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Hunger cannot be ignored . . .
You cannot live without hunger.
Hunger begins your exchange with the world.


—From Hunger: An Unnatural History
by SHARMAN APT RUSSELL
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BEFORE.






 


Once. Not that long ago, Sam believed that they would always be happy. That they had found the secret, stumbled upon it by accident perhaps. Or maybe they had done something to earn it. Regardless, they had found what had managed to elude everyone else: all those miserable bickering families, the ones they saw and pitied (the couples who love each other but not their children, the ones who love their children but not each other). Happiness. They had this. He was full of it, smug with it, bloated and busting at the seams with it. He basked in it, in the cool softness of it, thanked his lucky stars for it. But what he didn’t understand (or couldn’t, not then) is that everything is precarious. That even the sweetest breezes can change directions, that not even the moon is constant.


Here they are before:


Early summer evening when everything was still possible, Mena was in the kitchen of the rented cottage, washing lettuce from their summer garden. Sam could see her from where he sat in a wooden chair in the yard. The light from the window made a frame around her. She was standing at the sink, running water over the green leaves, her hands working. She caught his eye, smiled. Held his gaze until he blew her a kiss. Through the open screen door, he could smell dinner. Something Greek; there would be olives in a chipped porcelain bowl from the cupboard. Soft cheese. Warm bread. Franny would save the olive pits on a wet paper towel, bury them in the garden with her small fingers, hoping to grow an olive tree by morning.


Finn was down at the water’s edge, ankle deep in the lake, his naked chest white in the half-light. He had a red plastic bucket for the polliwogs. He was soundless in this task. Singleminded and intent. In the morning, Sam would go into town and get him a fishbowl. Most of them would die, but one or two might grow legs, eyes bulging. Franny was swinging in the tire swing that hung from the giant maple tree near the edge of the woods. She leaned backward, and her long curls spilled onto the ground. She had also abandoned her clothes in this rare June heat. They were six. It was twilight, and everything was possible.


Sam was thinking, of course, about the words that might capture this. Words were the way that he tethered the world, kept it close. Mena didn’t understand this need to articulate a moment, all moments. To convey moonlight, water, hair kissing the ground. She didn’t understand this inclination, this necessity, to render everything in prose. Just eat, she said. But Sam could not just eat. First, he needed to classify: casseri, calamata, ouso.


They sat at the rickety picnic table Mena had covered with a batik cloth that smelled of mothballs, of cedar. She lit the tea lights with a pack of matches she pulled from her back pocket. When she bent over to light them, he could see the soft swell of her breasts pushing against the edges of her tank top.


No peeking. She smiled.


Aidani, he thought, skin like wine, contained but threatening to spill.


Olives! she said, and Franny came running. Sam intercepted, picking her up and swinging her around until they were both dizzy.


Daddy, she said. The best word of all.


Finn joined them reluctantly, holding the bucket with both hands, plastic handle and skinny arms straining with the weight of lake water and tadpoles. The water sloshed onto the grass at his feet, and it took all his strength to set the bucket down on the table next to the moussaka.


Mena: tsk, tsk, and she lifted the bucket, examining its contents before lowering it gently to the ground. Inside, the tadpoles swam blindly in dark water, bumping into the edges.


They ate. Red tomatoes, purple eggplant, black pepper and lamb. They drank wine; Franny and Finn had their own small glasses, jelly jars, which they clanked together so hard you’d think everything would shatter.


Their voices, tinkling like glass, were the only ones here. It was the beginning of the summer, dusk, and the lake was theirs. They had been coming here, to Gormlaith, every summer since even before the twins were born. This is where Sam grew up. Home. Nestled in the northeastern corner of Vermont, on the opposite side of the earth from where they spent the rest of the year, it was a secret summer place. Undiscovered, for now. Theirs.


After dinner, the wine was gone. Finn had abandoned the polliwogs in favor of fireflies that flickered intermittently, teasing, in the hedges surrounding the house. Mena brought him a glass jar, the lid riddled with nail holes. He caught them easily with his clumsy little hands; they were more sluggish than you would think. Sam remembered this from his own childhood: the easy capture, the thickness of wings and the flickers of light. Finn was like Sam; he understood the need to contain things.


Franny twirled on tippy-toes, her bare feet barely touching the grass, her arms outstretched. Her ribs made a small protective cage around her heart, which Sam imagined he could see beating through her translucent skin, that miraculously transparent flesh of childhood that reveals every pulse and the very movement of blood. She spun and spun and spun and then collapsed on the grass, laughing, examining the twirling sky above her.


Mena sat down next to Sam in the other Adirondack chair, facing the water. Franny came to her, still naked, but cold now that the sun had set. Mena offered Franny a sip of her hot Greek coffee—vari glykos, very sweet—before placing the cup where it wouldn’t spill. She pulled Franny into her lap, enclosed her with her arms. Sam watched as Mena’s fingers wound in and out of Franny’s curls, listened as Mena hummed along with the music that wound its fingers through the night. Chet Baker crooned. Bullfrogs croaked and groaned. Crickets complained.


There must be a word for this, he thought. It was on the tip of his tongue. He struggled, but it wouldn’t come. A sort of panic buzzed as he reached for it. Without the word, he was almost certain he would lose this. The lid would open, the fireflies escape. The bucket would spill, and the polliwogs would swim through the grass.


Finally, it came. Storgē, he remembered. Mena once gave him the Greek words for love. Whispered them each, her breath hot in his ear: agapē, erōs, philia, storgē. A gift. Storgē. And so, for now, everything was safe.





AFTER.






 


Mena watches Sam as he considers the winding expanse of road in front of them. He has been driving since New York. He doesn’t say so, but he doesn’t like it when she drives. When she drove, she could see his jaw muscles flexing, the way they worked and worked, even if he was feigning sleep. And so she stopped offering to take over the wheel. She’d rather look out the window anyway, read or nap. It was Sam’s idea to come here.


It’s been nearly three hundred miles, and no one has said a word. Finn is in the backseat with headphones on, the music so loud she can hear it, like jingling bells. It can’t be good for his ears, but she bites her tongue. She doesn’t want to take his music from him; it’s one of the few things they haven’t confiscated in the last couple of months. She watches him in the rearview mirror; his eyes are vacant. Not even sad anymore, just empty. Next to her, Sam is concentrating on the road. He’s been stiff like this, focused, since they left Manhattan. But they’re far, far from all that gridlock now. He could relax a little. Theirs is the only car on the road.


They could have gotten here more quickly if they hadn’t had to stop in New York, but as soon as Monty found out that they were coming back east (driving back no less), he’d insisted they take this more circuitous route. Mena knew it wasn’t a good idea to stop, for a lot of reasons. She worried about New York, about all the places Finn might run. But Monty was persistent, and Sam felt guilty, and so they drove the long way. Luckily the stay was uneventful, in terms of Finn, and Monty put them up at the Four Seasons (which, Mena had to admit, was a welcome change after the series of Motel 6’s they’d occupied each night since they left San Diego). That night he took them all out for dinner at the Union Square Café (also a welcome change from the Burger Kings and Wendys along the way). All of this just an effort to coax Sam into spilling his plans for the next book.


“Don’t want to jinx it?” Monty asked when Sam quietly pushed his duck confit around his plate. “Mum’s the word, huh?” Only Mena knew that Sam was not being evasive or elusive, but that he simply had no plans to reveal. He was under contract for the next book, and the deadline was just six months away, but as far as she could tell, Sam hadn’t started it. He still disappeared into his office every day, but Mena knew that while he might be typing in there, he certainly wasn’t writing.


Not that long ago, Sam and Monty would spend hours over multicourse dinners talking about his fictional characters as if they were real people. Gossiping like schoolgirls about people who existed only in Sam’s mind. Mena used to love to listen to them chattering on and on. For twenty years Monty had been Sam’s agent. Twenty years of friendship. You’d think he’d realize something wasn’t right.


“Vermont will be good for you,” Monty said, spearing a bloody chunk of meat with his knife and popping it into his mouth. “You renting that same place?”


“I bought it,” Sam said.


“Bought it?”


Sam nodded.


“How much a place up there cost you? Two, three hundred bucks?” Monty chuckled.


“Something like that,” Sam said. In fact, Sam had spent his entire advance for this novel on the little cottage, financed the rest.


Monty smiled his big warm smile. “What’re you gonna do stuck in the woods up there, Finny?”


“Probably lose my fucking mind,” Finn said.


“Mouth,” Sam said, grimacing.


Finn’s arms were crossed over his chest; he hadn’t eaten a bite. He was peering across the restaurant, but when Mena followed his gaze, she saw only the empty bar. The doors to the kitchen. She couldn’t help but imagine him casing the place, looking for the glowing EXIT signs, plotting his escape. Sam seemed oblivious, his thoughts elsewhere. Mena noticed a vein throbbing at his temple, noticed the gray hairs sprouting there too. She looked down at her salad, the heirloom tomatoes arranged like a painting on her plate.


“You got any neighbors up there?” Monty asked. “Some moose maybe? A few cows?”


Sam poked at his duck.


“Didn’t you hear?” Mena asked, laughing just a little too loudly. “McNally finally put it on the map. Since then it’s been swarming with tourists. A real hot spot.”


Finn snorted.


“It really is beautiful,” Mena said, and smiled, suddenly feeling bad for Monty, who was trying so hard. She reached for his hand across the table. “You and Lauren should come up and visit. You should. Get out of the city, breathe some fresh air.” She tried to imagine Lauren Harrison in her Chanel suits and pointy shoes navigating her way up the winding driveway to the cottage. Mena has always liked Monty (with his boyish enthusiasm and boyish looks and boyish manners), but Lauren has a way of making her feel uncomfortable. She is so polished, she almost shines. The thought of her in that musty cottage was ridiculous.


“Maybe we will.” Monty smiled, nodding his head. “See the sights.”


In the hotel that night, Mena stayed awake, waiting for something bad to happen. But both Finn and Sam fell asleep as soon as their heads touched the downy pillows, and she watched them until the sun filtered through the butter-colored curtains.


“We’re almost here,” Mena says, gently touching Sam’s leg. He turns to her, startled, his face slowly softening, as if he has been woken from a dream. “Isn’t Hudson’s just up the road?” she says. The last stop in civilization before the lake.


They pull into the dirt lot in front of the store. Sam turns off the ignition and rolls his head from side to side, stretching. Mena resists the urge to reach over and knead out the crick that she knew would come if he kept driving like that, sitting upright, not using the headrest.


“About time,” Finn says, pulling the headphones from his ears and tossing his iPod onto the seat. “I need to take a piss.”


Mena feels her chest tighten. “Okay, but come right back. I’m just going in to get some milk. Coffee. I’ll come back into town tomorrow for real food.”


Finn gets out of the car, stretching his long legs. He has grown four inches since last summer. He’s already over six feet tall, and not even seventeen yet. At night, in his sleep, he moans as his bones expand. The sound makes Mena cringe. In Amarillo, he’d been moaning so loudly in the motel room that Sam had gotten up, delirious, convinced that a wounded animal had found its way in.


“Hurry back,” Mena says again, this time more reprimand than plea, as Finn disappears around the side of the gas station with the restroom key attached to a large wooden paddle. He rolls his eyes at her, and she winces.


Sam has gotten out of the car too and is battling with the vending machine, hitting the side of it with his palm, muttering under his breath.


“Need more change?” Mena asks, reaching into her pocket.


“Nah. Forget it,” he says.


Mena touches him on the shoulder. She can’t stop touching him, even though he barely responds anymore. “Sure?”


He nods and walks back to the car, stretching his arm over his head, cracking his back. She watches as his pants slip a few inches. All of his clothes are too big for him lately. She would have been smart to pick up a few pairs of his favorite khakis at Brooks Brothers before they left California. Once they get to Gormlaith she’ll have to do all of their shopping online. She wonders if they can even get Internet access at the lake.


When she comes out of the convenience store with an overpriced gallon of milk, a block of cheddar cheese, a dozen eggs, and a six-pack of beer, Finn is rounding the corner. She adjusts the grocery bag on her hip like a baby, leans into him, and kisses his cheek. She can smell the smoke on his clothes, on his breath, but she doesn’t say anything. She is simply grateful that he is still here.


“Ready?” She musters a smile.


“Do I have a choice?” he asks, and gets into the car, plugging up his ears again with music.





 


It’s not the way Finn remembers it. He’s even convinced for a minute that they’re fucking with him, that this is some sort of joke. He looks to his father for the punch line, but he’s already disappeared inside the cottage with some of their suitcases. It’s not the same place; it can’t be. True, they haven’t come here since he and Franny were twelve or so, but he’s not crazy. He knows this place like his own goddamn dick. For one thing, the tree in the front yard is way smaller than the one in his memory. He distinctly remembers his father having to use a ladder to hang the tire swing on the tree’s one thick limb that jutted out over the front yard. But looking at it now, he’s pretty sure he could just jump up and grab a hold of it if he wanted to. And the cottage itself seems like a doll’s house, like a play-house. Like something at fucking Disneyland.


He gets out of the car and starts walking down the hill toward the water. It must have rained earlier; the grass is slick. He almost loses his footing as he makes his way down the hill, glancing around quickly to make sure nobody saw him almost wipe out, and then realizes that there’s nobody here to see him anyway.


Butt Fuck Nowhere. That’s where he’d told Misty they were going when she asked. They were making out in the parking lot at the beach. Misty had gotten a hold of some X, and he could feel every single inch of his skin. He wanted to lick things. He wanted his tongue on everything: the leather seats of her father’s car, her skin, the sand.


“Will you miss me?” she had asked, twirling her tongue around in his ear.


He’d nodded, touching each of her eyelids with the tip of his tongue, tasting the mascara and tears that were brimming in the corners of her eyes. This made him want to go taste the ocean. He wanted to go to the water and take the whole thing into his mouth, swallow it in big gulps. He wanted everything inside of him: Misty, the ocean, the night.


“I guess,” he’d said, smirking. “A little bit.”


The lake also looks smaller, a miniature version of what he remembers. Compared to the Pacific, still bodies of water like this are pathetic. He picks up a rock and chucks it into the lake, watches as it disturbs the ridiculous peace of the water’s surface. He looks across the lake at the opposite shore. There are a handful of houses, all of them empty still. Beyond that are trees and still more trees. A small mountain jutting up into the hazy sky. What have they done to him? What has he done to deserve this?


Of course he knows exactly what he’s done. And when he thinks about that night now, even he thinks it was stupid. The trip to Tijuana, and coming back across the border so loaded he could barely walk. They’d gone down there to celebrate Misty getting into Brown. She was a year ahead of him at school, second in her class. She’d gotten into every goddamn school she’d applied to, but Brown was her top choice. And he was an asshole that night, jealous a little, maybe, of Misty getting exactly what she wanted (she always got exactly what she wanted). Jealous of the way she was dancing while every guy at that dirty bar was watching her. He was wasted, but he remembers the flash of her skin, the belly ring, the way her sweaty hair clung to her face and neck. But he shouldn’t have left her there alone. God, it was stupid.


Where’s Misty? his father had asked, shaking him by the shoulders inside the brightly lit cubicle at the border station until he felt almost carsick. Where’s Misty?


It took six hours before he was sober, six hours before they found her. Her parents were mad as hell; they’d never liked him before and now this. But Misty had forgiven him. And wasn’t that all that really mattered? Nothing bad had even happened. Everybody was down in TJ that night. Half the kids from their school did the same thing almost every weekend. When Finn left, Misty just found another girl from Country Day. They’d crossed back over the border and went to the beach. A fucking bonfire in Mission Beach. No big deal. It wasn’t his fault she didn’t go straight home. Later, when he told her what his parents were making him do, she’d apologized to him. Said it was her fault that he was getting banished for the whole summer before his senior year. Their last summer together before she went off to college.


Of course he knows that TJ wasn’t the last straw. That came afterward. He’s never really known when to stop. Even he has to admit that. But still, he is pissed at his father. At his mother. He knows that Misty won’t wait for him; why the hell should she? He’s got to figure out a way out of here, a way to get back to her. He looks up at the cottage, at the scraggly lawn, at the woods behind the house that, for all he knows, stretch all the way to fucking Canada. Where the hell can he go? He picks up a handful of rocks and hurls them into the quiet water, watching the stones come crashing down like rain.





 


Sam wrote his first novel when he was twenty-one years old. He can still remember what it felt like the day he sat down to write. He remembers the massive oak monstrosity from Goodwill that served as both his kitchen table and his desk. The blue electric typewriter he’d bought at a pawnshop for five bucks and some change. His father had just died. Sam was living alone with a family of gray mice in an apartment in downtown Burlington, the one above the French bakery. There was a poster of a giant fried egg that the last tenant had left behind, hanging from thumbtacks in a bright yellow kitchen. Every morning he bought a chocolate croissant and a cup of coffee from the pretty redheaded girl who worked in the bakery. It was the winter of his senior year at UVM, and outside the wind coming off Lake Champlain felt like knives. After his father died, he’d stopped going to classes and started to write. He didn’t plan on getting famous; he just wanted to bring his father back.


But strangely, as he wrote, it wasn’t his father who appeared on the page; all that crazy love and grief and horror conjured, instead, a girl. When she first appeared, he’d been thinking about his father’s hands. About the gray work gloves he wore when he was splitting wood. He’d been thinking about the sound of the ax splitting through the thick trunks. He’d been thinking about the way his father would run his hand over the top of his head, leaving a dusty layer of sawdust in his hair. But the words that came out (pine, autumn, chill) captured, instead, a girl in a red wool coat standing in a field of fallen leaves. He knew he was meant to be a writer when he left his father and followed her, when she offered him her soft hand and he took it.


What he didn’t expect was everything that happened afterward. He didn’t expect when he finally showed up to English class again that spring with the manuscript (a cardboard shirt box filled with smudgy onionskin papers) that his professor at the university would give it to his friend’s son, Monty Harrison, who had just started up a literary agency in New York, and that three days later Monty would drive all the way up to Burlington in his beat-up Karmann Ghia to tell him that he’d written something brilliant. That this novel would make them both famous. He also didn’t expect that Monty, who was only a handful of years older than Sam himself, would proceed to pull off what finally amounted to a series of small miracles: a book contract with a reputable house, a sizable advance, and the one thing that would change everything: a film deal with an independent film producer in Los Angeles who knew a girl who would be perfect to play the lead. She was nineteen, a student at CalArts who came from somewhere in Arizona. Phoenix, Flagstaff? No matter, she was Greek, a knockout, and her name was Mena.


Mena. The first time Sam saw Mena was on the film set, inside a crappy warehouse in Studio City. But when he saw her, it was as if she had crawled out of the pages of the book. Mena, with her gypsy hips and oil spill hair. She was wearing a pair of brown motorcycle boots and faded Levi’s held up by a belt with a massive pewter Alice in Wonderland buckle. When she offered him her hand, he couldn’t stop himself from turning it over and over in his palm, examining it. He had written this skin. This smell of trees. She was his words manifested in lovely skin and hair and breath. And when she leaned into him and said, “Come with me?” he understood that, just as he had pursued the woman in the woods, he would follow Mena anywhere. Within a couple of months, he’d relocated to Los Angeles, leaving Vermont and school and his old life behind.


He watches her now, as she unpacks the groceries, as she blows the dust off the cupboard shelves. Her hair still spills down her back, liquid, but in the last year he has watched as tiny gray hairs sprouted up, asserting themselves with their wiry defiance. He has watched lines etch themselves into the corners of her eyes. He has watched sorrow take its toll on her. Looking at her now no longer fills him with desire but remorse.


“You want the loft again?” she asks. “For your office?”


He nods.


“Why don’t you go set it up,” she says. “I’ll make dinner.”


Her eyes are so wide now. She always looks on the verge of tears. At first it made his heart ache; now, it makes him want to retreat. He can barely stand to look at her, at those pleading eyes asking him for something he doesn’t have.


He leaves her and goes to the main room. The furniture is covered with tarps. The windows are greasy. There is an upright piano here now, painted bright blue and sitting in the middle of the room like something abandoned. It wasn’t here the last time. The dining table is still there, the long wooden expanse of a top and its wobbly legs. They used to put matchbooks under them to keep it still, opting to eat outside most nights. Everything smells like dust. He remembers the way it used to feel to come here, the excitement of uncovering the furniture, the sense of anticipation. He used to love to sweep the dusty floor, tear the cobwebs down, collect handfuls of dead flies from the windowsills. The windows, swollen shut all winter, always seemed to thank him as he lifted their sashes. He remembers the thrill of two tiny sets of footprints leading from the dusty floor all the way to the back door.


He climbs the ladder to the loft. Years ago, he had the blue electric typewriter that he would lug up with him every summer. He still has the typewriter, but has opted now, reluctantly, for a laptop. It was a gift from Mena. After two years, he still resists its streamlined body. Its silent keys. As he climbs up, he misses the old typewriter, both the burden and the sense of possibility. He will miss the rhythmic clickety-clack. He will miss the noises.


It isn’t the same. He must have been crazy to think it would be. The faded red velvet chair and small wooden desk are still there, but the view out the window is not as he remembers it. The first time he brought Mena here, she was pregnant with the twins. He remembers her sleeping on the mattress he’d also hauled up here, while he wrote. He remembers the words and the way they felt: swollen, sunshine, repose. He remembers the way the light caught on the water through the small round window over the desk. Later, when the twins were small, he would watch them below through the window—the choreography of a mother and her children: bloody noses, pinched fingers, tiny toads and perfect stones. But now, as he looks through the dirty window at the still water, he only thinks: lost, gone, was.


Outside the sun is starting to melt over Franklin Mountain in the distance, like pale fire.


“Where’s Finn?” Mena hollers up, and he hears that new panic in her voice that’s been creeping in lately. A tremble, a breaking. And the worst part is, he doesn’t think there’s a damn thing he can do to make it go away.


“He’s just down by the water,” he says. “Throwing rocks.”





 


Mena wishes she had the ingredients to make a real dinner, but she only has the things she bought at Hudson’s and some nonperishables she brought from California. She finds a jar of organic spaghetti sauce and some whole wheat pasta in a box. But she doesn’t even have an onion, garlic. The dusty tin of oregano she finds in the cupboard has lost its potency.


She can’t see Finn from the kitchen, and this makes her nervous. She feels the same way she did when he and Franny were little. In San Diego, she never let them go outside alone. Not after that string of abductions: little kids snatched right out of their own front yards—the one girl who was abducted when her mother went inside for sunscreen. Mena would bring whatever she was doing outside with her as they played in the sprinkler or in their playhouse: her reading, her knitting, the bills. If she had to go inside for something, they came with her. After the twins were born, the world became dangerous; it seemed that there was always someone waiting, lurking, ready to steal your life out from under you. Mena used to be afraid of how other people might harm her children. She was worried, then, about strangers.


One of the reasons she first loved the lake was because it was the one place where that insidious anxiety would disappear. She, like Sam, had grown up fearless, free. In Flagstaff, she played in the woods alone, took long bike rides without bothering to tell her mother where she was going or when she’d be home. Coming to the lake was like returning to the world of her childhood. At first, the twins were skeptical of this new freedom. Mena remembers the first time Franny took a bike ride by herself, looking back over her shoulder, wary, as she pedaled away from the cottage. And then the furious and joyful way she disappeared down the winding dirt road that led around the lake.


As the water heats in the large pot, Mena goes to the main room where the smudged windows look out over the water. She can see Finn at the shore. He’s smoking a cigarette. She doesn’t know when he started being so brazen. He probably figures he’s got nothing left to lose. In a way, she can understand this. The smoke from his cigarette curls up into the air as the sun sets. She watches him, his slouchy stance, his hair a mop of white blond curls. Finny. My little boy. She wants to believe it was a good idea to come here.


When she hears the oil crackling in the pan, she leaves the window and returns to the kitchen. Sam has brought in the box she packed with the spices and staples she knew she would never be able to find here: Attiki honey, Kalas sea salt, mastiha. In the morning she will go into town. There’s a Shop’n Save in Quimby, but they probably won’t have the ingredients she needs: Vine leaves, filo, anthotiro cheese. She’ll need to order those items. The Athenaeum probably has a computer—there must be someone, somewhere, who can ship her tarama. Suddenly she feels disconnected from the entire world. Did she feel this way when they came here before?


She cracks the fistful of pasta in half so that it will fit in the small pot of boiling water. She can’t find the colander; she’ll need to use the lid to drain the water. She pours the sauce over the pasta and dumps everything into a giant bowl. She feels awful about this dinner. No salad, no bread. God, she hopes Sam packed a bottle of wine. Remembering the six-pack of beer from Hudson’s, she goes to the refrigerator and grabs one. It is cold and good.


She clears the long wooden table that separates the kitchen from the living room, grabs four plates from a box and unwraps them from their Bubble Wrap. She circles the table, setting. She digs through another box for four forks, four knives, four spoons. Napkins. Glasses. She arranges the table and then steps back. And then, that choking feeling, the suffocation that comes every single time she forgets. It’s been seven months; how can she keep making this same mistake?


She glances quickly up to the loft where Sam is shuffling around and then out the window at Finn, who is making his way back to the cottage, his hands shoved into his pockets, kicking at the ground. She hurries to the table before anyone can see, and pulls the extra setting from the table. She sits down at the vacant place and closes her eyes, imagines Franny and swallows hard, past the terrible swelling in her throat.


“Dinner!” she says, brushing at the tears in her eyes.





 


Finn says he’s not hungry, and he knows this hurts her. He finds himself doing things to hurt her all the time lately. It feels good, and then it feels like shit. He leaves them sitting at the table with not just one, but two empty spaces.


They told him that he could pick whichever bedroom he wanted. This concession was supposed to make up for them dragging his ass all the way across the country for the summer. Well, thanks, he thinks. That makes up for everything. He thought about taking his parents’ room, leaving them with the one that he and Franny used to share, but he knew that this was a cruelty that not even he was capable of. And so he drags his duffel bag into the room at the back of the cottage, the one with the small window and the awful peeling fake wood paneling. The last time they were here, he and Franny had peeled one whole panel off, written their names on the battered wall behind it with a Sharpie.


The last time they were here. God, he was still just a little kid then. Twelve seems so far away now. He remembers that at the beginning of that summer he’d fallen off his bike in Jimmy Goldstein’s driveway, and that his knees were raw. Every time he bent them, the scabs cracked open. He hadn’t been able to go surfing afterward, because the salt water made his knees feel like they were on fire. He’d been so happy to get to the lake that summer that he ripped off his clothes as soon as they got out of the car, ran down the path to the dock and threw himself into the water. It had stung too, but only from the cold.


In the house in San Diego, in the house they left behind, Franny and Finn each had their own room. Finn’s room was painted a midnight blue, one entire wall papered with a topographical map of Southern California. He’d used those little pushpin flags to mark every beach he’d surfed: from Encinitas to Baja. Someday he’d go to Costa Rica, Australia, Brazil. Both bedrooms had a view of the beach, though Finn’s was actually a little better. They each had a twin bed. Franny’s was unadorned (none of the stuffed animals or frilly pillows you’d expect of a typical teenage girl), but it was always made. Finn’s, on the other hand, was a catchall, a chaotic mess of blankets and books and whatever else hadn’t fallen to the floor. The sheets on Finn’s bed were the same ones he’d had since he was little, patterned with cowboys and Indians, threadbare but so soft they were mildly pornographic. The Patagonia blanket was also time-worn—something one of Finn’s father’s fans from the Northwest had sent.


Finn’s walls at home were riddled with thumbtack holes. He never bothered to try to put up posters in the same spot when he took the old ones down. He was restless in that room, the holes a testament to his inability to settle on anything, not even a picture on the wall. He must have had a thousand CDs, most of them stacked up in teetering piles on his bureau. His musical taste was also fickle. He was the kind of kid who could never name his favorite color, his favorite food, his favorite anything. Franny, on the other hand, was resolute. She had chosen red as her favorite crayon from the time she knew the names of the colors. She’d picked it and stuck with it. It was the same thing with favorite food (sushi), music (Tchaikovsky, Billie Holiday, Coldplay) and old movie stars (Audrey Hepburn and Gregory Peck). When she decided on ballet at six years old, their father had installed a barre along one long wall. Franny’s room was an exercise in certainty while Finn’s was a wasteland of abandoned interests.


Their mother said that when they were babies, they would start out at opposite ends of their shared crib every night, but by morning they would be nose to toe, like two little slugs curled into each other. When they were little, Finn never woke up without Franny’s breath being the first thing he smelled. Before coffee, before bacon, there was always the musty sleepy smell of Franny. Of course, they eventually got too old for that, but sometimes Finn missed the way it felt waking up next to his sister. Sometimes he’d wake up and knock on their shared wall just to make sure she was still there, on the other side. His four quiet taps echoed by four more; she always answered back.


He lifts the heavy moth-eaten quilt off the bare mattress and grabs the new package of sheets that his mother has left on a wicker chair by the window. He rips open the package, which are crisp and unyielding. He makes the bed and curls up inside the covers. He can hear the clanking of glasses and silverware, the distant sound of the radio. Quietly, he reaches for himself, closes his eyes and thinks about Misty. About Heidi Klum. About the girl he saw at the gas station somewhere around Little Rock. Afterward, he’s spent and hungry.


“We saved you some.” Mena smiles and motions for him to sit at the table with them. “Come sit.”


He sits down and shovels the pasta into his mouth without speaking. She’s the best cook; even lame old spaghetti tastes amazing. But he doesn’t tell her this. He just eats until his stomach feels full and then drinks a glass of milk in one big gulp. He’s got a bag of weed hidden inside his tennis shoe, and he wonders if he’ll be able to smoke some after they go to bed.


“So here we are,” his father says, forcing a smile.


“Yup,” Finn says. “Back in Butt Fuck Nowhere, U. S. of A.”


“Mouth,” his father says.


“Does anybody want dessert?” Mena asks. Her eyes are brimming with tears. “There are still some blood oranges in the cooler.”


Later, with the window cracked open, Finn rolls a joint and listens to the sound of the paper crackling, feels the sweet smoke fill his lungs. He closes his eyes, holds his breath. He can barely sleep without dope anymore. He doesn’t remember the last time he slept through a whole night without smoking. And even when he does, he almost always wakes up after only a few hours, sweating and panicked.


Tonight when sleep finally comes, he dreams about surfing. He’s at the Cove in La Jolla, by himself, about a hundred yards out, just sitting on his board, waiting. He can hear the seals at the Children’s Pool, barking. Hey, she says. Here comes a big one. He looks left and then right, sees Franny paddling out to him. Ready? she asks, and then the wave comes.





 


The dream is always the same: a table. The curvature of a tarnished spoon in her hand as Dale sips from a white bowl of thick soup. There is wine, both red and white, glasses reflecting the light that emanates from a thick candle dripping wax onto the rough wooden table. There are faces illuminated by the candlelight, laughter, and music, scratchy from an old record in the background. He is sitting next to her (he is always sitting next to her) and the heat of his presence flickers like the heat of the candle. The soup is the best soup she has ever tasted. She cannot get enough; she wants to lift the bowl to her face like a child and drink and drink and drink. There is bread too, crusty sourdough, creamy butter smoothed across its surface. She dips the bread into the soup and puts it to her lips. “Is it good?” he asks, and for the first time she turns away from the feast to look at him. He is smiling, though his eyebrows are raised, waiting for her answer. She looks at the other faces, and they are waiting for her approval too. The woman. The boy. Even the girl, whose face is merely a shadow. A shadow of a shadow. “Is it good?” he repeats, and covers her free hand with his own. She feels his warm skin touching hers. She nods and whispers, “Yes.” All of the faces smile. “It’s delicious.”


Dale Edwards awakens from the dream as she always does, hot and buzzing. She sits up in bed and squints at her clock. It is only seven. She can hear her mother in the kitchen, smell her cooking. Dale’s sense of smell is acute, as if she were an animal, able to discern even the subtle nuances of scent. Today there will be ham steaks pink as babies, fried eggs and frozen crinkled French fries sprinkled with Old Bay seasoning. Since classes let out in May, Dale has awoken to a rotating variety of pungent breakfast aromas, all underscored by the minty scent of her mother’s Kools and weak coffee, heightened by the heat of another Phoenix summer with only a swamp cooler to keep them cool. Her skin is constantly, constantly too hot. Dale had registered for eight o’clock classes every day that spring, managing to avoid the inevitable olfactory by-product of her mother’s cooking and the skin-prickling heat of that house, escaping into the cold classrooms at school. But now she has nowhere to go in the mornings, and the smells and the heat are like a daily assault.


Dale gets out of bed, rubs her hand across her cheek. The deep slumber that comes from her mother’s pilfered sleeping pills inevitably results in a thick crust of saliva trailing from either corner of her mouth to her chin by morning. It is disgusting, she knows, but still. The dream came the first time she took one of the pills, and now she senses that without them she will likely lose the dream, and this is an idea she cannot bear. And besides, without the pills, she is awake all night, her mind racing. Tripping and stumbling over itself in the heat.


She grabs her glasses from her nightstand and vision is restored, making clear all that was hazy. This room, her childhood room, is unchanged in all these years. Pink canopy bed, white painted furniture. Posters of ponies and unicorns and boys who have long since grown into men. She grew up in this room, lived here all through junior college and then left for a while when she got into ASU. She rented a shabby little apartment on campus, but it was too hard. The money, the worry. Her mother needs her. This is the real reason she stays. Because as much as her mother complains (about the extra laundry, the extra groceries, the extra mess), Dale knows that without her, she might finally fall apart.


She keeps telling herself that it’s not her responsibility to keep her mother from going off the deep end, that no twenty-four-year-old woman should be strapped with such a burden. That her needs should come first. And lately, she has so many needs. She can feel the want somewhere at the base of her spine, her whole body yearning for something she can’t articulate. It’s like an itch she can’t locate to scratch.


Dale leaves her computer on all night long; she likes the quiet hum and clicks. If she listens closely, there’s a certain pattern to them, some sort of electric lullaby at work. And when she isn’t able to sleep, the computer is ready and waiting for her. She should be working on the one class she didn’t quite finish last semester. She’d talked her professor into giving her an Incomplete so that she could finish the paper on Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. She’d started but quickly became sidetracked. This was a problem she knew she had, and not just at school. She was going into her senior year and all she could think about was her senior thesis. It was the only thing that got her butt out of bed and to school every morning last semester. God, last semester, when everything slowed to a sort of puddly stillness. Thirteen weeks had seemed like thirteen years. Sometimes she thinks she’s like a record playing at the wrong speed: first too slow and then too fast. But she knew then and she knows now that she has to finish her junior year in order to get to her senior year, and then she’ll be free to work on the only project she really cares about. She knows she should just finish the stupid Frankenstein paper and e-mail it off to her professor. Take the D she knows it deserves. But she doesn’t care about the Romantics. She only cares about him.


So instead of writing, she searches eBay endlessly for artifacts. The key words are saved in the drop-down menu: Mason, Samuel; Mason novels, The Hour of Lead, Small Sorrows, The Art of Hunting, Paper Rain. She navigates the stuff for sale: first editions, signed hardcovers, movie posters, tattered scripts. She can’t help herself. She’s not sure exactly what she’s looking for, but she knows she’ll know it when she sees it. This is research, she justifies. So far she’s been pretty good . . . just a rare signed first edition of his first novel. A review copy of his second. She knows if she’s going to follow through with her plans, she’s going to need to save her money. The temptation is there though. Just last week she bid $800 on one of his high school notebooks. The photos showed a black and white composition book, edges curled. Sam’s name on the cover. The photos of the notebook’s inside pages revealed the notes he’d taken during an English class. His doodles in the margins. And she had to have it. She’d sat rigid-backed at her desk, watching as the auction end time approached, waiting until the last two minutes before she entered her modest bid. But when she was instantly outbid, she suddenly felt that familiar urgency, a need so intense it spread to her tongue. She’d gotten up to $800 when her competitor bid $802 in the final seconds and she lost. She started getting dizzy then, realizing she’d been holding her breath the whole time. She has to be careful. She has to control herself.


This morning, she exhausts each search quickly: no new items up for bid. So she moves to the Web site the publisher set up for Sam. It hasn’t changed in over two years now, not since his last novel came out. She looks at his serious face, his serious eyes. She clicks on the audio button and listens to Sam’s serious voice, the NPR interview she has almost memorized. Is it good? he asks. She closes her eyes and listens to the inflections in his voice, wonders at the pauses and spaces between the words. She listens for the sorrow that lurks under the surface. She hears it in his breaths.


There are a zillion reviews but only a handful of news articles that appear when she searches his name on Google. One is an interview, from a decade back, archived on The New York Times site. Another is an article Sam wrote for The New Yorker about growing up as the child of a single father. This one brings tears to Dale’s eyes every time she reads it. The last one she finds is the small article in the San Diego Union-Tribune, published last October. This one, too, is unbearable.


While her mother eats, Dale stays inside her room, clicking away at her computer, searching, studying. She thinks of this project as a puzzle, the jigsaw pieces of a life scattered before her, waiting to be assembled. She proposed the thesis to her advisor at the end of the semester, but he was leery. He was leery of all living authors, as if literary value couldn’t possibly be determined until after death. It was here that the lie that set this all into motion was born. When she went from 33 to 78 rpm. Inside his messy office, Dale, feeling the same dizzy feeling she felt whenever she got really upset, blurted out, “I have an interview arranged. We’ve spoken, and he’s agreed to talk to me. About his daughter.”


The truth was that she hadn’t actually spoken to him, but she had been writing letters. And he’d written back. His first letter was just a quick note dashed off on a note card. But the one that came later was the letter that lived in her back pocket, the one whose paper was worn as soft as velvet from the constant friction against her jeans. It was the letter she’d read and reread so many times, she knew its contents by heart. Black ink, medium point pen. Careful cursive: Dear Ms. Edwards, While I am certainly flattered that you have chosen to focus on my work for your project, I think a biography, as you describe it, would be premature at this time. I believe I have much more writing (and living) to do before anyone might find enough biographical information of interest to produce even a slim volume. Though it frustrated her, she was touched by his modesty; he simply didn’t feel worthy of the attention. She kept sending letters, but he didn’t write back again. She knew she just needed to meet with him in person. Talk to him face to face, and then he might really open up. The longing traveled up the ladder of her spine and settled into the spot at the nape of her neck, throbbing. She had to go to him.


Now, in her room, she waits for the scent of ham and potatoes and eggs to dissipate. For the telltale shuffle of her mother’s house slippers. For the “Come on down!” on The Price Is Right. For the whoosh and whir of the swamp cooler. And she looks for the clues in cyberspace that will tell her where to find him.





 


Sam hasn’t started the new novel. It’s due in six months, and he can’t write. That old ability to conjure, to invoke the imaginary, has disappeared. Every time he tries to work, to imagine, his mind careens with the real stories: the only ones that really matter anymore. The truths. Besides, the words don’t work anyway. They are too flat; on the computer monitor they are dimensionless, just pixels, without even the frail substance of ink. How do you do justice to something real with words made of air?


And so instead, he remembers. But the memories come in fragments, in twinkling pieces of tissue paper and sequins and colored beads inside a kaleidoscope. Trying to capture one moment, to examine it, is nearly impossible, because it appears but is also reflected again and again, making patterns too intricate and beautiful to deconstruct.


This morning, instead of rising to go to the loft to write, he stays in bed. And as the sun comes up over the lake, as its weak light travels through the paned window on the other side of the room, it glances off his arm, refracting onto Mena’s hair and bare shoulders. This sliver, this softly shining shard, reflects a thousand other mornings, each exactly the same as the other: birdsong, stillness, breath, hair. How many mornings has he awoken next to Mena? To the identical fragile scent of Ivory soap and that lilac lotion she uses on her hands?


He turns the kaleidoscope’s wheel, and the pattern shifts, the scents change and he is lying next to Mena, but a different Mena, hair tethered in a tight rubber band, body curled tightly away from him, the whole room smelling of that sweet smell of breast milk. The sheets are the same, but the space between them is wet with milk; Mena is asleep, but not asleep, that strange fugue state in which new mothers reside. The birdsong, the cooing of doves, or the sounds of seals barking or of waves crashing on sand are still there, but underneath, the tissue paper breaths of Finn and Franny, one sleeping in the crook of Mena’s arm, the other in the bassinet next to the bed. He was worried about crushing them, about rolling over, about Mena falling asleep and dropping one of them. But he has watched her (for days now, how many days, weeks now?) as her eyes rest, but her arm remains vigilant, a cradle of bone and skin holding them tight.


Twist, the sun shines through the pale curtains, waking Mena, her eyes (the lashes like a curtain rising), with the look of surprise she always has when she sees him there (as if he might one day just vanish). The warmth in her brown eyes is gratitude. And this is his favorite pattern: both babies (are they babies anymore?) still sleeping in their crib, the space between them closing in, Mena’s skin coming close to his, he can feel the warmth of sunlight and her skin radiating. Always, even before the children, she whispers, morning, morning, morning.


Twist, this moment is the same, but different, two toddlers, heads full of curls the color of spun sugar, pouncing between them, one curling up under the quick of his arm, the other straddling his back, riding like a pony, Mena’s hair spilled across the sheets like ink, morning, morning, morning. This pattern, of four instead of two (it is always two or four, never three, never three) is predictable, certain.


Later, alone, stolen time, her hair cool across his arm, they whisper, morning, morning, which becomes the moaning of desire, hers, his, indiscernible. Until. The padding of feet in the hallway, two identical fists knocking, she covers his mouth with her hand, giggles, and he closes his eyes, smelling that scent of lilac on her palm against his lips.


Twist, all of them, lying on that great expanse, adrift on a sea alone but together and content, this bed their raft. Legs grown, stretching to the edges, but still, four bodies and the gentle nudging, Wake up, Daddy. Get up, get up, get up. And then other mornings when they were alone again in their bed. The kids asleep or making breakfast on their own (he knows the sound of cereal being poured into a bowl, the glug, glug of milk). In this pattern, Mena curls into him like a child herself.
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