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To my grandmother,

who would be so scandalized,

and so proud;

to my mother,

who says she will never read this;

and to seventeen-year-old Alisson,

who needed this book most of all.
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A word after a word

after a word is power

—margaret atwood



The first time he kissed me, it wasn’t on the mouth. I hadn’t read the book yet. He told me it was a beautiful story about love.

We would meet in the next town over, a diner off the highway, open all night. I would know what time to meet him in our booth in the back corner because, in the middle of his class, in front of everyone, he would look at me, look into my eyes, and write a number on the blackboard—8 or 9 or 10—and then wipe it away with his other hand. He was an English teacher in my high school. His shirtsleeves were always chalk kissed with white. He was twenty-six. The first time he saw me, I was seventeen.

I would tell my parents I was going to a friend’s house or studying somewhere. But, really, I would be sitting across from him for hours, the pastel painting depicting Greek ruins on the wall above him, while he would grade his students’ essays and I would sometimes do my Latin conjugations. Mostly I would write to him, in front of him, and he would bring it home or sometimes read it there under the twenty-four-hour fluorescents and then write back—all over napkins, the paper place mats, scraps from school. We probably covered hundreds of pieces with cursive, but I have only the handful that I hid from him, kept close and stolen away. Before we would leave he’d take the papers and napkins and rip them up, put them into our water glasses, and I would watch them lose their shape and the ink bleed. I wasn’t allowed to keep things. I wasn’t supposed to call him “Mr.” when we were alone, only his first name. But I could never call him that in school. No phone calls, no emails, no touching. He made the rules.

The rules were broken at that diner, in our booth. It was May, summer was almost there, and graduation hung in every classroom, crepe paper and glue-glitter banners filling the halls. A countdown everywhere. You couldn’t escape it.

He was trying to teach me about great literature, to prepare me for what I would face as a freshman in college just a few months in the future.

“You should definitely be an English major,” he told me, leaning back into the booth, his arms stretched out on top of the bench, taking up so much space across from me. It was the pose that if we were on a date, unseen in a dark theater, would be the transition movement before he put his arm around me. He wouldn’t bother with a fake cough, he’d just go for it. I was sure.

He would read me the greats at our table of beige Formica and dull silver: Poe, Dickens, Hawthorne, Carroll. He’d get into it, doing voices when he read Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, laughing at literary jokes that I was surely supposed to understand, so I laughed too. I lapped it up, knowing how lucky I was to have this kind of private instruction.

That night he was reading Lolita to me, from the beginning of things. He spoke to me in Nabokov’s opening lines, languidly: light of my life, fire of my loins. I thought it was the most romantic thing ever. But I was ruining it—I had a bug bite and I kept pushing my ankles together, trying to quell the tinge of itch. A child who couldn’t sit still.

He began rubbing the edges of the pages with his thumb, harder and harder as his voice grew louder, creating tiny rips in the paper as he stroked them.

Finally, he asked, “A mosquito bite?”

“Yes,” I said, an invisible ruler against my spine.

“Don’t you have any calamine lotion?”

“Not on me,” I said.

“You know,” he said, “saliva can stop the itch.”

He looked at me. He had green eyes. My flip-flopped feet were on the cracked red leather next to him on the booth, my legs under the table bridging the gap between our benches. Not touching, just beside him. I followed the rules.

He leaned down to my foot next to him and put his lips on my pink, swollen ankle. I felt his breath on my skin.

And it was like every locker in the halls of my high school swung open at once, metal kissing cinder-block walls. It felt just like that.



part i

nymph



1

“I thought she died,” someone whispered. I didn’t know who said it, but I knew they meant me.

I remember the halls of my high school the first day of my senior year. I remember lockers that were green like the flu and taupe, a feeling of illness.

I heard she was committed to a mental hospital, that’s where she was last year. Have you seen the scars on her arms?

I remember I woke up early that morning, startled that the day had arrived, changing my clothes over and over. My mother tried to braid my hair, but it wasn’t perfect so I took it out.

She flunked out.

I remember I didn’t realize I hadn’t brushed my teeth until after I was already in the main office, getting my locker combination.

She’s such a slut.

I remember walking alone.

There is a long history of loneliness in literature. Of loneliness as a prerequisite to love. Almost like you can’t really love someone unless you’ve been alone and loveless for a long time. At least, if you’re a woman. Almost as if this protracted alone time is a purification, prepares a girl to be worthy of a man’s love. Think of the Greek myths, the Odyssey—Calypso dancing sorcery alone on her island, Penelope waiting twenty years for her wandering husband to return. Think of our fairy tales, the stories we tell our daughters before we put them into bed: of Cinderella toiling in the dust before she can be fitted for those slippers, of Rapunzel living in a tower with only her long hair as silent company. And then her prince comes to rescue her.

Nabokov said that all good stories are fairy tales. At seventeen, I was primed to be someone’s princess.



2

It started on purpose. Mid-September: I was taking a creative writing class alongside English, theater, studio art, social studies, math, and Latin. I hated algebra, I loved Latin. I loved writing most of all. My creative writing teacher, Ms. Croix, was new. She didn’t know anything about me, only vague notes from the school social worker. In class, she gave me blank pages to fill however I wanted.

She wrote comments with purple ink in my black-and-white mottled composition book, things like “Lovely image!” or “So clear!” or “Wow!” with so many exclamation points. At seventeen, I filled journals like running water.

That Monday, in my notebook at the end of my assignment, in her cursive writing on blue lines, she added, “Come to my room after school today to talk?” The question filled me with fears: Did she find out about my past? Did she talk to someone? Does she now think I’m crazy too? I spent the rest of the day with a hollow chest, a stomach of crawling insects.

I opened the door to her classroom certain I was in trouble, that I was again a disappointment to some adult. She wasn’t alone. Due to overcrowding, the new teachers had to share their classrooms, and I recognized the man next to her—another new, young English teacher. I must have seen him before in the halls.

Ms. Croix waved me in front of them, the big wooden desk between us. The other teacher was tall with broad shoulders, leaning against the desk. “This is the young woman I was telling you about—this is Alisson,” she told him. “Alisson, this is Mr. North.”

Right. Him. When you don’t talk much, you hear everything—the other girls thought he was so hot. His dark hair was long enough to stay behind his ears but still short enough to be appropriate for a grown-up. He had a full shadow of beard, something only a handful of senior guys could manage, and flouted the requirement about teachers wearing ties. I noticed his shirt had a tiny moose embroidered on the side of the pocket—he shopped at Abercrombie & Fitch just like the students did. The mixed signals of adult man and teenage boy in his body radiated through the air, making everything thick and quiet and warm. His eyes fixed on mine and I felt stunned; an animal across a meadow. My breath caught and ribs knit. He was a concoction of the accessible and forbidden, the perfect teenage lollipop.

Mr. North offered his hand. I blinked and breathed and shook his hand strong, like my mother taught me. When our palms pressed against each other, it was like an electric current was made complete, everything suddenly alive in me.

“Hey,” he commented, impressed or surprised, or at least pretending to be, by my handshake. My face was still full of questions. Ms. Croix continued to him, “Alisson is a gifted writer, and I thought she could use some extra attention outside of my class.” I felt my skin go hot. And then to me, “Mr. North is a writer too—he’s agreed to start meeting with you after school.”

The teacher started on about his background—Columbia, Cornell—and how we could meet here tomorrow after school, just bring a new journal, just for us. He kept smiling at me. But I kept spinning Ms. Croix’s words inside my head—she called me gifted. She thought I was good. Good enough to deserve something—Mr. North was a gift. I saw myself looking at Mr. North as he looked at me, that slow-motion feeling blooming in my body.

Mr. North put his hand on my shoulder. Would I come see him tomorrow? He wanted to see me. I heard my voice leave my body: yes.
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