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For Mike, not Mischa.



Phantasmagoria: A sequence of real or imaginary images like those seen in a
dream.

– Oxford Dictionary
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1

Marshside

If you looked beyond the coastline and peeked inland, ignoring the
abandoned flea market lots and the bumper boats, you’d see Marshside was just
like any other boring little town. It had one stoplight, one movie theater, and
even a Dunkin’ Donuts, despite a hard-fought battle by the purists at the Cape
Cod Historical Society.

Marshside had its secrets, just like any other place; the police log was
peppered with domestic disturbances and there was a growing opioid issue. But
it was nothing like two hours north, outside Boston, up in Stabbin’ Hill or
Murderpan. Far from it. A few years ago, Marshside was even voted “Happiest

Seaside Village” in the Globe.
Upon graduating college, I resolved to never live on that quaint, “happy”

little peninsula again. My mother thought I was being a snob, like those
summer people who slapped pink whale’s tails on their bumpers and Yelped
in outrage over sand in their steamers. I insisted this wasn’t the case—though
part of me feared becoming a townie like my father had been. (He’d opted
for a “Marshside: A Quaint Drinking Village with a Fishing Problem” bumper
sticker.)

Home on college breaks, I was well on my way to becoming the town
drunk; how often I was hauled out by the elbows at last call, I’ll never know. But
it wasn’t just the memories of me yakking into bushes outside the Lighthouse
Pub that kept me away from Marshside. There was something else, something I
didn’t acknowledge, or couldn’t acknowledge, buried deep in my consciousness
that served as an invisible repellent. I only crossed the Sagamore Bridge when
my mother guilted me or if I needed to pick up my birth control at the
pharmacy I was too lazy to change, prescribed by the doctor I was too lazy to
change.

One of these trips, in April of 2009, is where I’ll start my story. This is when
I saw Maxine Lang. A boatload of other weird stuff started happening, and soon,
I was so hell-bent on figuring out what was lurking in my memories, trying to
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claw its way out, that I didn’t stop to ask myself if it was something better left
buried. Better left alone.

***
I was in the parking lot of Dunkin’ Donuts when I noticed a brunette

waving madly at me, the straw to her iced coffee jammed urgently between her
lips, like she couldn’t bother to take two seconds to stop sucking.

I recognized this person. It was Jenny Cummings. And that double entendre
held: she truly did suck.

My first impulse when people from high school cropped up like termites in
a parking lot or the grocery store was to pretend not to see them; I’d adopt
a dulled expression as if lost in thought and float in the opposite direction
like a butterfly. So when I saw Jenny, off I went, veering westward towards
the pharmacy. For good measure, I put my head down to dig through my
bag like there was something extremely important in there, but in doing so I
floated smack into a station wagon. Fortunately it was a parked station wagon.
Unfortunately there was a dog inside and it began barking maniacally.

“Ellie! You all right over there?” Jenny called across the lot, loud enough so
I had no other choice but to look up and wave back.

I took my time ambling over to her, smoothing my sweatshirt and wiping
the sleep from my eyes. It was early afternoon on a Saturday, but I’d slept late,
waking up to my mother bellowing at the bottom of the stairs, “Ellie, are you
up? I need you to go to the store for me. Ellie, are you hearing me? Christ. It’s
noon!”

As I drew closer to Jenny we both did this half-wave-half-smile thing, no
hugs. She slurped her coffee and looked me up and down, her eyes finally
resting on my rat’s nest of hair. “Ellie Frites,” she said. “I haven’t seen you in

forever.”
“It’s been a while,” I said.
She squinted. “I know when I saw you last. You were at the Clam Shack,

waitressing.”
“Oh. Well, college then.”
“I remember because I was home from my internship. In the city.” I could

just hear the capital “C” in her voice. I could also hear the condescension when
she asked, “Do you still waitress?”

“No,” I said, a little too loud. “I live in Boston now.”
“Boston,” she scrunched up her nose. “Boston’s okay but it’s just like, so

small compared to Manhattan.”
I knew she lived in Manhattan. I screen-grabbed half of her Facebook posts
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and sent them to Sarah to scrutinize. I cocked my head though and said, “Wow.

You live in Manhattan?”
As Jenny Cummings prattled on about her fantastic commute to NBC, her

networking group, and her lawyer boyfriend, I couldn’t help but stew over the

fact that she looked perfect, too. The slumped shoulders, the victimhood, the
bacne—it was all gone, replaced with an arched spine, a jutting, confident chin,
and a spray tan. The good kind of spray tan, the kind where they grind up cocoa
beans and vegan ingredients and you’re left with a Jennifer Lopez dew. I got a
spray tan once, and it smelled like they were smearing compost all over me.

I nodded along to Jenny’s life story, aware that this tell-all rendezvous was
her sweet, sweet revenge. I deserve it, I thought with a wave of shame. In
middle school, Lauren, Maxine, and I used to—

Suddenly, a shiver shot down my spine and I felt as if my temples might
burst. I blinked; dancing in front of my eyes were yellow and gray dots, like
faint, faraway stars.

A few seconds (or maybe minutes) passed, and by the time Jenny moved
on to discussing her recent raise, my vision had almost returned to normal. But
there was still a slight thumping in both temples and my stomach was in knots. I
steadied myself on Jenny’s luxury sedan, noting the New York plates, picturing
it parked in a covered garage. I thought of where in the city I parked my car,
on side streets far, far away from my apartment. There, my little shit box was
subjected to side mirror swipes and ticket after ticket after ticket since it was
impossible for me to remember on what side of the street I parked half the time
for street cleaning.

“So, Jenny,” I said, cutting her off—I think she was onto her volunteer work
with legless orphans at this point—“it’s been real nice to see you, but I need to
get going.”

“Oh! Wait, before you go…” Soon her finger was swiping up, up, up on her
iPhone. “I wanted to show you a couple pictures of me and Vince V—”

“Sorry, I really gotta get to the pharmacy,” I said, pointing. Out of the
corner of my mouth I added, “UTI.”

The stinging vagina thing was a lie, but it did the trick. With a shake of her

empty iced coffee and the bleep beep unlocking of her $60,000 car, Jenny was
out.

Aside from all the jealousy she’d successfully extracted from my cold, dark,
underemployed soul, there was something odd about Jenny Cummings. Maybe
not about her, per se, but about what she represented from my past—middle
school pettiness, adolescent self-doubt, and something more, something I
couldn’t put my finger on. Whatever the case, she gave the creeps.
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***
“Repeat your last name?” The pharmacist was dark-haired, low pony-tailed,

skeptical. Her nametag said Val.
“Frites. With an eff,” I said. Then quieter, “Ortho-low.”
Val sighed, turned, and squatted down to riffle through the F-L pile once

more. I turned and made eye contact with the craggy woman behind me who
wore a small gold cross around her neck. I wanted to explain to her, and the
other foot-shifters in line, that I didn’t even need this birth control. In fact, I
should just stop taking the pill altogether. It was a jinx for all I was concerned.

I turned to pick at the magazine rack: soap opera rags, Us Weekly, celebrity

deaths. I glanced at Seventeen, thinking the last time I’d read that I was probably
around twelve in Lauren’s bedroom, where we all used to gossip and trash
people like Jenny Cummings. My sixth grade “BFFs” trashed me too, of course.
As soon I’d leave the room. One time, I overheard Maxine say that I—

Suddenly, my temples were once again throbbing, a pall of white dots
appearing before my eyes. Then…and there’s no other way to explain this, but
I was no longer inside the pharmacy. I was no longer in 2009.

I was standing in the twilit woods of the Hollow, shivering. At my back was the
faint whirring of cars, and facing me was a tree split into a V, like a Barbie doll’s
upended legs. I reached into the crotch of the tree and pulled out two limp cigarettes.

A voice rang out behind me, strident, disgusted, “We can’t use those.”
I pawed at the cigarettes, rotating them. “I think they’re okay.”
“Too wet.” A long sigh. “They’ll never light. You’re such a loser.”
I turned to face Maxine, ready to tell her I was not a loser; it was Lauren’s idea

to put the cigarettes in the tree and I had told her it was going to rain. But as my
eyes adjusted to the dim light, I gasped. Leaves and mud and muck and something
else—dark, thick, red—sullied Max’s white-blonde hair. And her face…

“What?” she asked, sneering at me.
My eyes jumped from the shiner circling her left eye to the bloody gash across the

right. “Max, your…”
“What?” She touched her cheek absently, smearing the red muck across to her ear.
My lips were moving, but no sound escaped.
Maxine wagged her blood-caked palms in the air. “What, Ellie? What?”
The yellow dots returned, intermingled with faint dots of red. There was so much

blood. Blood on Max’s bare arm, blood in her hair, blood on her cheek…
“Excuse me!”
I jumped. Val, the pharmacist, was shoving the paper bag into a plastic bag,

glaring at me. “Could you pay attention? We’ve got a line here.”
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***
I drove back to my mother’s house in a fog. I was unable to put my finger

on exactly what was bothering me, what I’d seen while waiting in line at the
pharmacy. Something about the Hollow, the creepy woods in the center of

town? Something about…Jenny Cummings? No. Maxine Lang. But the images
were fading, quickly, and by the time I walked up to the mudroom of my
childhood home the odd vision, or hallucination, had all but disappeared.

My mother was sitting at the kitchen table working on her laptop, peering
out the bottom of her glasses at the screen. Her bifocals were never right, pair
after pair purchased cheaply at the pharmacy I’d just left.

I slipped a gallon of milk in the fridge, and when she still didn’t look up, I
stuck my birth control in the front pocket of my purse. It wasn’t that my mother
didn’t know I was on birth control, it was just if she saw the little package
she might get something into her head, and I’d have to rattle off my excuses: I
was too busy; it was impossible to meet anyone worthwhile; Boston guys were
short, and for some reason, very sweaty—

“Busy, Ellie?” she’d balk. “What do you do, exactly, that makes you too busy
to meet anyone?”

And there I’d be cornered into her trap. Always her last damning inquiry:

“Well, could it be your drinking, Ellie? Spending all your time at bars that
precludes you going with anyone?”

Luckily, my mother was too absorbed in her work to notice me squirreling
away my birth control. She barely acknowledged my presence as I skirted
around her chair in the tight space of the kitchen, knocking around the cabinets
in search of crackers or chips or cookies—food I refused to keep in my own
apartment because I’d eat it in one sitting.

Finally, she sighed. “Could you stop slamming?”

“Sorry.” I chomped on a granola bar and peeked over her shoulder. “Heroin?
Who?”

She shut her laptop and looked up at me, this time over her bifocals. “As
if I would share that information with you, Ellie.” She shook her head at me,
adding, “What are you, insane?”

She loved saying that: “What are you, insane?” You’d think she wouldn’t
throw the around the word “insane” like candy at a parade, being a social
worker. Though, maybe after over twenty years, and after all she saw on this
peninsula, she was desensitized.

“Did you pick up the milk?” she asked.
“I forgot.”
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“Ellie, I mean, can you be more self-absorbed? What were you doing all this
time?”

“Mom, are you blind?” I opened the fridge door and pointed. “I was kidding.
I put it in here right in front of your face. You work too hard. Take a break.”

I shut the fridge and leaned against the counter, picking through my
mother’s mail with mild interest, getting crumbs everywhere. “You know who
is self-absorbed?” I murmured. “Jenny Cummings.”

But thinking of Jenny made me think of the parking lot, which made
me think of Max. The images, though faint at first, conjured to clarity: Max,
smeared in blood and leaves and muck, curling her lip at me, calling me a loser.

“Did you hear me?” my mother asked.
“Sorry, what?”
“Who is Jenny Cummings? Name sounds familiar.”
I sighed. “No one.”
She took her glasses off and rubbed her eyes. “You’re a regular raconteur,

Ellie. When do you go back to Boston?”
“Raconteuse. Tonight. I’ll try to beat traffic at the bridge and leave late.”
“Good idea.”
And looking at her like that—her rail-thin frame, her hunched back, her

cheap bifocals—suddenly made me sad. I’d leave her alone to write up reports
about local moms with opiate addictions, or moms with daughters my age
who’d never left the Cape. Women she’d have to pretend not to see at the
supermarket. Tonight, she’d slip into her leggings and curl up in the easy chair
and talk to her best friend, Shelly, on the phone about God knew what—me
and my younger brother, Jack, probably—and she’d watch TV and go to bed.
Alone.

“I can take the day off tomorrow, Mom, if you want. We can, like, hang
out. Go to lunch.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, waving her hand at me. “I’ve got so much work.
And you, too, I’m sure.”

Trifling, boondoggling, idiotic “work” assigned by my moron of a boss, I
wanted to say. But I didn’t. I could see where that conversation would go, too:

“It’s 2009, Ellie, you’re lucky you have a job in this economy.”
I rounded the corner to the living room, where I sat on the couch and

looked around at the ratty furniture and old, unread newspapers littering the

coffee table. What to do, I wondered. Sitting in traffic was out of the question.
Though it wasn’t summer yet they’d closed one lane of the Sagamore Bridge,
keeping all traffic on and off the peninsula to a crawl.
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“If you need something to pass the time, you can clean out your closets!” my
mother called from the kitchen.

“You like having my stuff here,” I called back.
“False.” She appeared in the doorway, hands on her hip, her glasses holding

back curly grayed sideburns. “Those closets are filled to the brim with junk.
You’re twenty-four years old. You don’t live here anymore.”

“I don’t really feel like it right now.”
“Take a garbage bag.”

***
My mother had left my bedroom largely untouched all these years. Posters

of Fiona Apple and Alanis Morissette grimaced at me between curled, faded
corners. Fiona looked like she just climbed out of a rat hole, famished and pale.
Alanis at least had a little glimmer in her eye.

There were two closets and I knew which one I’d tackle first: it had the older
junk in it, while the other closet still housed prom dresses and my graduation
robe and exercise balls I’d never used.

Upon opening the closet door, an object loosened from its precarious perch
on the shelf, landing with a big thump at my feet. It was a photo album, dusty

and stuffed with photos from front to back. The inside cover read Ellie Frites.
Marshside Middle School 1995-1998. KEEP OUT JACK!!!!

Slid beneath the first few transparent sleeves were pictures of me and my
longtime best friend, Sarah. Photo booth strips from the Cape Cod Mall, each
of us sporting thick bangs and braces. I took out my phone and snapped a photo
of a photo, meaning to send it to Sarah over email; we still talked daily. But as I
looked for more pictures of the two of us I found that beyond those first couple
of pages, there were fewer pictures of Sarah and me. It must have been around
the time she’d been shipped off to boarding school.

That would explain why, in the following pages, there was a greater number
of pictures of me with a waifish, rat-faced girl named Lauren Vine. Lauren had
been my “school best friend,” though I hadn’t seen or thought of her in years.

I pored over the pictures of Lauren and me getting ready for the fifth-grade
dance, Lauren and me on a field trip to the cranberry bog, knee deep in waders,
stomping around in red muck…

I kept flipping, squinting my eyes at each photo. Lauren, Lauren, and more
Lauren. But as I reached the middle of the album, I noticed our twosome had
expanded. The pictures of Lauren and me started to include Maxine Lang.

My hand clutched my thumping chest as I stopped at one photo: Lauren,
Max, and I were at the beach, on a field trip. I could tell it was a field trip
because we were fully clothed, and because a bunch of awkward middle school
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kids were in the background, kicking sand, flinging seaweed. I could even spot
pale, pre-spray tan Jenny Cummings with her shoulders slumped, glaring in our
direction. Max, with her pin-straight white-blond hair and flared jeans, wound
her arm tight around Lauren’s shoulders. I stood slightly off to the side, one
hand awkwardly holding a conch shell, my eyes shifted down. My jeans looked
like Mom jeans, likely from Bradlees.

I slid the photo from the sleeve and flipped to the back: January 1996. That
put us in the sixth grade. I feverishly flipped through the rest of the album,
looking for more clues about Max. But by the time I’d reached the end of sixth
grade and on to the summer, Sarah was back into my life, and Lauren and Max
were nowhere to be found. There were pictures of Sarah and me taken at Barr
Beach with our underwater disposable camera, snorkeling and splashing and
wearing seaweed hair. There were pictures of Sarah and me at tennis camp, zinc
oxide slathered on our noses.

I closed the album with a thwap and returned it to the shelf, then sat on my
twin bed, dazed. Beyond sixth grade, I couldn’t for the life of me remember
what became of Maxine Lang. Or, come to think of it, Lauren Vine. Did they
move? Switch schools?

I halfheartedly tossed some moth-eaten clothes into the garbage bag so I
could show my mother I threw something away, and on my way out, I glanced
again at Alanis and her scraggly hair, remembering how Sarah and I would
giggle as we sang along to, “…blow jobs in a theatahhh!”

After saying goodbye to my mother, I threw my duffel bag in the car and
headed to the highway. While in bumper-to-bumper traffic on Route 6, Max
crept back into my mind. But this time I settled on a certainty: I would never
have been alone with Max in the Hollow. I would never have been retrieving
cigarettes for her, just the two of us. We were always a threesome, Lauren, Max,
and me. And I never witnessed Max with a bruise and a gash on her face like
that…it was just too violent, too brutal to be real.

By the time I returned to my apartment, I considered it settled. The visions,
or hallucinations, or whatever you wanted to call them, meant nothing. God,

Maxine Lang, I almost laughed to myself. Bleeding out her eyeholes. I certainly
would have remembered something like that.
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