

[image: Cover]




​Table of Contents

A NineStar Press Publication

THE PLACES WE SAY GOODBYE­

Dedication

STAGE ONE

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

STAGE TWO

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

STAGE THREE

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

STAGE FOUR

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Author’s End Notes

About the Author

Other Books You Might Enjoy

NineStar Press, LLC


A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com


[image: ]



 

The Places We Say Goodbye

ISBN #978-1-911153-66-5

©Copyright Jordan Taylor 2016

Cover Art by Natasha Snow ©Copyright 2016

Edited by Sasha Vorun

NineStar Press, LLC

 

This is a work of fiction. All characters, places and events are from the author’s imagination and should not be confused with fact. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, events or places is purely coincidental.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher, NineStar Press, LLC

 

Published in 2016 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

Warning: Contains moments of graphic gore, war-related violence, and a gun-assisted suicide of an incidental character.


 

THE PLACES WE SAY GOODBYE

Jordan Taylor


Dedication

For Libby Kresky. Thanks for the memories.


 

STAGE ONE


Sunday, June 19

 

Shouting voices mixed with chaotic noise, resonating in blackness. An explosion launched me sideways. I felt the rush of heat, heard the blast that obliterated screams. It left my ears ringing and my heart racing, yet I saw nothing.

My throat constricted with panic as I fought to call for someone. Someone I had to find.

Then I woke up.

*

Wednesday, June 22

 

Cold tonight. What else? Remembering is like writing a message in sand already covered by the tide.

There were two men beside me, all of us watching for something. What did we see? Darkness?

Odors remain. Cold and fear remain. A reek of death. So afraid. Then the explosion. Or was that from last night? All nights?

Thank you, Amélie, for the advice of starting this dream record. I need it since details fade as soon as I wake.

Find a pattern. All different. Yet all the same. For months now.

Torin asleep beside me. I type on the screen of my tablet, the bedroom darkened by blackout blinds.

More of the dreams. Cold that stung my eyes, freezing their moisture. It burned my lungs, made my throat ache and my hands and feet numb. Acrid, smoky odors mixed with something dead. Like the smell when I was ten and my mom poisoned rats in the basement of the rental dump we lived in. They died in the air ducts. The first time heat came on, blowing nauseatingly into our faces, she said she’d leave the rats alive next time. Same smell in the dream. But worse. So sickening that it nearly blotted out smoke and cold.

I smell it now, longing to get up and shower it off.

Why are my feet frozen? The bed feels warm, almost hot with Torin against me. For once, I did not wake him by thrashing or yelling in my sleep. He must be nearly as sick of this as I am.

Tingling needles of cold in my toes and fingers. Like being out in the City too long in winter. Walking through snow in Central Park. Waiting in line for a show in January.

I can’t climb from bed now that I managed not to wake him all night. Or did I wake him and not know it?

I hate these dreams messing with us.

Safe bet that Torin would mention it if I kept him up though. A chronic extrovert, he is accustomed to bringing his suffering to the attention of those around him. And finding something to debate in the matter. I mean that in a good way—if you ever read this, Torin.

*

Thursday, June 23

 

Running. Dozens of others ran with me. I was shouting…something.

Crashing, grinding death sounds. The din of a thousand men screaming, a world self-destructing.

Sound stays with me this morning more than anything. My ears feel as if they are bleeding. I cannot hear the City outside, or white noise inside. I hear only carnage.

*

Sunday, June 26

 

I keep thinking of accidents. Natural disasters, derailing trains, even plane crashes. Sometimes there’s fire. It could be a gas explosion. A car wreck. Every night, even if only a fragment—some odor or sound, one bit or another—it’s the same.

Not an accident. I know what it is. I know what I have faced in darkness—what has trashed my sleep, invading my life, my relationships, my work—for the past four months. Yet, I do not understand.

How can it be possible that, night after night, I dream of war?


Chapter One

 

Torin grabs the thermal travel mug from the coffeemaker with his left hand, typing on his phone with his right.

“Time to go,” he says, still looking at the screen

“You’re not ready,” Bell calls back from the living room. She stretches in front of the TV, watching a Good Eats rerun with her six-year-old sister.

“I am ready.” Torin has to glance at his mug to find the lid. He touches “Send” without rereading what he typed and snaps the lid closed.

“Are not,” his daughter again corrects him, her back to the kitchen. “You’re getting coffee.”

“Coffee’s done. Shoes.” Pushing his phone into his pocket, holding the mug, Torin opens the refrigerator with his elbow. “Ree, did you get enough to eat?”

Ree does not answer. Then, “Daddy, did you know you need one-eighth teaspoon of cream of tartar for each egg white?”

“Let’s go.” Torin finds the paper bag lunch for Bell and a bottle of water. She will not carry a lunchbox anymore since, apparently, lunchboxes are for babies.

He makes his way to the door with his hands full and adds the lunch sack and bottle to Isabelle’s dance studio backpack—also babyish. She wants a messenger bag.

The TV remains on, Bell and Ree still in place before it.

Torin’s phone chirps. He attempts to read while tying his shoes and looking for the door key. There’s an answer from Flep that reads, NP.

Torin taps “Reply,” the smartphone balanced on his knee. He sends a Thx!, finishes with his shoelaces, and grabs his keys.

“Isabelle! Carine!”

The TV goes silent. Light feet race around the couch toward the entry.

“Dad, can we have white asparagus?” Bell asks as she glides up to him on her toes. The world’s most graceful eleven-year-old. Do all fathers think that? Too bad for the rest of them that they’re wrong.

“Depends what’s at the market,” Torin says. “White doesn’t have the same nutritional value as the green stuff.”

And the white ones look like little penises—particularly the last batch they had from the Union Square Greenmarket. Torin wishes he had a dollar for every time he controlled impulsive speech since having children.

Ree, frowning, yanks at her hairband, which her older sister must have just fixed.

“Stop it, Ree.” Bell tugs her hand away.

“Sesame chili salmon with white asparagus and basmati rice for dinner,” Ree says. Like so many of her requests, she makes it sound like an order. Last week it had been jasmine rice.

Torin stands to snatch his wallet off the shelf just to the side of the front door.

“Get Flep to take you to the market this evening before they close,” he says.

If Flep can stay awake. He has been so messed up lately. Torin meant to talk to him about his nightmares and insomnia this morning.

Flep only moved in with them this past March. He assured Torin all these sleep problems are new. Are they because of the move? This place? Torin cannot leave this apartment. The location is vital to his work.

“Flep can’t cook!” Ree howls as she grabs her father’s arm.

“He can shop—”

“No, he can’t!”

Torin pushes open the door. “Do you have everything, Bell?”

“My bag stays packed, Dad,” she answers. “As long as my lunch is in there, I have everything.”

“Daddy—”

“I don’t know what to tell you, Ree.” Torin waves them out. “You can’t go shopping and fix dinner on your own. You’re not supposed to handle chilies or knives unsupervised. Work out a compromise.”

He only just shuts the door, standing with both girls in the building’s hallway, when he pushes it open to grab sunglasses. Bell swings her dance bag. Ree tugs her hairband off. Torin makes sure the door is locked after shoving the glasses on his head.

“Flep won’t be able to make the sauce.” Ree stretches her hairband as far as it will go, clutching it with little hands.

“Don’t do that, Ree.” Bell tries to snatch it, but her sister darts backward.

Torin hurries down the hall with Bell beside him and Ree trailing.

He wouldn’t mind a little more sleep himself. He assumed he would miss some with Flep moving in. Part of the point, as they’re still in the honeymoon phase—not that they’re married. But the nature of this sleep deprivation makes all the difference.

Torin blinks as he jabs the elevator button. No, this has been more akin to bringing home a newborn than post-wedding nights.

Wasn’t he supposed to say something else to Ree? The girls are still bickering behind him about hairbands.

“You can make sauce,” Torin says, glancing at the clock on his phone. “And put on the rice, but let Flep do the rest. Just give him instructions.”

“Broccoli and carrots if we don’t get asparagus,” Bell says to Ree.

“I want snow peas.”

“Snow peas and carrots then. You’ve got your hair all messed up.”

“You messed it up.” Ree sticks out her lower lip. “It’s too tight. You can have it.” She shoves the hairband at her sister.

“No.”

Ree scowls at this lack of gratitude.

“If it’s too tight, you need a new one, Ree.” Torin pushes the elevator button again. “Stretching the one you have is not the answer.”

She glares at the pink band dangling sadly in her fingers. “I don’t want it.”

“Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” Torin kneels, phone and wallet pocketed, and rests his hands on her small shoulders.

His daughter only looks at the hairband, then the floor.

“You don’t have to wear it across your head. Want your hair back in a ponytail?”

The elevator door opens. They have it to themselves as they descend thirty floors to the lobby.

Torin asks again about pulling her hair back, to which Ree nods. Her silence is a bad sign. Eldest sister Isabelle is the one who takes after her mother. If that woman had a superpower, it would be death by silent gaze. But Carine is her father’s daughter.

No time for it now. If she will not talk, he won’t try to make her. He knows the hairband upset is only a manifestation. He doesn’t blame her. He understands those feelings—upside down family feelings—but he can only do so much for his daughters in the next sixty seconds. Especially with brain fog from three hours of sleep last night.

He picks Ree up as they step off the elevator, swinging her through the air.

“You are such a gorgeous girl.” He kisses her cheek. “You could shave your head and dye your eyebrows green and you’d still be perfect, Ree. I’ll get you softer hairbands, but try not to worry about it in the meantime.”

She goes limp for the ride. “Yellow. Yellow and blue.”

Torin catches the eye of the doorman, Martin, and nods as they approach. Martin nods back and steps out to the street.

“Yellow and blue it is. Want one that says, ‘I heart lobster’?”

He pushes open the first lobby door with his arm as Martin rushes back to help with the second. The cab already waits at the curb.

“More like, ‘I heart TV,’” Bell says as she walks ahead of them.

“Good morning, Miss Isabelle,” Martin says, lifting his hat to her.

“Lobster, lobster, lobster,” Ree chants, her face lighting up.

“Morning, Martin.” Torin lowers sunglasses over his eyes. “Efficient as always.”

The rush and buzz, the smell and searing morning brightness of 2nd Avenue hits them as they cross the sidewalk to a yellow cab.

“Lobster, lobster!” Ree raises her voice above traffic and pedestrians talking around them.

Martin opens the cab door. Bell thanks him while Torin settles Ree into the seat.

All inside, Torin stems the lobster flow with a lifted finger and says, “Carnegie Hill. Madison. Nordisk Dance Studio.”

The driver nods, pulling into traffic.

Bell frowns out the window. “Can’t we all go to the market? You’re not supposed to be at the restaurant on Mondays.”

“I told you about this on Friday, Bell,” Torin says. “Brent is out of town. It’s just for this week.”

“You’re not even picking us up?” Ree asks on his other side.

Why did she have to say it like that? We know you won’t be here for dinner, won’t be here in the evening. But not even picking us up?

Torin tries to smile. “Flep will pick you up. I texted him.”

“Flep is also working.” Bell still does not look at him. “I’m done at two and Ree’s kindergarten only lasts a few hours.”

“More than that. He’ll finish the day from home. You can shop on your way home at Whole Foods or the Greenmarket. And leave him in peace while he’s working.” Suppressing a yawn, Torin looks again at Ree.

“I want lobster,” she says.

“Make the Thai salmon you wanted. Flep can’t be responsible for lobster.”

“Or a grilled cheese,” Bell mutters. “Or boiling water.”

Torin pretends not to hear. “I’ll fix us lobster on Friday. The 4th of July is next Monday. We’ll do something fun for that. Want to plan the party food?”

Ree nods, though doesn’t meet his eyes. Menu planning is one of her greatest pleasures. Being asked by her chef father to plan one is even better.

“Can you bring home croquembouche tonight?” Bell asks, still looking outside.

“Croquembouche!” Ree bounces beside him. “Croquembouche!”

“That’s not…”

Bell glances at him, then away. “It’s okay. I know you don’t always have them.”

“No,” Torin says quickly. “You should come down for late dessert tonight. Eat them fresh. I’ll tell Flep you can stay up.” Torin mentally winces. Stupid thing to say. Flep is probably hoping to be in bed by 9:00 p.m. himself.

Ree bounces more, smiling. “Croquembouche and lobster!”

“Are you even having them tonight?” Bell looks at Torin again.

“We are. And I’ll make sure there are leftovers.” Why is he saying this? Just tell them no. At least don’t overpromise on behalf of others.

Bell smiles, though the gesture is fleeting.

“Sorry I won’t be back to pick you up,” Torin says.

She shrugs. “Sorry Mom has to stay at the office.”

“Will you help in the kitchen? I don’t want accidents with Flep and Ree working together.”

“Like her bursting into tears, or him rubbing his eyes after he handled those serranos, or setting off the smoke alarm, or—?”

“Anything. Any mishaps. Keep an eye on things for me.”

She nods, watching for the dance studio to come into view. “I can’t make any promises.”

“Do your best.” Torin forces back another yawn.

Better send a text to Flep to say that he, Flep, will be up late. And one to Dominique at the restaurant warning her that they are making croquembouche today.

Torin blinks against the morning sun through the window and his glasses, head aching, eyes feeling cottony. He should have brewed extra coffee.


Monday, June 27

 

A dirt road stretched away, straight and flat, as far as I could see. I stood, then walked. Maybe I was walking all along, but didn’t feel like I had moved.

A dozen horses lay along the road. Fat, white maggots emerged from their nostrils and eye sockets, wriggling over dark fur. Abdomens bulged, grossly distended below summer sun.

A man stepped up to me. Rows of men behind. Packs on their backs and rifles in their hands. Sunlight flashing off steel helmets. This man had a mustache and never glanced at the animals along the road.

“There’s a farm ahead, sir. I’ll have the lads check for a pump.”

Then, in a gloomy building at night. Dust thick on the floor. Men talked around me. I was apart, away from them, beside only one other.

My companion tried to tell me something important. Like with the water pump man, I could not listen. He read from a notebook in his hand.

How could he ask my opinion on poetry? While maggots flopped and convulsed down sunken faces—so crowded, they forced each other out? While the young man in the corner scratched his own head until his fingers were bloody? While another sang about ghost horses as he smoked one cigarette after the next, lighting one with the butt of the last?

Still reading to me, insistent. He jabbed his finger at a page.

I wanted to shoot him. I scrambled to my feet. I said I had to write a postcard.

Then I stood in a river of mud, legs braced, shouting, “Get out of there, Attwater!”

I couldn’t see him, couldn’t feel him, and couldn’t get away myself. Scorching metal flew past my face.

“Attwater!” Panic and mud sucked me back into that dark river.

I woke with a jolt, shivering and disoriented.

The TV plays a cooking competition show. Both girls riveted.

10:00 p.m. and I sit at the kitchen table, laptop open—working. Asleep sitting up. Fresh anxiety that the girls are not in bed. Then remember: Torin asked me to bring them to the restaurant tonight.

I open my mouth to tell Isabelle and Carine they can get ready to go. Parting my lips, I see flopping maggots—bloated like slugs—almost tasting them. I must shut both mouth and eyes for several minutes.

Hands shake on my keyboard. Still nauseated when I inform them we can go.

Only a dream. Only a dream. I wonder if I am trying to reassure—or trying to convince myself.


Chapter Two

 

“Ready! Set!”

Flep watches in alarm as Carine dashes between tables like a hummingbird.

“Go,” Isabelle finishes under her breath. She flops into the chair opposite Flep and takes a bite of a cream puff.

Her little sister is almost to the restaurant’s front door before she looks around.

“You cheated!” Carine shrieks.

“Did not. Anyway, you skipped the count.” Isabelle licks lemon cream from the center of a puff. “You won, so how could I have cheated?”

“You didn’t even run!” Carine races back toward them.

Isabelle shrugs and pops the rest of the pastry into her mouth.

They sit toward the back of the dining room at Torin’s restaurant, Chaleur. Renard, the host, just left—though noise from behind reminds them that there is still cleanup underway.

Flep finds the gloom depressing. His pulse quickens as half-formed images of dark nights in the cold fill his mind, listening as men die around him.

Chaleur is French fusion—regionally influenced, organic, and the topic of dozens of local and national write-ups, glowing reviews, and devoted fans. The place is such a success, Torin plans to open a second location soon.

If only it felt more inviting. Black and white, nothing generous with its presence. Torin is no designer, unless working on the canvas of a plate.

Flep notices Carine glance at him as she returns to their table and the leftover croquembouche.

She looks away. She will not ask him to race. Carine won’t ask him to do anything with her. She will allow him to read to her or draw with her or attempt to help in the kitchen—as she did tonight for dinner, though her big sister mostly cooked their salmon and vegetables. Neither girl will ask.

Still too new to them, Flep knows. They can warm up to him at their own pace. Or…not. It has crossed his mind, though he keeps the worry at bay.

Watching Carine stalk to the table to grab a tiny pastry, Flep wonders if the girls’ mother, Amélie, has any idea they are being allowed up so late. To eat dessert.

He would never have brought them to the restaurant after hours on his own. They are six and eleven. They shouldn’t be up until midnight on a Monday—or any other night. Not his kids. Not his decision.

As much as for them, Flep wishes he were also not down here on Lexington Avenue while the chefs close and clean. He is the one falling asleep.

“Don’t you want any?” Isabelle glances at Flep, pushing the plate toward him.

He smells sugar and lemon. It makes him feel sick.

Why did she have to offer? This is something he does not want to ignore, an invitation to a shared experience that he needs from them—longs for.

Flep opens his mouth, starting to shake his head. Carine looks up from where she leans on the table, standing between them to eat a lemony puff.

Why not offer IRS paperwork? Or the flu?

Could he hide it? Drop it? He has no coat pocket on this June night, still in black jeans and a light teal button-down from work.

Torin knows Flep can’t do lemon in sweet things. Lemon on fish or salad dressing—okay. Not lemon pastry.

Torin, clad in black slacks and white chef’s coat, had whisked the plate out to them fifteen minutes earlier, praising his daughters for recommending the dessert.

“A hit. You two are geniuses.” He had rested the pastry tower before the girls, telling Flep he would be right back, and they could go home together. “They were so popular we only have this one lemon stack left,” he added, giving Flep a wry smile.

Now, the sisters have not invited Flep into their games around lonely tables, yet Isabelle noticed him not eating and wishes to share.

Both girls watch him, one pair of blue eyes and one of brown boring into him.

He was scarcely older than Carine when his mother had brought home two bags of groceries that Flep never forgot. Usually, it was a loaf of bread, peanut butter, and dry beans in bulk. A treat meant cheddar cheese or an apple. On that autumn day, after picking Flep up from first grade, she opened the back of the old station wagon to reveal overflowing bags.

Flep had wondered if she got a bonus from the department store where she worked, or had there been a huge sale on groceries? But he didn’t ask.

Arms around a sack, he clambered up two flights of stairs to their apartment. He unpacked on the card table they used for a kitchen table. So much that he left the half-gallon of milk and celery in a chair. Canned soups, canned tomatoes, canned green beans, an orange, potatoes, bread, cereal, eggs, even frozen chicken drumsticks.

“Let’s have a feast.” His mother put the chicken in a baking dish and washed potatoes at the sink, assuring Flep they would have real mashed potatoes with milk. “This will take a while. How about dessert first?”

From the bottom of a bag, she produced a miniature lemon pound cake, golden and wrapped in cellophane. Flep was again in awe.

They sat together at the table, a glass and plate before each. The milk was room temperature from being out in the bag. The cake tasted dry, not quite stale. It filled his mouth with a burst of lemon flavor, its sugar glaze like candy. With his tongue coated in sweet lemon, Flep talked about the watercolor he did in school while his mother asked questions and the radio played pop music.

With chicken in the oven and potatoes simmering, she left to rest before dinner.

Flep remained at the table with his medieval knights coloring book, looking up soon after to make note of the chicken timer. His mother had forgotten to set it.

He hurried to ease open her bedroom door. Words stuck in his throat as he glanced inside to drawn blinds and bars of gray light. She sat on her bed, hunched forward, face covered by tissue, shoulders shaking.

Flep had pulled the door back and fled to the table. He sat underneath—as he did when there was a thunderstorm, or his mother was upset about bills, or his school lunch was stolen and he couldn’t tell her.

The taste of lemon cake still in his mouth, he did not know why she sobbed that afternoon while dinner cooked. He did not know until weeks later that the bags came from the local food bank. He did not know until many years later that it had been the first time in her life she experienced charity as a recipient rather than a donor.

Flep has never, in three decades, eaten another lemon pastry.

Still, Isabelle offers. Carine also watches with interest.

“Thanks, Bell.” Flep smiles and reaches to take the smallest cream puff he can see, though all are beautifully uniform.

Crisp crust, smooth middle. He holds his breath, swallowing cream without chewing. Tart lemon spills into his mouth like toothpaste. Flep almost gags.

Carine has already moved on, trying to get her sister to play the animal guessing game she had learned in kindergarten today. Isabelle swings her feet and looks around to the kitchen for her father’s return.

Flep swallows once more—not choking, not gagging. Only a cream puff. A glass of water would be nice. Or Irish coffee.

What will he do if she offers again?

At last, Torin sweeps back to their table, all smiles. He lifts Carine to spin her around, asking what she thought of her treat.

Flep lets out a breath as she answers in a giggling jabber of French—meaning nothing to him. Torin laughs.

“What about a box?” Isabelle seems afraid that her father means to leave the rest of their dessert here.

“Run back and grab one for us. They’re still cleaning. I told them we’ve got to dash—you two should be in bed.” Torin grins at Flep, tilting his head as he sets Carine down and Isabelle runs off. “Or should I say three?”

Maybe Flep looks as bad as he feels. “How was dinner service?”

Carine chatters over him, telling her father how she beat her sister in a race.

“Never.” Torin lifts his eyebrows.

“I did. Watch!” She runs, dodging tables.

Torin turns to Flep. He offers his hand. Flep takes it, familiar with the gesture, and flushes as Torin bends to kiss his knuckles.

“Service was a Slough of Despond compared to finding you all here,” Torin says, although Flep had thought he missed the question amid Carine’s verbal deluge.

“Funny, I don’t feel that uplifting these days.” Flep manages a smile as he stands.

“For you.” Releasing his hand, standing close enough for Flep to see varied shades of blue in his irises, Torin reaches for his own breast pocket. He plucks free a tiny flower, pink and white, and passes it to Flep. “My apologies for having no mint.”

His eyes are sparkling, embarrassing Flep further when Torin does not shift his focus even as Carine bounces off the wall somewhere to his right. He clearly suspects that Flep partook in dessert. Not a stiff drink, but the flower taste will chase away lingering lemon.

Flep drops his gaze, taking the little flower in thumb and forefinger, feeling electricity from Torin’s skin. He longs to hug Torin—but feels too self-conscious in the restaurant with Torin’s employees in the background.

“Thank you.” Flep lifts his eyes to Torin’s as Torin turns his head.

“That’s how I won!” Carine returns. “Daddy! Were you watching?”

“Of course I was—”

“Watch this time.” Off again, undaunted, knocking over a chair.

Isabelle meets them with her bag, telling Torin that Carine ate four puffs, though she was not supposed to have more than two. This leads Carine to calling her a liar, then Torin debating with them as they start for home.

Flep feels bad for Isabelle. Although he grew up an only child, he thinks he understands her efforts at stability. Alert to Torin not providing a carryout box and her little sister’s sugar intake, while Torin slides on the responsibility scale.

Flep did not even know Torin had issued Carine with a limit. Isabelle could have told Flep, making him dessert police, but she still has no faith in him.

He hangs back, nibbling off petals, as they walk home. Flep had never eaten a flower until a year ago, surprised to find that, not only do they not taste like perfume, but that he enjoys them. Then again, half of what he eats these days was unknown a year ago. Like stepping from high school Spanish into an immersion program.

He pockets the stem, unsure if it counts as littering to drop it on the sidewalk of Lexington.

Torin, discussing grams and nutritional values for each cream puff with Isabelle, slows until he can walk beside Flep, arm at his back, hand on Flep’s far shoulder.

“You only have to know the overall value of the batch of cream and choux dough,” Isabelle says, walking ahead and looking around while Carine tries to snatch the bag from her. “Divide all your grams in each batch into the number of puffs you make. How much is—? Ree, stop it!”

“That’s smart, Bell.” Torin beams. “Give it to me before monkeys pillage it.”

“Daddy, I didn’t eat four—” Carine starts, following the bag as it is passed.

“Of course you didn’t. How many do you want for breakfast?”

“Lots!” She is distracted when they reach their block and races to meet the evening doorman, her unbound hair streaming behind.

Torin pulls Flep’s head over to kiss his temple as they follow the girls to the door. “Next time, they’re all chocolate.”

Flep manages a smile, leaning on Torin in his fatigued haze.

Inside the apartment, Torin puts the girls to bed while Flep almost falls asleep brushing his teeth.

At least Torin is already home. After a quick shower to wash away sweat and grease and food aromas from the kitchen, maybe they can both sleep.

Flep starts awake when Torin climbs into bed beside him, alarmed to realize he had drifted off. He never heard Torin walk into the master bedroom or shower.

He rolls toward Torin, pressing his face into Torin’s pillow. “Sorry.”

Torin kisses his brow. “What for?” he asks, tone amused. “I was just going to say thanks for getting the girls today. Didn’t know you’d done anything wrong.” Torin’s hair is wet, his skin hot from the shower. He still smells of thyme, browned butter, and red wine.

What did Flep do wrong…? Right now, being a lackluster boyfriend. Occasional babysitting is about as proactive as he has been lately.

They work so much, and on such opposing schedules, that they see little of one another most days. They had more of a sex life together before Flep moved in. Back then—this time last year, last autumn, around the holidays—Flep was sleeping. No nightmares. Certainly not recurring, horrifying ones.

Flep feels disquieted, worrying that Torin will think his dropping into bed night after night and passing out, even when the girls are not staying over, is a sign of disinterest. Worse, that Torin himself could be regretting this choice by now.

“I’m not sure I should have moved—” Flep starts, trying to explain his apology.

“Of course you should have moved in,” Torin interrupts, kissing him again, lips lingering on Flep’s. “People have sleep problems all the time. It’ll pass.”

Flep reaches to stroke Torin’s jaw, sliding his fingers through wet hair and down Torin’s neck. Torin turns his head to kiss Flep’s palm.

“Have time for breakfast with us before work tomorrow?” Torin asks.

Always food. It’s how Torin interprets the world. Since being with him, Flep finds himself preoccupied more by meals. Even odors and tastes of his dreams remain with him for hours after the visuals fade.

Torin follows his knuckles around and takes Flep’s first two fingers into his mouth.

Flep smiles, eyes shut, as Torin’s teeth press into his skin. The man is so tactile, so orally curious. He explores the world like a puppy—mouth first. He can easily open Flep’s jeans button and zipper with his teeth. This skill shocked Flep the first time he did it, several months earlier in this same bedroom.

“Doesn’t that hurt your teeth?” Flep had asked. “The metal zipper?”

Torin laughed and shoved him back on the bed. “That’s what you’re thinking? Seriously?” Torin followed, straddling him. “Try it.”

“I’d hate to waste thousands of years of evolution.” Flep had wiggled his thumbs.

So easy back then. They teased and laughed and met for lunch or a walking breakfast in Central Park before Flep went to work. Flep rarely felt awkward walking with Torin, even kissing as they parted. Torin was self-confident enough for them both.

He ached to introduce Torin to his mother, though that time was long gone. She would never see her son settled, never know if he had found the family that they both wanted for him—which both thought unlikely after he came out.

But he could meet Torin’s family: the daughters Torin had talked about. Flep longed to feel a connection as fast as he had with their gregarious father. Such anticipation had left him unprepared for their disdain—which, again, involved food.

He had first spent time with the sisters at Carine’s sixth birthday party last February at the Park. A guest list comprised of Carine’s kindergarten friends and her sister, mother, father, French grandparents on her mother’s side, and Flep.

Flep expected pizza and cake. They had a picnic of lobster salad in lettuce cups, walnut quinoa salad, homemade dill pickles, sparkling apple cider, and mini cupcakes—vanilla with strawberry and chocolate with caramel.

Flep knew on that cold, sunny day—watching Isabelle referee younger kids and Carine shout her love of lobster to the world, while half the family spoke French around him—that he was in way over his head. This was no premade family he could knit himself seamlessly into. These children—and their divorced parents—were as remote from his life as if they came from Antarctica.

Of course, moving in was the next logical step.

Which, all things considered, is working out swimmingly. Except for one thing which has nothing to do with Torin or the girls. Nothing to do with food. Nothing to do with moving in at all, as far as Flep can see.

Gently, Flep pulls his fingers from Torin’s mouth. “I’m sorry.” Breathing words against Torin’s lips. “I love you.”

“It’s okay,” Torin whispers, stroking Flep’s cheek with the backs of his fingers. “Turn over.”

Flep feels hardly conscious enough to comply, but rolls away from Torin and leans into him. Torin reaches across his chest, pressing to Flep’s back, kissing his neck, ducking his head to breathe against Flep’s T-shirt collar.

Flep is too far away to hear as Torin murmurs something. Maybe about sleep or breakfast. Maybe an endearment. It doesn’t matter. Torin’s arm around him matters, holding him tight and warm and not letting go. As terrifying as each night is becoming, the thought of waking alone from these nightmares is the only thing that makes Flep feel more afraid. To avoid that, he can live with his own selfishness—can stand to disrupt Torin’s life as well. He cannot face this, whatever it is, alone.


Wednesday, June 29

 

I sat on something damp, leaning on a cold wall. Not a wall. Maybe dirt. But rough and bumpy. Larger, more uneven than bricks.

Dark fog hung around me, metallic on my tongue. I longed to speak to someone. There was a man nearby. It would have been wrong to speak. Or start a fire. There could be no light. We sat alone in the dark on seeping walls of earth or clay or…canvas?

In a mud wall, the back of a shin and heel of a boot jutted out. Underground. Like us. Our grave was open to the frozen night. This dead man with the boot was encased in earth, all besides that foot.

My living companion reached to grab something off the boot. A flask. He took a swig. He rested it back on the boot and went on watching.

Trying not to shiver, trying to be silent, I sat as hours, or days, stretched by.

I woke to a predawn bedroom, feeling more miserable than I had from all the screams or explosions of previous nights.

Still so cold and damp, I want to grab all the towels from the bathroom, all the blankets from the closet, all the coats in the apartment, and wrap up like a mummy. I long for a blazing fire and hot tea. Although I have never lived anywhere with a fireplace and I don’t like tea.

Even so, the room feels hot. Torin has the window open, despite an acrid city stench crowding in. A warm breeze shifts the blinds.

Only one sheet over us. Shuddering, I press closer against Torin, trying to keep my illuminated tablet away from his face. I’m sure I already woke him once.

He has said light sleeping is a biological response to being a parent. Waking to an infant’s cry could mean life or death. His kids are not exactly infants anymore. Still, parenthood makes a better excuse than caffeine, hyperactivity, or other issues associated with racing minds and an inability to sit still or do only one job at one time.

At 2:00 a.m. Torin abandoned stillness and ran his hand up my freezing arm to my shoulder. “Flep? What’re you doing?”

When I said, “Updating my dream journal,” he sighed and told me to do it in the morning.

I might as well pull the covers up since he is awake anyway. Or get up for more blankets. And anything else I can think of to stall going back to sleep.

*

Friday, July 1

 

So many images. More and more specific sights emerging. Craters of mud, handwritten letters, a strip of pale fabric I lifted in the air.

I’m sitting at the kitchen table in a patch of morning sunlight, shivering while New York City scorches. Over 80°F outside and hardly past sunup.

The girls are in the living room with the TV on. At their mother’s place for the past two days, returned last night. She does not have cable, or a TV.

Torin is still in bed. I crept away after the third time waking us both, finally able to see a pink horizon.

He plans to cook them lobster today, launching the weekend, not that he has one. He takes only Mondays “off”—still working from home any way he can, or taking the occasional trip from the city to visit his suppliers. He refers to these as “my farms,” and I originally thought he owned property upstate. Not even close.

In these summer months, he gets the girls to go with him. Apparently an effort since they are not impressed by farmyard aromas or ground cover. I wouldn’t mind joining them for a day out sometime. Mondays are not so flexible in my book.

They’re the ones who are off now. Carine has nothing until starting first grade in September. Isabelle will keep going to ballet all summer, but nothing else. She lives for it. That and cooking.

Torin will take them to their grandparents’ place—his ex-in-laws—before he leaves for the restaurant. I’ll fetch them after my own work. Then Saturday morning for all four of us until their mother is back to collect them for the rest of the weekend.

The poor kids are juggled like beanbags.

They tiptoed from their bedroom for the TV half an hour ago without glancing at me. Now they have the volume low as Carine draws with crayons and Isabelle dances on a half-inch wide ribbon lying across the rug to practice balance.

Dreams. This is supposed to be about dreams.

A glint from something steel. A splash of mud on my face. A man calling for someone. Voice echoing through my skull.

Martha? Was he calling Martha? Or Mary? Or was it Mother?

Snow drifting over my legs. Sitting on dirt. The snow looked so…white. Nothing else was ever white. Only dark and dull. Besides the blood.

That’s what happened last night.

Blood in snow. Snow on the field. Not a field. A stone road. Not a road. A…quarry? A pitted, rutted, twisted up place. Holes in the ground the size of trucks, or houses. The surface of the moon if the moon was black and dead. Bright blood ran through ice.

I looked around, tried to call out—knew I was dying. No one there. Only a white and black and red broken world.

Just glanced up from my tablet to see Carine in the kitchen, hunting for breakfast. I should help her, or offer to make something like toast or an egg. Too embarrassing. She finds a banana and slips back to the quiet TV.

I would be more than happy to help them with breakfast. I would love to. But both extremely bright girls regard me as an imbecile—a well-meaning yet pitiably inept character at best. This image is enhanced each time I make an appearance in the kitchen.

Through the windows, across 2nd Avenue toward the East River, the sky is golden, the city silver. Yet I see all through a sheen of scarlet blood.


Chapter Three

 

Amélie stands just inside the closed door, one foot crossed in front of the other to balance on the toe of her boot. Her iPhone reflects the overhead foyer light as a white glare. She tilts the phone and her head while she reads.

Someone runs from the hall through the living room, then back again down the hall to the small bedroom.

“Ree? Have you seen my workbook?”

“No!”

Another little set of feet darts around in the girls’ shared bedroom. A heavier footfall sounds in the kitchen.

Amélie does not look up from her phone.

The stalling grows worse every week. They do it at both homes, yet only when both parents are present. If she tells them to grab their things, they are going to Dad’s for the day, both are ready in seconds. If Torin comes to collect them in person, they take half an hour to find everything.

Why? She cannot believe they want their parents face-to-face anymore than Torin and Amélie desire this. Yet here she is, standing in the doorway, reading emails for fifteen minutes. As if they were surprised by her arrival.

Isabelle flits past once more. “Ree! Where is my book?”

“I didn’t touch your book!”

Amélie looks up.

Isabelle scowls as she storms past the foyer and her waiting mother.

“Bell? Do you want to stay here tonight?” Amélie asks. “You don’t have to come home with me if you don’t want to.”

“No,” Isabelle snaps. “We’ll be right there. Ree!” She stalks down the hall.

Amélie objects to her eldest daughter’s tone, but says nothing. She understands impatience. And she understands what are good and bad times to discuss these things. Unlike her ex-husband, who will argue anything with anyone at any time for a thrill.

Flep appears from the kitchen, watching Isabelle go. He also seems to be considering saying something, eyes troubled as he sees her march past.

Don’t do it. Amélie’s gaze goes back to the screen. Keep your mouth shut, Flep.

He does. More brains than the girls give him credit for. Polite introverts are so easy to underestimate. She pushes a button to start a response.
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