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STONE 

“In every work of art something appears that does not previously exist, and so, by default, you work from what you 
know to what you don’t know.” Ann Hamilton 

 

1 

Is there a manual for what to do, really, when you’re not sure whether someone’s just had 

sex with you and you don’t even know why that’s a question because it shouldn’t be, it’s not what 

you had in mind, it wasn’t your idea, and plus shouldn’t you know whether you had sex, because 

why wouldn’t you know, but you are so confused riding in a car with Kelli and Jess from field 

hockey who are talking in the front seat and their voices sound like wah wah wah and you’re in the 

back and you hear yourself say how much longer until we get to the party and they say we already 

went to the party and you press your forehead on the cool glass of the window and it feels so good 

to close your eyes because everything hurts and you say put on some music and they say nothing 

and then you are confused because you remember going to the party and the too bright fluorescent 

light in the kitchen and drinking a Coca-Cola from the can and not a beer because it’s preseason, 

but did you just have sex or something you say out loud and immediately wish you’d never said that 

because the voices in the front seat start going wah wah wah again and you don’t want them to know 

that you’re a virgin, like such a major virgin you have only touched a guy’s dick like once ever and 

that was last week at writing camp at Bard where everyone was more like you and there were no 

Kelli’s and Jess’s and the guy you thought was the hottest guy there—he looked like Jim Morrison 

and Kurt Cobain in one body—he liked you and he loved Led Zeppelin too and that was the first 
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time anyone you thought was cool ever thought you were cool too and it sucked to come back to 

New Jersey after finding your people there but Jess and Kelli showed up in Jess’s brand new car her 

dad bought her and said there was a party at Scott’s and you went this one time because your parents 

were away and would never know you were at a party with older kids and it’s hard just really hard 

to open your eyes and you think you might throw up again and why does this car ride feel like hours 

when it’s only ten minutes from Scott’s house to yours and the car stops and Jess turns to you and 

says if you ever talk about this again we will kill you, well at least you think that’s what you heard 

her say but how could it be that you’re in the car with people you whack a ball with six hours a day 

who say they might kill you and your whole body hurts and you can’t open the door to get out and 

you say help me and they say get out and then everything goes back to a bruise colored blur.  

  

2  

I only spoke to Pete Kavanaugh twice in my life. Pete Kavanaugh was two years ahead of 

me in high school and had some rare charm that let him be both popular with the jocks and approved 

by the creative misfits. He had wavy black hair and freckle coated pale skin with bushy black 

eyebrows over pins for eyes. He was tall and schlubby, so dumpy looking it was hard to believe he 

played football. He was always in the art studio when I was, always silent, rubbing pastels over 

paper or something. I never heard his voice once in school, so the first time he spoke to me I was 

startled because his voice didn’t sound like it belonged to him. 

Pete Kavanaugh.  

Sounds Irish, basic, benign. Over the next twenty years Google, and then Friendster, 

MySpace, Facebook and LinkedIn made it easy to search for anyone, but turned up nothing on this 
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Pete Kavanaugh. Nevermind my expert level Google searches: his name plus the name of our high 

school, his name plus the name of his sister, mother…his name + home sales or criminal records or 

art galleries. I scrolled through his sister’s Facebook friends, looking for his face. I scanned all of 

her public photos too, hoping for a glimpse of him, a tag I could follow. I expected to find a picture 

of him in a family snapshot – one where everyone wears the same pastel hue, him in a polo shirt, 

his wife and daughter or two in identical dresses, a young golden retriever standing before their 

Cape Cod house under a blue sky. But he was nowhere. The only thing Google turned up for me is 

this, from seventeen different pastel baby name websites: 

“The name Peter is derived from the Greek meaning STONE.” 

“In fact, it is Saint Peter that Christians expect to meet at the pearly gates of heaven one 

day.”  

I’m never going to get past Pete Kavanaugh.  

 

3  

Jess picked me up in a brand-new car with Kelli even though she didn’t have her license yet. 

They both had long kinky blonde hair and overflowing Cs and lived in the money part of town. I 

felt small around them in every way. I was mousy, and there was no volume to my long dark hair 

or my boobs. I felt like a tag along, that they’d ditch me whether they managed to hook up with 

someone that night or not. I didn’t have to worry about getting home on time, though. My parents 

were gone for the weekend and would never know how late I was out. I didn’t like Jess and Kelli 

that much but at the same time knew the upcoming hockey season would be easier if I tried to, if I 
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ran where they ran. They were forwards, they scored. I was fullback, defense, always swatting off 

the other team.  

Kids from the fancy neighborhoods were there even though Scott’s house was a dumpy 60s 

split level in the blue-collar part of town. When it came to parties and getting fucked up, the rich 

kids didn’t mind slumming it in the run-down neighborhood next to the NJ interstate. It was that 

twilight time of summer where nights are still muggy and warm but the incoming fall clips the 

daylight. This night was one of the last before the graduated seniors left for college, before we’d 

begin our junior year, already in preseason double sessions at the end of August.  

But you did get in the car with them that night to go to the party 

You did stand in the kitchen at Scott’s house with all the guys 

You did pull a can of Coca-Cola off the 6-pack rather than a beer from the ice chest because 

it was preseason  

You did drink half the Coca-Cola before setting it on the counter 

Some guy said “I wouldn’t drink that if I were you” when you picked it back up again. You 

drank some more of it rolling your eyes and said, “Why? It’s just a Coke.”   

Then someone was standing behind you and he whispered in your ear and you knew who he 

was but you’d never spoken to him and it was like some current ran through you when he said let’s 

go outside it’s too bright in here in a voice that sounded like it belonged to someone else. And you 

walked down the three stairs from the kitchen to the garage when he slipped his hand in yours, the 

one that was not holding the soda. 
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4  

I don’t know where the beginning is and every time I start I end up going somewhere else.   

When I was sixteen years old, I started keeping track of places I went, who was there, what 

happened, what was said, what I wore, what I ate or drank, what time I got home. I’ve written all 

this down ever since, in a textbook OCD way. My records are in boxes under my bed and in my 

closet, scribbled in notebooks, on napkins and envelopes, scraps of paper, letters; in my computer: 

emails, Word Docs, photos, Google search histories. Sometimes I think if I can stitch all the words 

together into one piece, like a quilt, a blanket I can fold and put away, I won’t have to write down 

everything anymore and I’ll be able to do something else for once.  

 

I don’t know where the beginning is but I was made a Catholic at birth, a choice I had no 

part in. My parents didn’t have enough money to send me to Catholic school, so once a week I 

attended catechism classes in order to receive the sacraments of reconciliation, first communion, 

and confirmation. To become a child of God supposedly.  

I was seven years old when I had to go to my first confession. The teacher told us that God 

sees everything, so I asked her if God could tell me what I did wrong so I could remember and tell 

the priest. The kids in class laughed at me. I didn’t mean to be funny. The teacher also told us that 

God forgives every action and omission of ours that has offended God. In school, I seemed to offend 

everyone. People teased me because I got all the answers right, because my socks didn’t match my 

clothes, because I cried a lot. Was God offended by the same things? I couldn’t think of anything to 

confess so I made up stuff to say at my first confession: 

“I gave Karin my answers in Social Studies” 
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“I said shit four times” (when you confess, is it an additional sin to repeat the bad word you 

said in the confession?)  

“I killed some ants in the kitchen”  

I felt like I was choking in the box with the priest there behind the screen. I felt like God 

knew I was lying and I was so hot in my face I thought maybe the devil was burning me. The priest 

said to say three Hail Mary’s and my sins would be erased. My classmates seemed solemn and 

fearful as we left the church. I started laughing because I didn’t feel hot anymore and I wasn’t in 

hell—and I had lied. No one else was laughing though. After that I just marveled at the charade of 

it all, the robes, the incense, the shame, the bells.  

The Sunday after my field hockey teammates dropped me home from the party, I went to 

mass with my parents and my little brother, dragged as I was every weekend. I wore a long dress to 

cover the scrapes on my knees. When I saw Pete’s mother and sister sitting a few pews ahead of me, 

a dissonant static screeching filled my ears. Alarms. High pitched dog whistle emergency siren 

suffocated by syrupy dope smack thud quiet down comforter smother tree roots freckle face knob 

bark shin knee push nod throw up wet grass pass out eyes crawl fall sound blur highway cars beer 

can wall wail wilt want wish whoosh 

 

5  

When I was very little, I couldn’t see how my raven-black hair and dark black eyes could tie 

me to who made me. My father’s hair was white. My mother’s hair was changed every few weeks 

when it got white in her part, but always got filled back in somewhere between auburn and maple. 

I asked once what her real hair color was and she said, “not right now.” When my brother came 
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everyone cooed over his red hair and green eyes. He showed the Irish colors where I had none. This 

seemed to make everyone proud, like it was important to look Irish the way my brother did. 

Everyone was amazed that my 46-year-old mother carried him despite being warned not to. I asked 

my dad who I looked like and he told me there are Irish people with black hair and skin more olive 

like mine. He said I was black Irish, like his mom, Margaret. I never heard anyone in our Irish family 

talk about black Irish ever and nobody ever got excited about what I looked like. I felt that.  

Before my brother came my dad would take me and my mom out on his little blue boat in 

the Hudson River, near our two-bedroom apartment in Hackensack, NJ. But when my brother came 

my dad sold his little blue boat. I asked why and he said he had to sell the boat to pay for my brother. 

Pay who I asked. Who did you give the money to? He said I asked too many questions. I wondered 

what he sold to pay for me. 

We didn’t fit in the apartment anymore so we moved to my grandparent’s house surrounded 

by woods an hour west of Hackensack. A deer gave birth to two fawns in the nook under my 

bedroom window the first spring we were there. Later a chipmunk snuck into my bedroom. The 

small house felt sacred inside, warm like a preheated oven. My grandma Margaret and her husband 

and her brother all died there, they visited me and told me secrets. Mostly when my little brother 

turned red and screamed, which seemed like all the time.  

I liked to go outside and hide in the woods and pretend I had four legs and fur so I could run 

quick fast like the animals and disappear in the holes all over the yard. I worried about the squirrels 

being hungry in the winter and collected acorns in the fall. Not just from our yard but from the 

school playground, from the park, from my friends’ houses, from everywhere. I saved the acorns in 

shoeboxes under my bed for when it got cold. I wanted to feed squirrels out of my hand.   
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It was October, the autumn I began second grade, my father had a heart attack at my soccer 

game, on the field at Oak Street School, which was a great place to collect acorns. It was the first 

time I ever played goalie. I wasn’t a good goalie, but I tried so hard I didn’t see my father taken off 

the sideline in the first half. After the game I was shuffled around and it was days before I saw my 

mother, before anyone told me what happened. I thought it was my fault that he got sick at my game. 

A month later he came home from the hospital skinny with a zipper in his chest. He said there could 

be no more stress. He taught me how to balance the checkbook that winter. I was eight. There is a 

photograph of him and me walking along the sideline before that game. I’m holding a can of Coca-

Cola, the team sports beverage in 1984. 

After that I thought any movement or sound I made in the house could kill my dad. My 

brother was the screamer, but I was told I was older and should know better, so I went outside. I dug 

holes in the backyard, holes I could hide in and pretend I was an animal in another universe. I made 

a bed out of leaves and crawled under them, like they were a comforter warm with their damp 

decomposing smell of earth and bird feathers and dead spring. In the winter I made a snow fort and 

snuck blankets and pillows outside, along with my boxes of acorns, so I could snuggle up and wait 

for the squirrels. They didn’t come to me. Spring came and my dad was still stressed. I stopped 

playing soccer. I asked him, how can I help you dad and he said kill the mice in my lawn mower so 

I can cut the grass. 

So I went out to the backyard shed, where he kept the push mower and the lawn tools. I was 

thinking about my dad having no stress and I wanted his lawnmower to work so he wouldn’t be 

mad, so he would go outside and mow the lawn and not hear my brother in the house. I found the 

clippers my dad used to trim the brick walk around his mother’s azaleas. The clippers were attached 

to a three-foot pole, fastened between two wheels. Squeezing the handle at the top of the pole 
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operated the scissors that rolled along the ground. I pulled out the mower and mice scurried 

everywhere and I squeezed the handle. One baby white mouse got caught in the clippers but they 

were dull and rusty and didn’t cut clean through so the baby mouse was wiggling in the blade, two 

legs on one side and two legs on the other. I dropped the clippers and screamed. I reached for the 

axe leaning against the shed and cut the mouse in half so it would stop moving, so it would stop 

hurting. And screaming screaming screaming I picked up the mouse in my hands and carried it to 

the dead leaves pile behind the shed and buried it next to some flowers and my mom's hyacinth. I 

was too little to process what I’d done. I didn’t speak to or even look at my father for weeks. I hated 

that I could kill something so much smaller than me. I hated my dad for asking me to kill a mouse. 

I felt like I understood how stress could kill a person, because I felt like I was dying.  

 

6  

A bunch of organic asparagus is spread out on my cutting board and I bundle the stalks 

together except for four.  It’s COVID Quarantine Day 37 and this is my green vegetable for the next 

seven days. I’ve never mastered grocery shopping and cooking for one, and the shelter in place 

mandate in Los Angeles has forced me to consider how often I go to the store versus how much I 

need to eat, and in this moment, how far I can stretch a bunch of asparagus. I wipe my hands, slick 

with olive oil, on a kitchen towel before reaching for my sharpest kitchen knife when my phone 

lights up with a call from Jamie, my friend since second grade. I don’t feel like answering—we’d 

already spoken that morning as we do almost every morning. The phone flashes last year’s family 

Christmas portrait, her and her four kids and husband in coordinated red and white outfits. I don’t 

have it in me to hear her anxieties about which of her eleven-year-old twins is prettier, or her 
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complaints about some Facebook mom inviting her to the weed over wine club, but it’s late in New 

Jersey for her to be calling.  

“Hey,” I pick up, my stomach growling. I can make this call brief.  

 

“I have to tell you something,” Jamie whispers, not even saying hi. Her voice is low and cold 

and serious, I put down the knife.   

“Pete Kavanaugh died,” she says. “It’s on Facebook”   

It was like something jack-knifed between my heart and my throat.    

 Jamie read me the post, and later sent me screenshots of it, a novella-like eulogy written with 

a song-like fondness by our classmate, the overachieving a cappella drama club queen Gil paying 

tribute to him in a way that made me queasy. The first half was all shenanigans about their plays 

and pranks, summers in Nantucket, comparing himself and Pete to the kids in Stranger Things. I 

could not stomach his fondness for old times, but kept reading, “Pete died from COVID in an 

institution in NJ where he had lived for a decade, receiving round the clock care for Huntington’s 

disease. They say bad things happen to good people, but it’s important to point out that Peter was 

no saint. At times, we would get into all sorts of trouble, he would swear like a sailor, flunked a few 

classes, never backed away from a fistfight, was quite the Casanova with girls at school (at least he 

thought so). Just a regular Irish troublemaker with a lot of confidence.”  
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NEXT 
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7  

Early. 

I tiptoe into the wood paneled tv room. The sunrise bends through the picture window, 

framing the wooded backyard. I’m eight or nine. I am skillfully quiet so I don’t wake my sleeping 

brother or my sleeping parents. I lift the basketball-sized globe off the bookshelf and place it on the 

shaggy brown rug where I sit cross legged. Inside the heavy base of the globe is a leather-bound 

world atlas. I slide it out and hold it in my lap. The house is still. I take a deep breath and close my 

eyes, like I’m making a wish over a birthday cake full of candles. I spin the globe with my right 

hand, it whirs as it goes around and around. I lower my finger as it slows, wait for it to skim over 

smooth bodies of water and bump over mountain ranges before pressing down hard, stopping the 

world. This is my secret game: I try to guess where I’ve landed before opening my eyes. When I 

guess wrong, I look up the spot under my finger in the atlas. I imagine I can go to any place my 

finger stops if I can guess it with my eyes closed. My favorite place to land is the Himalayas. I 

always know when my fingers stop there because the mountains there are the tallest. In the atlas I 

studied the distance between New Jersey and Nepal and it gave me a fluttery feeling inside. As far 

away and high up as I could possibly go from here. I will see this place, I say. I will live there one 

day.  

 

8 

I still can picture of myself limping up Lurline Drive at 11:06 am the next morning, from 

my parent’s house to my weekend babysitting job. I usually babysat for Lisa McManemin’s kids in 

the evening, but this week she’s asked me to come in the morning instead. I’m wearing my thrift 
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store Levi’s and canary yellow XL Champion sweatshirt because it covers my butt and because I’m 

freezing, even though it’s another steamy August day. Every step I take shoots pain between my 

legs that I don’t understand. I’m woozy and out of it and wonder if Lisa will see that I’m different 

from last week. She’d probably be happy if she thought I stayed out all night. She’s a young mom 

who has the vibe of a former party girl. She and her husband always prod me about whether I have 

a boyfriend and tell me I work too hard and not to forget to have fun. I start sweating in my 

sweatshirt. I don’t know how to pull this off. It’ll be harder to get past Lisa than my parents once 

they get home later. I’m relieved they weren’t home last night, or this morning when I opened the 

refrigerator. The refrigerator magnets that have always been there, for “right to life” and “prayers 

for the unborn child,” screamed at me. I felt an intolerance for them more intense than ever before.  

Did I need a pregnancy test? That question coming to mind seemed so insane, and at the same time 

set off some harsh practicalities. I imagined telling my mother what happened, and heard her 

response, “why did you go to a party like that” instead of hugging me or asking if I was ok. And my 

father, he’d throw up his arms and look like he was having a heart attack and would have me locked 

up in a nun-run home for unwed mothers. I’d be a disgrace before I could explain how this actually 

happened. I’d be silenced, his allegiance to his faith being paramount to any reason-based decision 

connected to my body.  

 

9 

“Huntington’s disease is an inherited progressive brain disorder that causes uncontrolled 

movements, emotional problems and loss of thinking and reasoning skills.” The Wikipedia page 

stuns me into a lame half-laugh over my cold plate of uneaten asparagus. Uncontrolled movements, 

emotional problems, loss of thinking and reasoning skills, the description matched my image of Pete 
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Kavanaugh after he walked me through the garage. The Pete Kavanaugh hovering over me 

menacingly, that I saw in a brief moment of consciousness, feeling my back rammed into a knobby 

tree trunk. I remember the glint on his teeth, white in his open dark mouth.  

 After Jamie’s call I started psycho-cleaning the kitchen sink with bleach while scouring the 

Internet for every detail about Huntington’s, devouring Wiki footnotes, then pages from the Mayo 

Clinic, The Alzheimer’s Association, and Huntington’s Disease Society of America. “If the 

condition develops before age 20, it's called juvenile Huntington's disease. When Huntington's 

develops early, symptoms are somewhat different, and the disease may progress faster. The 

symptoms of HD are described as having ALS, Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s —simultaneously. 

People with HD often underestimate the degree of their problems.” 

My whole life I’ve replayed that night in my mind, every which way I can invent to steer the 

story to a new ending, one where nothing ever happened. But I can’t fool myself and I can’t 

minimize the impact of that night, the impact of staying silent about it, the impact it’s undoubtedly 

had on my ability to maintain a partnership for long. Alongside these replays, these reimaginings of 

the scenario, I’ve hunted him, trying to locate him not because I wanted to see him or talk to him, 

but because I was vigilant about avoiding him for the rest of my life. And now to discover a new 

plotline that could revise the story: it wasn’t Pete Kavanaugh who hurt me, it was Huntington’s 

Disease. All along he was sick, sick because of his genes, sick beyond his control, sick without even 

knowing. He didn’t know so maybe he didn’t mean to hurt me? Now I added a new word to my 

vocabulary: anosognosia, without knowledge of disease. He didn’t know he was sick at the party. 

And I couldn’t give myself permission to accept how sick he’d made me, really, until I found out 

he was dead. 
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10 

 The second time, and last time, I ever spoke to Pete Kavanaugh was right around 

homecoming, a few months after the party. I was still sixteen. It was the last period of the day before 

Thanksgiving break. I was in Mr. Hess’s art studio class, sweating over a pastel portrait I couldn’t 

get right. For this assignment, 1/3 of my term grade, I had to choose a photograph of a person from 

a book or a magazine to reproduce in a 16”x20” pastel. The only magazines in our house were 

Consumer Reports and Readers Digest and my father’s stash of Catholic periodicals and battleship 

magazines. I dug through Mr. Hess’s library until I found a photo in a recent National Geographic 

that seemed easy to replicate: a red-headed schoolboy with green eyes, wearing a collared white 

shirt under his maroon and marigold V-neck sweater. The kid was either a starving Irish child, or a 

dead ringer for a tousled Prince Harry.  

Throughout the day, recent graduates trickled through classrooms to visit their former 

teachers. This clarified, if there was ever a question, which teachers were favorites as well as which 

students had such a fondness for high school they rushed back at their first opportunity post-

graduation. This ritual never made sense to me. I would not be someone who returned.  

Mr. Hess was one of those teachers students always went back to see. His classroom felt 

casual and warm, unlike any other. In the center of the two-room suite, one for drawing and painting, 

the other for ceramics and metalwork, he’d set up a lounge area by his desk, concealed by a wall of 

bookshelves, with a couple of low couches on a plushy carpet. If you were a student in his good 

graces, you were allowed to hang out there anytime. Some AP Art student was always there, 

sketching, studying, gossiping, or crying. A banner ran along the perimeter of the studio that read: 

you don’t have to be Hemingway to learn how to write and you don’t have to be Picasso to learn 

how to paint. 
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The space was cozy and cool, but Mr. Hess himself was uptight, mercurial, and could 

explode in tantrum if paint tubes were not closed and stored in the exact manner he specified. He 

was impatient with students who weren’t born with talent, precisely the ones who needed teaching. 

To me he seemed snobby and impossible to impress, though others won his affection with the 

slightest whiff of something I clearly did not have. His enthusiasm for great work and praise of those 

who could make it made me wish I had inborn talent to win his applause. I wouldn’t ever be one of 

the students he joyfully doted on, spent extra time with after school, or nagged to apply to RISD, 

Pratt or SVA. Those students were usually boys, and Pete Kavanaugh – the jock artist — had been 

one of his favorites.  

 A crescendo of fuss blasted from Mr. Hess who was reclining at his desk. 

“Oh my GAWD! Peter!”  

My head snapped up from my portrait. I saw the mop of black hair move across the profile 

of a pale freckled face behind the bookshelves. Pete Kavanaugh. Mr. Hess’s back was to me, his 

palms waving high over his head from the sleeves of his pressed plaid button-down.  

“Peter Peter!” he cheered, kicking himself up from his chair. My legs whipped me off my 

stool, down the hall, and straight to the girls’ bathroom. I felt like wet spaghetti spilling all over the 

dirty beige tile, my sweaty fingers fumbling to shut myself in the stall. I rattled the lock closed and 

climbed onto the toilet, heaving.  

 

 

 



 18 

11  

Do I need to stop here and ask - which kind of 1990’s high school girl do you picture me as? 

Do you see me? Or a type? A wannabe, a prep, a girly girl, a jock, brain, burnout, slut, stoner, 

emo/goth, metalhead, loner? Does it matter? Do you believe me? Do you think I wear my clothes in 

some suggestive way, or that I wear makeup, do you see my body and how I carry it, whether I look 

up or down when I walk through the halls between classes? Do you have an image? What is it? 

Why now do I still want to stop and make sure you know: I was not the pretty girl, the popular 

girl, the cool girl. I was not remarkable looking in any way. I had braces until the end of my 

sophomore year. I was never asked to the prom, but sort of pity-paired with a friend to go. I had a 

few friends, but my very best friend Tara was two years ahead of me. I told her about the party – 

vaguely – because she was leaving for college in Paris a few days later, and the fact that she would 

be so far away made me feel safe – there was no time for her to intervene, or force me to get help 

or anything. Without me knowing, she mandated the skater punks to be my friends without telling 

them why. I looked out of place that fall, flanked by wild haired skaters with my undyed hair and 

complete lack of style, but they stuck to me like bodyguards, and never asked questions. I barely 

made it through field hockey season that fall, and knew I wouldn’t return to the team my senior year.  

 

12  

I pulled my oversized charcoal J. Crew rollneck sweater over my knees and my long hair 

fell around my arms. I held myself in a ball rocking back and forth, the tips of my navy chucks 

curling over the toilet seat. I felt dizzy as color fell from my face, my shoulders, my arms into a 

splash on the tile, and I scrunched my eyes closed slap slick slide smile blink drop crack blast bark 
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twist part pant push ache crawl fall blur smash. In my eyelids I saw freckles and moppy hair and the 

shine on his teeth glint in the darkness. 

The shrill of the last bell opened my eyes. Outside the bathroom the hallway flooded with 

squeals and locker slams until the students faded out and it was quiet again. My purple L.L. Bean 

backpack was still in the studio.  

 I don’t know how I got from the toilet seat back to the classroom, but was relieved the room 

was empty when I picked up my backpack. When I turned to leave the classroom, Pete Kavanaugh 

was by the door. His hair was longer, hanging down below his eyebrows, but he had the same tall 

thick stature and shuffled into the door frame, blocking my exit.  

 “Hey,” his voice said, with a slight nod up, his mouth snarled to one side. 

 There was a jackknife in my throat and a padlock on my jaw and inside my heart raced. I 

stopped breathing when he said “Hey” again. The word seemed to come out of his eyebrows, melting 

across his face, dripping into his eyes, trickling into the dark hole of his mouth. I walked towards 

the door, as if he was not really there, as if he was a mirage, a flashback, something I could just 

move straight through.   

 But I was stuck between my body’s response to Pete Kavanaugh and my mind’s maneuvers, 

saying maybe I’m not here or maybe he is not there or maybe this is all a dream I can wake myself 

up from, and all those blurry snapshots from the party blasting through my vision are just imaginary 

but how could they be I mean the filmstrip snapshot of each conscious moment from that night is 

indelible in my eyelids, from the kitchen to the garage to the tree to the grass, flashing like I was 

stuck in a tunnel of terror that kept on going and going, a loop that never reaches a conclusion. No 

one else is in the classroom. No siren is screeching that Pete Kavanaugh has cornered me in the art 
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studio because they don’t know what he is capable of like I do or am I crazy did that really happen 

if he is talking to me right now why would he come here why would he stop me like this why would 

he stake me out after school, waiting for me. Does he even know my name I never even heard him 

say my name not once, but I guess how would I know if he said my name I was so out of it, nothing 

is clear, but right here right now he seems to know exactly who I am and I’m not hallucinating.  

 “Hey,” the voice said again. His pulled his hands out of his saggy jeans, and raised one 

towards my face, gesturing for me to stop. He stepped towards me and I flinched, so close to him 

now there was no way I could walk through him or pretend my way out. His eyes darted to the side 

and his mouth curled. “Hey I’m, look,” he paused, “I’m sorry about what happened last summer.” 

Was he apologizing and if he was apologizing then did that mean it was all real and the 

weight of that bumped bile up into my mouth, he was verifying that something happened something 

that until then had just been a blur of maybe, of I hope not but tree trunk shin smash stop no why 

me no where am I what no stop please and the person in front of me could fill in the blanks and here 

he was slowing down the seesaw in my head of scenarios—hundreds of scenarios I’d anticipated 

preemptively being created to cover for him when, testimonies spoken on his behalf by the Kelli’s 

and Jess’s, the rest of the field hockey team and everyone who was not on my side, which felt like 

everyone – where is that manual how do I know if I really had sex with someone or not when it 

wasn’t my idea and I never said ok I just drank a soda. 

“Look,” he said, shuffling his feet in his preppy boy brown Bass bucks. He looked over my 

shoulder. “I’m sorry about what happened last summer…” that’s when I looked in his face, in his 

beady black eyes under his frothy eyebrows and I didn’t blink and I opened my mouth but no words 

came out, “…yeah I mean my girlfriend heard about it and she dumped me. It really fucked up my 

life.” He wasn’t sorry for what he had done. He was sorry his girlfriend found out.  



 21 

I don’t know if I said anything to him because I felt like I was on fire. That some version of 

what happened was out there and it was not my version, it did not include what happened to me. I 

believed setting the record straight, even if I could, would bring me more shame than staying quiet. 

I may have said fuck you. I may have said I lost a lot more than you did, but that might have been 

something I thought to say when I was running running running out over the football field, past the 

lower school, towards the Grand Union, behind the VA hospital, and down the jogging path that 4 

miles later ended on the street where I lived.  

 

13  

 Sometime after I killed the mouse, I connected the dots between the food on the table and 

the cows and chickens and pigs alive on farms. It started with birds and the ah ha that the chicken 

on my plate didn’t have a head or feathers anymore. My mom took it personal that I pushed away 

her staple dinner of chicken in “white sauce” a gravy that looked like boogers to me. My dad stopped 

eating my mom’s chicken when I did, claiming it was better for his heart not to, but confiding in me 

that he never liked my mother’s dry chicken and thanked me for putting an end to that. Next I 

stopped eating pigs and cows, and after the party and the Coca-Cola I stopped eating almost 

everything else.  

I got straight As my last two years of high school. I was accepted early to a fancy New 

England university that for decades rejected every applicant from my public high school. My parents 

cried that it was not a Catholic school and tried to sway me elsewhere, anywhere not so liberal. I 

applied for every scholarship in the state of New Jersey and got most of them. No one could stop 

me. And no one could feed me either. 
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Christmas Day, 1994 

I’ve lost nearly 20 pounds since the party almost two year ago, which no one in my family 

seemed to notice until I came home from my first semester at Wesleyan. My parents look at me kind 

of strange, like they do not recognize me. I’m wearing the same pair of Levi’s I’ve worn since high 

school, though now they sag below my hips. I don’t see what they see. I’m numbed out on painkillers 

and sipping seltzer on ice on Christmas Eve, relieved I’ve timed having my wisdom teeth out right 

before my mom’s big holiday dinner. No one will argue with me for not eating, not with my mouth 

full of gauze.  

My mom’s younger brother Tim rarely visited even though he lived nearby in Philadelphia. 

He’d been the golden boy among my mom’s six siblings, the big success who’d played basketball 

for Georgetown, gone to med school, and was a renowned surgeon. Quiet, tall and lean, with a thick 

head of brown hair, he stood out to me from the rest of my mother’s family for being a chain-

smoking doctor who shacked up with a young nurse after divorcing his wife. His presence was rare, 

he didn’t explain himself, he came and went like Houdini.  

He arrived on Christmas Day, alone in a brand-new maroon Cadillac Allante. He slumped 

into a chair at the head of the dining room table my mom had set with the red poinsettia tablecloth 

she’d embroidered. My mom fetched a Waterford ash tray from the china cabinet when he lit his 

cigarette and hushed my father when he said, “if you’re going to do that, go outside” tsking at him 

for smoking in the house. For smoking at all.  

Tim never got up from his chair. My mother brought him drinks. Tim didn’t talk or move 

from that chair, he just stared at the portrait of the young red headed boy on the wall next to the 
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china cabinet. He drank his scotch and another and another and another and dinner was served and 

I didn’t eat and Tim had another scotch and I helped clear the table and then Tim spoke and 

everything went silent, because he never said much.  

“Hey Anna,” he said to my mom, who was arranging dessert plates on the table.  

“Where’d you get that?” he asked, pointing his cigarette at the boy on the wall. I’d won an 

honorable mention for my drawing in high school which, to my mother, deemed it worthy of a 

professional framer. She paid over $100 to set it in a walnut frame. 

“Maggie drew that,” my mom gushed, disappearing to the kitchen. and my Uncle Tim, now 

more than a little drunk, studied me. I thumbed a single green grape on my empty plate. He took a 

long drag on his cigarette, the smoke curling up around his face that has this perpetual sadness, like 

a basset hound’s.  

“Maggie, you trying drugs at school?”  he whispered. 

 “No.” I laughed. I’m amused that he thinks that is what my issue is.  

He sighed, as though he’d struck out in getting me to confide in him. He raised an eyebrow. 

“I’ll give you ten thousand dollars if you make me a picture like that,” he said. I winced every time 

someone commented on that portrait. Mr. Hess had done most of it. Whenever I got a detail or a 

perspective of scale wrong, he seemed to be standing over my shoulder and he would shout, “NO 

NO NO NO NO NO NO!”  push me off my stool and with a loud, exasperated sigh, sit down and 

make it perfect. Not instructing me along the way, not even talking to me, just shaking his head 

while his wrist hovered over the paper, dropping color this way and that, as if it was as simple as 

riding a tricycle. Not the kind of thing I was going to admit when my parents saw my work hanging 
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in the annual art show, all beaming and proud, thrilled at the Irish personage, a boy who looked like 

my brother might have if his red hair hadn’t turned brown, if he ever wore a collared shirt and 

sweater. 

Tim went on, “Have you ever read Don Quixote?” 

“No,” I replied.  

“Well here’s the deal,” he continued, standing up from the table and putting on his blazer. 

“You read Don Quixote and think about me when you read it…” my mom returned to the 

dining room.  

“Timothy, we’re about to have dessert. Where are you going?” she said. 

He headed towards the front door, talking with his cigarette in his mouth, “…I want to see 

what image comes into your mind. You paint that image, and I’ll give you the money.”  

My mother trailed at his ankles, “Have some coffee, Tim” she begged, trying to beat him to 

the door.  

“Good night Anna” he said, “Thank you for dinner. Merry Christmas.”  

 The next week, my mom bought me a new copy of Don Quixote. I still haven’t read it.  
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 London / May 25, 1995 

 Try to understand nothing is easy the first time around.  

I’m on this 36-hour layover in London until my plane leaves for Nepal. Too long to sit in 

the airport and wait, too short to do much of anything else but I booked a hostel just to have a place 

for my bags. This in between time, pause between the world I know and the one in my imagination, 

I feel like I don’t really exist. I feel like I can do anything now that I decided I would take the job in 

Kathmandu and not think about what’s after that. I’m 18. No one can stop me. No one can tell me 

if it’s right or wrong. I am already far away.  

I had no clue how far Gatwick was from the hostel, or that trains to Rotherhithe, where the 

hostel is, were being repaired. So I took a train from the airport to the Underground to the bus which 

I couldn't find. I walked around and around, my pack on my back, my suitcase in one hand and my 

backpack in another before I buckled and hailed a cab. The cabdriver said I owed him £8 after he 

got lost finding the way -- which I think he did on purpose to up the fare.  I wandered around the 

city and in Leicester Square this man came alongside me and said, “having a nice day?” I said yeah. 

He said, “Where are you from?” I said New York. He was asking me all these questions as I 

continued to walk, where was I going, what was I doing, how old was I? He guessed that I was 17. 

I think he was in his mid 20s; he was Indian. He wanted to know where I was staying. I told him I 

was staying with friends in Greenwich to make it sound like I had a secure and for real place. That’s 

where Tara’s brother lives, we visited him there a couple years ago. Then he asked if I would have 

a beer with him. I said no thanks. He said why. I said I had to meet my friends. He said he'd been 

hoping he'd be able to have a drink with me; I said sorry. He said, “I'm interested, you interested?” 

I said no, I'm really not. He said, “you know, I'm really interested.” He said he’d been watching me 

for a while. That’s when it felt scary. I kept walking and walking and walking, I made it to the 
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National Portrait Gallery but it was closed. There’s an Avedon exhibit there. I feel so out of it, like 

I almost don't exist or something. It’s weird being alone in London. I think about my friends and 

then I try not to. I’m alone now, this is what I thought I wanted. I went and sat in the grass in some 

other park, this guy on the other side of the gate whistled. I looked up and he motioned for me to 

smile. I hate when people expect me to smile. But I smiled because I dunno, I couldn't help it. Then 

I got this fear like oh no now he's going to come over here, and he did. He walked around the gate 

and sat next to me. I was still nervous since the other thing had just happened.  He said he was a DJ, 

and said he was going to work in LA in August. He said, “You don't talk much.” I said I was just 

thinking. He asked about my nose ring and asked if I had one in my belly. I said, “no, only what you 

see.” I think he thought I was a little strange or something. He asked me to go to eat with him; I told 

him no, I'd already eaten. What would happen if I went Should I go? I don’t even know how to 

answer my own questions.  

 




