow what life had laid out for me. I’d chosen wrong, but I’d made a choice, which was more than could be said for any of them.


More than could be said for Chris, even.


“Do you know the stars, Lucy?” he asked me. I shivered as the early morning breeze blew against our skin, carrying with it the hint of fall. I shook my head. He couldn’t see me in the darkness, of course, but he continued anyway, pointing his finger above us, drawing out shapes in the skies. I couldn’t see what he was pointing at, but I was content to see him tracing the imagined forms, much the way I imagined God once had.


“There’s Cassiopeia, sitting on her throne,” he said. “And there’s the big dipper.” He paused for a moment. “Do you see that star on the horizon, there, the one that seems to get brighter as it gets lighter?”


I peered off, and realized that yes, this one time I did know what he was talking about. His free hand reached down and clasped mine.


“That’s your star, Lucy,” he said, and I could almost hear him smiling. “That’s the morning star.”


I didn’t say anything, but a delicious shudder ran up my body. In his mind, Chris had only named a star for me, but in my mind, he had promised me a future.

***


Eva was perfect, in my mind, a perfect little pink doll, with a thousand flaws and imperfections. She was a cranky baby. She never slept at night, and seemed to enjoy devouring strained peas only to instantly throw them up all over my shirt. But that was okay, because she was mine, and I had the ability to shape her into anything I wanted. Besides, she instantly charmed me the way she would grab my smallest finger, or just be content to stare at my face with her huge grey eyes.

It was hard, at first. I had enough clothes from the baby shower to make it through those first months, and Jane gave me all of the hand-me-downs from Todd that she had never quite had the heart to get rid of.

“Here,” she said with a gentle smile one day, handing me a pile of clothing. Todd stood by the car. He waved at me, but dared not disobey his father enough to actually come up to see me. John wasn’t able to accept weakness of any kind. He had instantly ostracized me when I found out. But to Jane I was still her little girl, and to Todd I was still Big Sis. I nearly cried to see them on my door.

“They’re all boy’s clothing, I know,” she said with an apologetic smile. “Hopefully they won’t confuse her too much.”

“I hope they do,” I said, smiling back. It was the truth. I didn’t want my daughter constrained by dresses, bows, or pink fabric. Jane didn’t seem to know what to say after that, and though I invited her in for coffee, she left within minutes. It got easier every time she visited, to the point where we could sit and chat. Todd started to come in, too, and would sit for an hour or two on the floor, playing with the baby. She loved Todd, more than she loved me, I thought sometimes. But maybe that was because he never had to give her a bath or change her diaper.

 I showed my star to my baby when I was first allowed to take her home from the hospital. It was just me and her then, no Mike, no Chris, and not even Jane or Todd yet. Just us in the small little apartment that my job in the shoe department could pay for. I would work in the day while Jane watched my son, and at night I would write bad poetry and wait for the stars to come up. Eva didn’t seem too interested in the star. She just lay there, a bundle in my arms, her mouth quietly opening and closing in sleep, and I couldn’t help thinking that she looked just a little bit like a fish. I kissed her on the head, awakening her and sending her into a fit of tears. We headed inside.


I wrote letters at night, pages and pages of letters. Most of them I never sent. Some I never could. There were ironic letters to a Santa Claus I had never believed in, letters to God and to Satan. There were letters that I did send, to Jane and to Todd, which were received with a sense of joy and immediately responded to. And there were the letters to Chris. I never received an answer from him, and I couldn’t even be sure that he had ever gotten them. In some part of my heart, though I knew that he had received them. I somehow knew that there was a reason he wasn’t responding, that maybe the golden boy wasn’t so golden any more, that maybe the little boy who had let a girl tag along and had kicked stray mutts had finally been drawn away from his world of uncertain grays to one side or the other. 

Because Chris had always been constrained. He was bound by his goodness, in the same way that I was bound by my sex and my past. John had always been demanding with him: be the good son, get a girlfriend, go to college, become a doctor, serve the community. Somehow I knew that it wasn’t what Chris wanted. Maybe because, despite his perfections, he’d never had a girlfriend. Maybe because he hated the sight of blood. Maybe because I’d seen him kick at a lonely dog. When a month went by without a response to the letter, I knew that he’d stopped fighting between what he was, and what people wanted him to be. I wasn’t sure which way I wanted him to be.


I didn’t believe in right or wrong. Doing something wrong had given me Eva. Everything right that I had done had only ended up wrong. Studying, working hard, had resulted in disillusionment. Unprotected sex had presented me with the first thing of my own to love. With a chance to shape the future.


My daughter would grow up learning to play cowboys and Indians, and to be the daddy and the baby. She would have a magical childhood, a childhood that she could remember every day, from birth to school. She would never suffer ignominy. She would know her mother, and even if she never met her father, it would be no great loss. I would tell her about her real daddy, her daddy who knew the stars at night, even if he wasn’t yet able to read what was written in them. 


I put the baby to sleep one night, the same as any other August night. I was pretty sure that I had at least an hour or two to myself. Even Eva’s cantankerous nature allowed me a bit of silence. I slipped the blankets over her, a curious combination of gentle pinks and a hideous camoflage monstrosity that had been Todd’s favorite. She gurgled a little in her sleep, and I gently ran a finger along the downy blond hair on her head. She scrunched up her red face, clapped her mouth shut over gum, and sighed. She really was perfect, I thought, this naked little molerat of mine. I wanted to kiss her on the head, to tell her for the billionth time that day that I loved her, but decided that I cherished the quiet time too much.

 I went out onto the street, to watch the stars come out and to read my letters.  Jane’s was chatty and cheerful as ever, asking after the baby and about work, and reminding me that she was there to help in whatever way I wanted. Todd’s was a shock of overflowing joy at his college’s most recent victory, and Mike’s was a catalogue of every city in Europe that he had visited already. He finished it the way he finished every letter: “how’s the baby? Marry me.” I threw that one in the garbage, a little sadly. I did want Eva to have a concrete father, for all my talk of the uselessness of men. But Mike was too mundane. He lived in the grey, and only in the grey, and I wanted something more. There was one last letter in the pile, one from John, who had never sent me a letter, not once.


I opened it, scanned it quickly, and hurriedly went back and reread it. The paper fell slowly from my hands, wafting to the ground where it was carried away by the wind. That was all right, I didn’t need to see it again, the words were already etched into my mind.


Chris was in the hospital.

***


He looked different, and I didn’t have recognized him at first. Even dressed in a voluminous blue hospital gown I could tell that he was thinner, and paler. His eyes were hollowed in pits, his cheekbones startlingly noticeable. But he was different in other ways, too, beyond just the sickness.


Like the red rouge that was dusted over his parchment-colored cheeks, the violet shadow rubbed across translucent eyelids. His eyes were the same, though. Still the blue blue blue of the ocean or the sky in early morning. He smiled a little when he saw me.


“What’s this, Lucy, not revolted?” he asked me. I can only imagine how the others had reacted when they saw him. John would have been disgusted, Jane surprised, and Todd. . .well, who knew what Todd would do anymore. But I couldn’t be disgusted by his new appearance, his new self. I couldn’t even be surprised. No matter how he dressed, or whom he slept with, he still wasn’t sleeping with me, and that still made him my brother, that still made him Chris. 


“What’s it like?” I asked him. He smiled, and I never knew if he caught my meaning, or if he misinterpreted my question entirely.


“It’s like flying,” he told me, and closed his eyes.


I went to visit him the next day, bringing Eva with me. We sat down beside him, my daughter quiet for once in her short life. Chris smiled when he saw her. His face was more familiar, now. He’d washed off the makeup, and I could almost imagine that he was the same as the boy I had idolized.


“She’s beautiful,” he said, and smiled up at me. I laughed.


“She’s ugly as sin,” I responded. 


“There can be beauty in sin.”


“I know.”


Eva began to scream then, and I had to excuse myself for a moment to feed her, burp her, and attempt to placate the anger of a two month old. I returned, and Chris was staring at the ceiling.


“What’s wrong?” I asked him.


“How did we end up like this, Luc?” He asked me, and closed his eyes wearily. I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t think it was such a surprise, really. We’d both been pushed a little too far, and when we weren’t able to continue to resist, we’d been pushed over a cliff. I was lucky: a branch had broken my fall. But Chris had fallen all the way to the ground beneath.


“What have you been doing?” I asked him. He shook his head.


“It doesn’t matter. Let’s just say that I needed money. I found a way to do it. And I liked it.” He looked at me, and I almost started to cry. His eyes weren’t blue anymore. They were a dull grey, the color of my baby’s, really. Except that hers were just beginning to learn to focus, and his seemed to be forgetting.


“Is that so wrong?” there was a sob in his voice. I didn’t know what to do. He was the golden one, the one with all of the answers. I didn’t have any. So I just sat there, and listened.


“The funny thing is,” he said, still that catch of tears in his voice. “I loved them. I loved all of them.”


He always had loved people. I pitied him. He had never learned to create that separation that was necessary for survival.


“What’s it like?” I asked him again, a little impetuously. Eva began gnawing on my sweater in her sleep. 


“It’s like flying.”


I came back and visited every day. Todd came with me sometimes, or Jane. Once when I came, I saw John, sitting outside the room. He wouldn’t enter it, but I saw him sitting there outside, his face grey and taut. He looked at me for a long moment, looked at my baby. I pitied him, too. Chris couldn’t help reaching out, and his father couldn’t bear to try.


Mike returned from Europe. He thought that he was a changed man, cosmopolitan and sophisticated. I still saw him as the boy on the swings who mocked me for my femininity. But he loved me, and he loved our baby, and I found that I couldn’t hold him at arm’s length anymore.


I took him with to see Chris once. He didn’t judge my brother at all, he didn’t shrink away. He just walked up, took Chris’ hand, and shook it. I decided then that I could marry this man. Seeing him, standing beside my god, and accepting him, I realized that I had no choice.


Every day, before we left, I would ask Chris was it was like. I was fascinated by his position, by who he was and where he was. Every day he would answer the same way. “It’s like flying.”


He flew for three months. He flew in a hospital bed, attached to a dozen machines, while a swarm of butterflies flew about his head, just out of reach. I never stopped visiting him, but sometimes I did stop talking. I would just sit there in silence, hopeful that if I stayed with him, if I was there beside him, then maybe he would take me flying, and maybe when he fell, as he inevitably would, he wouldn’t have to fall alone.


But in the end he did. Because he’d given me the star of morning, and kept the star of evening for himself.


Nobody had thought to tell him that it was the same star.
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