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            ‘I am living. I remember you.’

            —Marie Howe, What the Living Do

            
                

            

            
                

            

            ‘Remember, no man is a failure who has friends.’
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            Chapter 1

         

         When Chuck thinks about Cat, he thinks about the faded yellow and white striped towel that lately he has been wearing around his neck like a wrestler on his way to a match.

         That damn towel.

         She used it for every bath, the towel hanging over the linen closet door to dry afterward, the smell of her pink soap as he walked by. And when they drove those hundreds of miles to Hilton Head every winter, she took the towel along, and it became her beach towel. Even as she got older, there was something alluring about the way she draped that towel around her body, or shook it out over one of the lounge chairs at the pool in South Carolina.

         What can he do with this towel now, this towel he should have buried with her, this towel that he sleeps with some nights, this towel that hangs there, that stays wherever he leaves it?

         He should fold it and put it in a box on a high shelf in the closet with the word towel written on it so he never forgets. So he never opens it again. So he never remembers her holding the towel over her arm, so naive, unaware that the towel would outlast her, that she’d never have a chance 2 to donate it, to tear it into cleaning rags, to use it to protect something in the attic: an antique lamp, an old mirror.

         He is glad for a second it didn’t come to that. That she got to use the towel fully and without stop.

         And that is the first thing in forever he has been glad for.

         
             

         

         December 29, late in the afternoon, and the sun is going down. The quiet street is shadowed and darker outside the windows. Instinctively, Chuck lights the small ceramic Christmas tree and switches on the front porch light. He looks out the window, and notices all the other houses. He imagines good smells of dinners, random sounds of family: someone calling up the steps, the surge of a dishwasher running, dice from a board game, wineglasses clinking.

         He looks around his living room. Cat’s painting of a river and trees hangs over the blue sofa. The dim floor lamp stands next to the chair in the corner, her basket with her word searches and Sudoku, and he remembers how alive the holidays used to feel. Even well into their sixties, Cat insisted on cutting down a tree every year. He pretended to object, but he didn’t really mind because he liked walking through a field with her, didn’t care what tree they finally decided on as long as he was physically able to saw it, drag it, as long as neither of them twisted their ankles in all those groundhog holes that seemed to be everywhere at the tree farm.

         He liked watching Cat’s eyes when the children were younger, holding Ben and Leela’s hands, looking so proper in her wool coat and leather gloves. “Ooh, I think we found our candidate,” she’d say, and the kids would clap because she made everything fun.

         Cat was the glue; she was the ringleader of every occasion. When they’d get home, she would be the one with 3 Christmas music on the record player, a plate of cookies for the kids. She cherished each ornament as she removed it from the box, finding just the right tree branch for its weight.

         He crosses his arms. Looks at the spot in the corner where the tree used to stand. He used to have so many feelings about the year ending, the winter ahead, the hope of the new year.

         Now he just feels guilt, and his guilt spreads everywhere. He feels guilty that the woman who delivers his newspaper in her noisy car waved to him through the window this morning, and he didn’t wave back in time. He feels guilty because he saw lumber at Ace Hardware the other day, and remembered Leela and Ben used to beg him to build a treehouse, and he meant to, he meant to, but they grew up before he ever did. He feels guilty for all the guys who didn’t make it back from Vietnam. Why did Chuck survive? And so much guilt about Cat. As if he’s in a supermarket of guilt, and his cart’s overflowing.

         
             

         

         What should he do about the rental in Hilton Head?

         He stands in the kitchen the next morning. On the table he sees the listing agreement, prepaid, and check-in information on a small blue card. They included the parking pass for the condo association, too, but all that anticipation he used to feel, that tease of warm weather and long days and the pool and the ocean, is gone.

         Christmas came and went and it was such a quiet, uneventful day. Now, instead of that excitement of going South in mid-January, instead of his and Cat’s fifteen-year tradition of driving the twelve or so hours with the car packed with luggage and groceries and cleaning supplies and that faded beach blanket, he doesn’t know what to do. 4

         He thought the holidays would be the hardest. He didn’t know the ultimate challenge, the boss battle, his granddaughter Gabby would call it, is Hilton Head, the island where he and Cat felt most alive. How can he need to be there so much right now and never want to see the place again, both at the same time? Can he go there without her? Does he want to be there without her? Can he stay here for the endless Pennsylvania winter that’s just beginning?

         He wants to rip up the agreement. He wants Hilton Head to be gone, too, because Cat’s gone and he assumed they had at least ten more years to keep doing this. They had argued over what the other one would do when one of them died, but they never discussed Hilton Head.

         I want to go first.

         No, I want it to be me.

         I just don’t want to live without you, one of them always said.

         
             

         

         Now Sal’s at the door. Chuck can tell from the fast, single-knuckled rap. Ever since Cat died, Sal comes over more often, brings his dog with him. He has never asked, just lets Cocoa’s leash drop when Chuck opens the door, and the dog walks right past him and settles in the living room.

         Chuck says nothing, but the whole act frustrates him. Why didn’t Sal ever bring Cocoa before? Why does he make it seem as if Cat prevented the dog from visiting? As if Cat wouldn’t have stooped down to rub the dog’s belly, and used a squeaky voice when she talked to Cocoa. Chuck was lucky if he saw Sal once a month in the past. Either at the barber’s, or Sal would drop by for car wax or to borrow the drill. Now he’s here several times a week.

         “How goes it?” Sal asks, his once-dark hair messy and grayed, Cocoa looking up at Chuck.

         “Wait,” Chuck says. He pops into the kitchen and returns 5 with a small box of biscuits. He was at the market yesterday and bought them, the way someone might buy lollipops for grandkids. He shakes them. “Here girl.”

         “Hang on,” Sal says. “I should see the ingredients.”

         “They’re dog biscuits.”

         “Yeah, but the vet said she has to watch.”

         “They’re standard goddamned dog biscuits.” Chuck half-glares at Sal, and Sal just shakes his head and makes the go-ahead motion as he pulls out a dining room chair and plops down. What are you even doing here? Chuck wants to ask.

         Know-it-all Sal, who lives five houses down. A retired mailman, a guy whose kids ran in the same circles as Chuck’s kids—in band together, on the swim team together. Cat and Sal’s wife Marguerite were close, and maybe Marguerite urges Sal to come over and keep an eye on him.

         “Want coffee?” Chuck says as Cocoa takes two biscuits and goes back to her usual spot. He sits on the chair by her and rubs her head. He always wanted a Labrador like this, but he hated the puppy stage, which led them to usually adopt older rescues.

         Sal looks around. “Got decaf?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Then sure.” He looks over. “She likes her chin rubbed.” Sal pulls out a handkerchief and blows his nose. “When are you heading South?”

         “Good question,” Chuck says and shrugs.

         Chuck looks into Cocoa’s small dark eyes. He wonders if he should get another dog. He saw a commercial for a nice local shelter called Rescue Ranch, but the prospect feels like throwing a small stone in a lake.

         Then his mind circles back to Hilton Head: the people walking dogs, their pace slow and welcoming, all the folks riding bikes, the pine trees, the golf carts. The pancake 6 house where he and Cat would have breakfast once a week. The alligators sunning themselves everywhere that Cat used to sketch in her book. He pauses for a moment and thinks about how they worried about alligator attacks. They were always careful and kept their eyes open. But now he would almost welcome being dragged into the water, wouldn’t he? No, he thinks. He wouldn’t.

         “I don’t hear the coffee,” Sal says after a minute.

         
             

         

         Chuck turns out all the lights as he walks to his bedroom. He sighs and looks at their long dresser. The bedroom is dim, so he turns on a lamp. Leela has been planning to come home so they can start going through Cat’s things, and the thought of this crushes him. It hasn’t been that long, has it? Just since May.

         He thinks he should go through her things first. Leela can be reckless, bagging up a whole drawer at a time without feeling, and he wants to have a moment with Cat’s stuff before it’s in a bin somewhere. Lately he has worried that if he goes to Hilton Head, Leela would come into the house while he’s away and remove every single item of Cat’s, thinking he would be better off with a fresh start. He can’t imagine coming home to a place with her shoes gone, with her nightgown not hanging on the back of their bedroom door. The thought makes his heart race, and he has an image of himself patrolling the house like a soldier to protect Cat’s things.

         Of course Leela would only be doing it in the name of efficiency and moving forward, but he still hates the idea. Is there any rush?

         He pulls open the small center drawer of their dresser, and he sees her bras and underwear folded neatly. There is a matching set, pink lace, that he remembers her wearing. 7 He remembers her holding her hair as she let him zip up her white dress before a spring concert. That pink lace just tickled him.

         Cat was full of surprises, full of different layers. He shakes his head.

         After Ben finished college and Leela was in the graduate program for physical therapy in Georgia, Cat used to go to Lloyd’s Cafe a couple mornings a week to work on her sketches. Lloyd’s always looked like someone dropped it out of a set from a 1950s movie with its stainless steel siding and neon sign and its row of spotless windows.

         Cat used to draw in college, and even though she was an art teacher for twenty-five years, her own art had gotten away from her. So Chuck liked the idea of her going somewhere alone and exploring this part of herself, sitting at the Formica table with a cup of coffee and sketching whatever she saw—the leaves of a plant in the corner or the hostess behind the cash register. When she got tired of Lloyd’s, especially in the warmer months, she would walk around Freeland Park and sketch a dog standing with its owner by the evergreen trees, or pigeons waiting for the woman at the bandstand who brought bags of old bread.

         There was something simple and elegant and almost Parisian about Cat, her hair up in a loose bun, her satchel with charcoal pencils and sketchbooks over her shoulder. He imagined her quietly wandering, keeping her eyes open for the best subject.

         Often, however, she found herself going back to draw something at Lloyd’s, and that’s where she met Natasha.

         As he scoops Cat’s small rolled-up pantyhose out of the back of this drawer, he sees the keychain Cat had once wanted to give to Natasha, and he feels something sink inside him. 8

         Natasha was a young woman, just eighteen years old and working at Lloyd’s as much as she could. She took a liking to Cat, grinning at her and asking if she could see what she was working on. “She liked my drawing of a milkshake,” Cat said. “So I autographed it and tore it out of the book.”

         “Nice to have a fan,” Chuck said.

         He doesn’t know how it started, but Cat started giving Natasha money every so often. I slipped her a ten, she’d say. Or a five, or one day a twenty. Cat said she hated how tired Natasha’s eyes always looked.

         Once, Cat gave Natasha their phone number because Natasha needed help making cupcakes for her friend’s birthday, and Cat said she could walk her through the recipe. After that, Natasha would call the house every so often, and Cat would sit with her legs crossed on the big wicker chair in the sunroom and nod for over an hour while Natasha went on and on about some problem.

         “Doesn’t she have parents?” Chuck had asked when they spoke about Natasha.

         “Her mother died when she was eight, and her father sounds like a horrible man. He basically only lets her leave the house to work.”

         Chuck remembers leaning against the doorway, watching Cat transplant the aloe plant into a wider pot. “She’s eighteen, isn’t she?”

         “She is.” Cat shrugged.

         He had a feeling the friendship with Natasha was a small flicker that had the potential to become a forest fire. Whenever he tried to dismiss his reservations, another doubt presented itself. “Maybe you should keep your distance,” he finally said. “What did your mom used to say about feeding strays?”

         She looked over at him, incredulous. “Are you serious?” 9

         He felt the words still burning his mouth. He knew he had gone too far. “I don’t know.”

         “Well, I hope not.” She pressed the dirt down in the plant, held the pot out and squinted at it. “She’s not a stray. She’s in pain. She barely gets by, her boyfriend just broke up with her. I’m just trying to be a good ear for the poor thing. She needs me.”

         “Oh, I know,” he said. But he felt a pang of something he couldn’t explain. When she said Natasha needed her, he felt betrayal, envy. Was this fair to their kids? To him?

         That keychain. He can’t erase the look of hurt on Cat’s face that day a few months later when he finally put his foot down. Chuck, can we at least talk about this? Those moments of regret seem to stay with him, and the words they exchanged were fierce and terrible. He can’t do anything to brush away the memory. Cat’s hand so limp, her eyes looking down at the keychain like it was a wounded bird she found in the garden.

         He lets the keychain, no key, a Monet scene on it, rest in his palm. It is heavier than he expected. There are lily pads and blue water and green grass, all defined, but in swirls. He holds it, and his shoulders sink as he plods toward the bathroom for a long shower.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Ella Burke leaves her apartment on Carlton Drive at three forty-five in the morning and slips on the bottom step, almost catching herself before wiping out. She wears a padded down coat and thick mittens, and she will gradually shed these as she delivers her newspapers.

         Her ankle feels a little twisted, but she’ll be okay. No time for any type of injury.

         The morning is so still, and there is fog and a freezing drizzle. She takes slow steps as she creeps toward her car. She is in her early forties but feels so much older these past few months. The wind starts now, and the ice stings her face, and her big puffy coat blows behind her like a cape.

         Her knit hat sags. “Shit shit shit,” she says when she gets to the car. A coating of ice glazes her old Jeep, and even when she hits the unlock button and pulls, the door remains where it is. She touches the windshield, and the coating is a quarter-inch thick.

         “Barnacles,” she says. She remembers when her daughter Riley used to watch SpongeBob non-stop on the living room floor. She remembers how Riley relished expressions like this. How she used to say in her little voice with her R’s not fully formed: “Tartar sauce, Mommy!” 11

         Ella yanks the door as hard she can, and finally, it makes a cracking sound as it pulls open. She sits inside and turns the key in the ignition. Her husband, Kyle, used to say, “Just let it get warm, or you’re doing all that scraping without any help from the car.” She shrugs and hits both defrost buttons. She makes sure it’s on full heat and stands back and crosses her arms. Kyle. She only can see his angry, terrible eyes. How could you?

         She looks up at the dark gray sky and at the building that houses her two-bedroom unit and the two other apartments. The rest of the houses on the block in Bethlehem are single-family homes, and each place is set back a good distance from the road, with a sizeable yard in the front. Most have sprawling, mature rhododendron shrubs, sagging today with ice. Her building has a fenced-in yard in the back that none of the other tenants use, and the landlady faithfully mows the grass in the warmer months. There is a picnic table back there and a tulip poplar that must look like a storybook tree when it holds out all its yellow-orange flowers in spring. Since she moved here three months ago, the picnic table seemed like a perfect place to sit and relax, but she refuses to go back there until she has Riley.

         She imagines showing Riley the yard in bloom.

         She imagines going to the market and making a French picnic for Riley: a baguette, some cheese, strawberries, grilled vegetables, and some pastel macarons. She’d buy sparkling apple cider and they could toast.

         Ella can picture the scene perfectly. When she tries to fall asleep at night, she sees it in her head. Riley. Riley a little taller. Riley’s eyes, hopefully, hopefully, not losing that spark. The two of them just talking about nothing. “So what will we do with this long, long day?” she’ll say to her daughter. 12

         Little details jump out at her before she can chase them away: Riley’s cluster of three freckles on her temple, her long, thick eyelashes, the smell of maraschino cherries on her breath. “Did you sneak something from the fridge?” Ella would say, smiling and scrunching her eyebrows.

         “Maybe,” Riley would reply, giggling.

         Now the car surges and hums, the muffler so loud, and Ella’s coat is wet. She reaches into the backseat and grabs the long ice scraper.

         What has her daughter become in these months without her?

         She needs to get moving. She has to be at the distribution center before four thirty, she has to get that pile of newspapers folded and bagged, and then it will take forever to get all her deliveries in, driving and sliding on the terrible roads with these damn baloney-skin tires. She is so tired, and this newspaper route is seven days a week with an eight-hour shift at Today’s Bride afterward. This week begins the godawful bridesmaid dress sale which will have all the crazies lined up around the block—saints preserve us, her mother says.

         Ella’s days are long. She stays awake too late, gets up too early. At night, her legs cramp, her feet ache. She keeps her cell phone ringer on loud all the time in case there is any news. She jumps every time it rings. She answers every single call. She wants to scream when it’s a robocall or the cable company with a message about upgrading her Wi-Fi.

         She cannot sleep because she is not programmed to sleep like this. For the last eight years, she only slept when she knew Riley was safe and sound. Now she feels like a bird that has come back to her nest and found her egg gone. She doesn’t know where to settle herself in the new apartment. She paces around, sits on the step stool in the laundry room and listens to the tumble of the dryer. 13

         She wonders what her girl is eating, what she watches on TV. Is she safe? Is she scared? Has she forgotten her mother? It’s too much to consider. She scrapes the thick ice on her window, and her arm hurts after a while, but she plows the scraper back and forth because it feels like she has found Riley and she is breaking through the ice to get to her.

         I will find you. I will find you.

         I will not stop until I find you.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Chuck sits at the kitchen table with the striped towel across his lap as though it’s a large dinner napkin, and he thinks about the rental in Hilton Head. The palm trees and blue skies and lush golf greens they could see from their screened porch. He thinks of Cat’s name still on the rental agreement.

         He should go, shouldn’t he?

         The escape would be a relief. He thinks he’s going crazy here. He needs sunlight. He imagines how making the journey would feel. Getting there an accomplishment. Something he could whisper to her about. I made it. I made it for us.

         He looks at the rental agreement again. He remembers how, each year, they’d get the letter from the real estate agency to re-up for next year with an incentive of ten percent off or something like that. He remembers how, each year, they’d say, “yes, and yes,” and smile as they checked the box.

         “Count me in,” Cat would say.

         “See you there,” he’d say.

         Didn’t it seem it would always be this way?

         The promise of one year to the next. He and Cat were 15 just in their sixties, and then just in their early seventies. They still seemed to have time. Death or a retirement home seemed like a whole chapter away, and they would cross that bridge when the moment came. Later.

         What could happen in just months? How couldn’t they be back in whatever car they’d had, the cat left with Ben and his husband (when they used to have a cat), the electric and water bills prepaid, the rest of the mail forwarded from Pennsylvania. The houseplants brought to Marguerite to tend to, the heat turned to fifty-five degrees, the water shut off.

         There were always a hundred little details, and the car ended up being more packed than they’d planned, but it felt decadent to winter somewhere else. They had dreamed about it when Chuck’s job as a shift supervisor at Ludwig Iron used to make his left eye twitch, when Cat spent her long days teaching middle school children, when Ben and Leela had those hours and hours of homework at night. It had seemed like a goal they would never realize, being free and limitless.

         But then that time in their life finally arrived, and they’d drive as if they had escaped everything. As if this was the only version of themselves they would now tolerate.

         They had places they loved to stop in every state. The fruit stands, the hot dog joints, the drive-in with the chocolate milkshakes they’d share. He thinks of the music they’d listen to: Elvis, Billy Joel, Sonny and Cher. They’d turn the volume up and sing-shout together and start laughing.

         “What would the kids say?” Cat laughed, wiping a happy tear.

         “They’d throw us right into a damn home,” Chuck said. He remembers feeling young and unstoppable. He remembers looking over at her and thinking, Do we really get to do this? 16

         Now his Shredded Wheat has gone mushy, and he looks at the rental agreement. He doesn’t care if he can’t get his money back. He can’t go to Hilton Head without her.

         
             

         

         Upstairs, the Monet keychain rests on their dresser.

         He remembers the night, all those years ago, that Cat looked at him, the wind and rain outside. She had such a disappointed expression on her face as she placed the keychain down. She shook her head. “You’re absolutely horrible,” she said at the end of their fight, and that word had echoed in the room when she walked away. Horrible.

         They didn’t speak for days afterward. Even now, he thinks of that time, and he gets a cold, hollow feeling. Guilt. Shame. Pain. Why couldn’t he have fixed any of that?

         He walks to the upstairs study and takes some of her sketch books out of the desk drawer. He smiles as he looks at a drawing of a pelican from Sanibel Island, a picture of himself that he never saw, resting his chin on his fist while he looked out the window of their breakfast nook. God, she captured her subjects in such a noble way. He thinks he looks like a better person in this sketch: thoughtful, maybe even wise. Did she know he wished he looked this way? What does he look like now? Sad probably. Failing.

         There is also a sketch of their old cat Felix and one of a photograph of Ben and Leela in matching Christmas sweaters. He flips through more pages. Sometimes, something was abandoned, and she put a line through it like a voided check.

         He turns the page and comes across one of Natasha in the café. Her collared uniform, her socks and sneakers. A cluster of straws peeking out of her apron. She was doing a ta-da pose by the kitchen.

         Natasha. He takes in the scenery around her—the pies in 17 the glass case, the small cereal boxes at the breakfast station, the coffee pots, the juice dispenser. Cat got all the details right. It is the scene. She was like the old man who painted the last leaf in O. Henry’s story—the leaf looked so real that it kept the sick woman from dying because she thought if the leaf could hold on, she could, too. Cat was that good.

         He thinks about Natasha and wonders how old she must be now, where she ended up.

         The sketch had to be about fifteen years old. The kids were just out of the house, and he retired at fifty-seven, taking a penalty off his pension because he couldn’t stand one more year. Cat retired at the same time because her school district offered an incentive for teachers with twenty-five years. So if Natasha was eighteen then, she’d be in her early thirties now, five or six years younger than Ben. He stops and counts the years and realizes Leela will be forty this year. Holy cow. Leela, Ben. Even Natasha. How did all these teenagers grow and change so much?

         But Natasha being in her thirties stuns him.

         She was just a young thing. What is she up to? Where in the world did she go?

         
             

         

         He met her at the café when Cat took him for lunch one day, and he was alarmed—no, not alarmed—but it was noticeable that they were close. It surprised him because Cat was sweet to everyone but avoided getting as close to people as she and Natasha seemed to be. For example, Natasha seemed to already know that Chuck didn’t like mayonnaise, and she seemed to know the cat’s name, Maple, that they had at the time, and she referred to Cat as Catty, something only he’d ever done.

         “Catty, you didn’t get that manicure,” Natasha said right away when they walked in. 18

         Cat smiled, and Natasha motioned for them to sit in a booth, sliding two menus over to them. “Unfortunately not,” Cat said. “The day got away.”

         Natasha smiled politely at Chuck. “Hi there,” he said, and she made him feel old—her bright sneakers, her smooth skin, the effortless way she turned on her heels and grabbed napkins, ketchup, whatever anyone needed.

         “What are you two up to today?” she asked. She had dark eyes and long eyelashes. Her fingernails were painted, and her wavy hair was back in a loose ponytail. She was the kind of young woman who would look gorgeous in a gown or in exercise clothes or even in men’s pajamas. He liked her, he thought. He saw what Cat saw. She brought Cat a water without asking, one with very little ice. When he asked for coffee, she poured it expertly, and smiled as she set it in front of him.

         “Our plans? We are going to do some planting, some mulching, and some weeding,” Cat said to her.

         “Lucky us,” Chuck said, and Natasha laughed.

         “The only thing I plant is my butt in the lawn chair,” Natasha said. “I love feeling the sun. It’s like we haven’t felt it forever, and now here we are, full-on spring.”

         She brought them their BLTs. When Natasha asked if they wanted dessert, she sat down next to Cat and gestured toward Chuck. “Why didn’t you bring your sketch book? You have the perfect picture right here in front of you.”

         “I have that picture memorized,” Cat said, and they laughed. A while later, he paid the bill and tipped her well, and Natasha waved as they were leaving, and something caught Chuck’s eye that made him glance back.

         Later, after the bags of mulch were loaded in the trunk of the station wagon, after they had picked out some hosta and sedum to add to certain drab areas of the yard, he looked 19 over at Cat while they were driving. “That necklace,” he said.

         Cat was staring at the road. He wonders now if the stuff had started to gather in her body already at that point, if the cancer cells had begun to do their evil work that early—were they always waiting to pounce? But she seemed fine. She had always seemed fine. “What, sweetheart?” she said.

         “That necklace she wore …” He looked over at her, and her eyes shifted.

         “I gave it to her,” she said hesitantly.

         “It was yours.”

         “Yes.”

         The magnolia trees on their street were starting to bloom. He looked at the forsythia bursting to life. “Did I buy it for you?”

         He couldn’t remember. He had given her many things over the years: emerald rings, gold and silver bracelets, earrings that looked like tiny chandeliers.

         “No.” She sighed. “Of course not.”

         “But it was yours.”

         “We said that already.”

         “Why the hell are you giving her your jewelry?”

         She didn’t look at him. He signaled for their driveway, and the plants bounced in the back as he put the car in park. She said nothing. A blue jay sat on the ledge of the empty bird bath in the front island of the yard where he had put down river rocks a few years ago. The windows of their small Cape Cod reflected the sun, and the house looked pleasing, nicely tended to with its painted blue shutters and manicured boxwood in the window boxes. A framed piece of stained glass sparkled in the window above the garage. Cat unclicked her seatbelt and went to open her door.

         Chuck held the car keys in his hand, and didn’t know 20 how to feel. Something made him sick about this situation. He felt like she was a stranger all of a sudden. “You’re not going to answer me?”

         She shrugged. “I like helping her.” She stepped out of the car and slung her purse over her shoulder. “She needs someone to care.”

         She didn’t look at him and headed straight for the house, closing the door behind her.

         Birds sang in the trees. A truck pulling a trailer rumbled by, and he was left to haul out each bag of mulch on his own. He planned in his head what he’d say next: What is this about? Don’t feed strays.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Kirsten Bonato drums her fingers on the stack of files at Rescue Ranch and feels like she is waiting for something.

         Some days, the barking gets to her. Once, for a week, they had an alpaca outside, and it let out a dinosaur yowl every so often and ran around in agony. Acquaaaa, it seemed to be calling, and her father loved hearing her imitation. “Ah, he’s speaking Italian,” he said.

         She had rolled her eyes. “Not everything has to be about Italy,” she said.

         She is startled by how she can hear her father’s voice without even trying, as if he is still around. She loved his soulful green eyes, his light hair that always spiked in certain parts, how young and modern he seemed. She loved the little traces of his accent that would return every so often, even though he had lived in the States longer than he was ever in Milan. She relished hearing about the food his parents and grandparents would cook (ossobuco, polenta, cassoeula). He’d tell her so honestly how many cigarettes he’d smoke a day when he was in the military for two years out of high school, and then the story of how he met her mother at the University of 22 Delaware. “I was still taking ESL classes, and I felt like such a baby with my folder of worksheets. I was trying to read these simple short stories, and she came by, long red hair, holding an organic chemistry textbook that was bigger than she was.”

         Her mother always laughed. “It was in-organic.” Kirsten loved seeing her parents next to one another: her mother’s freckled skin and blue eyes, the way her father smiled shyly when they shared a story.

         She can see him sitting at their kitchen table, the evening sun in the window over the sink behind him, his favorite mug that he sipped tea from all day. “See. I didn’t even know organic chemistry had two sides to it. It looked so, so … uninteresting.”

         Her mother would throw a dish towel at him. “You were scared to even speak to me.”

         “Damn right I was.”

         His eyes. And his voice. It was like he was one person in English and another in Italian. She loved the cadence when he phoned a family member or when they hosted her aunt or another relative. They would sit at the table and speak furiously and passionately. She loved his expressions: Dio ride. God laughs. Any time they had plans that went badly, he would shake his head and say, “Ah, dio ride.” Or, La goccia che ha fatto traboccare il vaso, which meant something like the straw that broke the camel’s back except it was a vase overflowing with water.

         It had taken him graduating from the English program in his early twenties, and a few more months after that before he felt comfortable approaching her mother. Kirsten thinks back on that time and wants to know both of them then. Her glamorous mother with a laser focus and long lab sessions, her father trying to memorize idioms and watching 23 sitcoms like Family Ties and Mr. Belvedere, writing down expressions to practice later:

         You’re pulling my leg.

         You can’t be serious.

         She answers the phone now at Rescue Ranch, the first call of the day, and tells a man their hours. She smiles and nods and says, “Sure, no problem.” Marmalade, the old cat that weighs eighteen pounds, walks by her and settles in the patch of sun by the long window, and the bichon, Gloria, who came in last week, who has permanent streaks of reddish tears by her eyes, sleeps in a bed by Kirsten’s feet. She looks down. “How’s it going, cutie?” and Gloria opens one eye and gives Kirsten a calm stare.

         She has been out of college three years. Her mother said this job was made for her when she was hired two years ago. “You found work—a career—doing something you love.” Kirsten is an animal person in and out, often stopping to feed apples to the Clydesdale that lives on the farm next to theirs, his sleek body trotting across the grass when she stands at the fence.

         Last year at this time, she was applying to vet schools and had every intention of commuting to Philadelphia or moving to another city, wherever she got in.

         But dio ride.

         Animals are the only things that make her smile lately: videos her friends send on Instagram of newborn zoo animals, and pictures of old dogs in bowties. Even as a child, she adored petting zoos, pet stores at the mall where her father would give every dog and kitten, even birds, a voice. “You must leave,” he’d say in a parakeet voice. “The workers are meeeeeaaaaan.”

         “Oh, stop,” her mother would say. “All the animals look fine.” 24

         “That’s because they’re drugged,” he’d whisper, and even as a little girl, she’d laugh.

         Kirsten has no idea what is next. She feels like she’s waiting for a sign. She feels like her dad would be just the person who could bring her one. What would he tell her? What would save her, open her up, make her smile again?

         In some ways, she could see herself at Rescue Ranch forever. She doesn’t feel as though it’s a career the way her mother refers to it, but they trust her with a lot: handling adoptions and surrenders, managing the office, overseeing marketing and social media.

         She has even earned awards (employee of the year, customer service certificate), which she has framed behind her desk.

         Her boss, David, supported her when vet school was on the horizon, and after last year, he is polite enough to not mention it.

         At five o’clock, she makes her rounds, shutting down her computer, making sure the evening crew has shown up: the woman who cleans the cages and litter and keeps the animals’ food fresh, and the guy who is half security guard and half custodian. She confirms the vet appointments for the next day, the list of scheduled surrenders, the weather for the outdoor animals.

         A day goes by, and then another and another.

         But she hates to go home. Her mother is so absent lately, putting time into a new research study she’s working on, or on endless phone calls with her grad students at Lehigh, and the evenings at the farmhouse are long and dark. Maybe they used to tough out the quiet because they knew her dad would eventually come home to fill it. Kirsten feels as though they’re still waiting for him to walk through the door.

         “The traveling salesman has returned,” he used to say 25 triumphantly, his voice like a church bell, and even when she was a teenager, as silly as it felt, she would stop what she was doing and run to him, down the steps from her room or up the stairs from the finished basement.

         The light in the foyer would put a glow on him and he’d hold out his hands, he’d hold out his hands the way she imagines him doing at the gas station that night.

         The gas station. That gas station outside Philadelphia—she imagines it brightly lit, she imagines it busy inside. Sometimes she has to work hard to not see it.

         “Everything’s going to be okay,” he probably said. “Don’t shoot. Please don’t shoot.”

         And even to this day, she’s surprised the gunman didn’t listen.

         
             

         

         Today is an easy day so far. Good old early January. She likes days without surprises. She likes having her coffee and talking with her boss David, who is in his thirties and balding, serious but thoughtful, recently divorced. He has solid opinions on everything: politics, shows on Netflix, space constellations and weather patterns. He wears blue or green oxford shirts, slightly wrinkled, and striped ties. “Well, here’s the thing,” he’ll often say; or, “How you managing, Kirsten? What can I do to help?” And his eyes. Those caring eyes just melt her.

         David pushes back against the higher ups if something they want isn’t in the animals’ best interests, and she admires that. He makes sure they are all paid fairly, too, and given overtime when necessary. Once on a slow Friday, he stood on his chair and said, “Oops, I think the clock is malfunctioning,” and he wiggled the minute hand back and forth and finally said, “I can’t be sure of the time. You all better just leave.” 26

         David’s assistant is Grayson, a guy about her age who is finishing his master’s in counseling at Villanova. Grayson has a buzzcut and bright hazel eyes. He calls her Kiki, which makes her smile, and he wears khakis and polo shirts. He has a tattoo on his bicep that sticks out of his sleeve, flames and some type of writing. Her mother once visited her at the office and said, “How do you get any work done? I would follow that Grayson everywhere,” and Peggy, the part-time accountant who is almost ready to retire, has said to Kirsten more than once, “What in Hades are you waiting for?”

         But Kirsten is more drawn to David. David, older and calm. David with his steady voice and well-rounded opinions. David with his two kids on the weekend and various weeknights. She knows it could never work. He’s her boss, for God’s sake, but still, she smiles when he talks to her, she gets nervous when he approaches her desk. In her head, she has imagined both David and Grayson hanging off a cliff, something she used to do when picking out who was really her best friend in elementary school, and although she admires Grayson’s playful spirit and strong arms, she has never once in her fantasy not offered David her hand.

         Now she makes her coffee in the kitchen, and is about to wander toward David and Grayson’s area down the hall when her phone buzzes. “Please call when you are able,” her Aunt Bria texts.

         Kirsten’s stomach clenches. She does the calculation. It is about three in the afternoon in Milan. She writes back, “I will try.”

         She knows what Bria wants, and she doesn’t know what to tell her.

         Bria, her father’s younger sister, has left a couple messages. She was supposed to get married in June to Nikolas, 27 a man she met while working in Switzerland, but she cancelled the wedding when Kirsten’s dad was killed in May.

         In May Bria flew over here to stay for a few weeks since Kirsten’s grandmother was too ill to travel. She sat by Kirsten and her mother at the funeral. She cooked for them and pet the dogs and ran Kirsten hot baths. She poured wine for them and they all sat in the dim living room and played the records he liked and cried.

         Every day Bria got up early with Kirsten’s mother, and they took long walks. When Bria left in June, Kirsten didn’t want to see her go. It was as if she brought a hint of the same energy to the table that her father had, and she always had the right words to say. “How about we see New Jersey beach today?” she asked one day, and the three of them stopped crying, drove the two or so hours to Spring Lake and walked around and bought fudge and a flag for outside and tried to forget.

         Now Bria has rescheduled her wedding.

         She is getting married in Zurich in early February at an old hotel with a spa that overlooks the city, with mountains and a lake in the distance. It will be gorgeous with snow-covered trees and winter-themed things to do: sleigh rides, ice fishing, thermal baths. The invitation has sat on the sideboard in their dining room, and neither Kirsten nor her mother has responded. Maybe Bria wants her to have a role in the wedding.

         Her father had been so excited at the thought of seeing everyone in Europe at the wedding in June. He had bought a fedora that he planned to wear on the plane, knowing his family would laugh when they met them at the airport. He bought a new blue suit for the rehearsal dinner and had it tailored.

         Kirsten looks at her phone now and pauses. 28

         “You should go,” her mother had said when the invitation came. “You could go to Milan first and see Nonnina.” Her mother’s eyes looked somber. “Get lost in Milan and buy yourself nice things, help Bria with last-minute wedding errands.” She smiled. She and her father had gone back there together right after they were married for a big family reception, and they had taken Kirsten there when she was five, but Kirsten only remembers what she sees in pictures.

         “I’ll go if you go with me,” she told her mother.

         Her mother shook her head. “I can’t.”

         Her mother offered up reasonable excuses: department chair duties, teaching duties (she has two doctoral students in analytical chemistry who need close supervision in their final year), farm duties (who will feed the chickens, the goat, the dogs?), but Kirsten knows these are just pretexts.

         Italy was the place her young, charming husband had brought her, had shown her off like a prize. How his family had fawned all over the young, successful couple: the Italian dream, the American dream. And then they had gone back a few years later with young Kirsten as a small family, and had stayed for two weeks and taken trips to Venice, Verona, Lake Garda. Her mother didn’t want to revise what Italy had meant to her and the symbolic future ahead of them. She didn’t want to see an apricot tree that the Bonatos planted in his memory. She wanted Italy to be the way she left it.

         Kirsten holds her phone. Could a trip to Europe help her forget him, or keep remembering him, but in a happy way? Now she only hears the sound of the gun, sees his terrified face.

         She can’t decide. She wants to figure her life out, but the thought of going alone scares her.

         She sips her coffee and walks toward Grayson and David, 29 Grayson’s horseshoe-shaped desk in the area outside David’s small office, the huge fiddle-leaf fig tree in a pot on the floor with the fish tank of black mollies and orange goldfish by the copy machine.

         Her work is a happy place, and she’s grateful to have a happy place.

         “It’s Kiki!” Grayson says, and stops typing. David peeks his head out of his door. He waves to her, crosses his arms, and leans against his doorway. Her heart flutters seeing him. A phone rings in Peggy’s office, and some dogs bark in the background.

         “Did you get caught in that accident on 309?” David asks, and she shakes her head. “Phew. Thank goodness for Waze.”

         She thinks she will just talk about how cold it was this morning, how the new Mod Pizza shop is pretty decent, how she didn’t even watch the ball drop this year on New Year’s, but instead she surprises herself and looks at David. “Would you hold my job if I took a month off?”
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