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This one’s for my other co-author, my brother-from-another-mother, Tim McDonald, who made me fall in love with writing all over again. I’ll work with you over any buggy collaboration program anytime, anywhere, and will lock you in the Writers’ Cage only when strictly necessary.
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Life can only be understood backwards,
but it must be lived forwards.
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DECEMBER 7, 2018


The day of


From the moment I knew I was having a baby, I wanted it to be a girl. I wandered the aisles of department stores, touching doll-size dresses and tiny sequined shoes. I pictured us with matching nail polish—me, who’d never had a manicure in my life. I imagined the day her fairy hair was long enough to capture in pigtails, her nose pressed to the glass of a school bus window; I saw her first crush, prom dress, heartbreak. Each vision was a bead on a rosary of future memories; I prayed daily.


As it turned out, I was not a zealot … only a martyr.


When I gave birth, and the doctor announced the baby’s sex, I did not believe it at first. I had done such a stellar job of convincing myself of what I wanted that I completely forgot what I needed. But when I held Asher, slippery as a minnow, I was relieved.


Better to have a boy, who would never be someone’s victim.


MOST PEOPLE IN Adams, New Hampshire, know me by name, and those who don’t, know to steer clear of my home. It’s often that way for beekeepers—like firefighters, we willingly put ourselves into situations that are the stuff of others’ nightmares. Honeybees are far less vindictive than their yellow jacket cousins, but people can’t often tell the difference, so anything that stings and buzzes comes to be seen as a potential hazard. A few hundred yards past the antique Cape, my colonies form a semicircular rainbow of hives, and most of the spring and summer the bees zip between them and the acres of blossoms they pollinate, humming a warning.


I grew up on a small farm that had been in my father’s family for generations: an apple orchard that, in the fall, sold cider and donuts made by my mother and, in the summer, had pick-your-own strawberry fields. We were land-rich and cash-poor. My father was an apiarist by hobby, as was his father before him, and so on, all the way back to the first McAfee who was an original settler of Adams. It is just far enough away from the White Mountain National Forest to have affordable real estate. The town has one traffic light, one bar, one diner, a post office, a town green that used to be a communal sheep grazing area, and Slade Brook—a creek whose name was misprinted in a 1789 geological survey map, but which stuck. Slate Brook, as it should have been written, was named for the eponymous rock mined from its banks, which was shipped far and wide to become tombstones. Slade was the surname of the local undertaker and village drunk, who had a tendency to wander off when he was on a bender, and who ironically killed himself by drowning in six inches of water in the creek.


When I first brought Braden to meet my parents, I told him that story. He had been driving at the time; his grin flashed like lightning. But who, he’d asked, buried the undertaker?


Back then, we had been living outside of DC, where Braden was a resident in cardiac surgery at Johns Hopkins and I worked at the National Zoo, trying to cobble together enough money for a graduate program in zoology. We’d only been together three months, but I had already moved in with him. We were visiting my parents that weekend because I knew, viscerally, that Braden Fields was the one.


On that first trip back home, I had been so sure of what my future would hold. I was wrong on all counts. I never expected to be an apiarist like my father; I never thought I’d wind up sleeping in my childhood bedroom once again as an adult; I never imagined I’d settle down on a farm my older brother, Jordan, and I once could not wait to leave. I married Braden; he got a fellowship at Mass General; we moved to Boston; I was a doctor’s wife. Then, almost a year to the day of my wedding anniversary, my father didn’t come home one evening after checking his hives. My mother found him, dead of a heart attack in the tall grass, bees haloing his head.


My mother sold the piece of land that held our apple orchard to a couple from Brooklyn. She kept the strawberry fields but was thoroughly at a loss when it came to my father’s hives. Since my brother was busy with a high-powered legal career and my mother was allergic to bees, the apiary fell to me. For five years, I drove from Boston to Adams every week to take care of the colonies. After Asher was born, I’d bring him with me, leaving him in the company of my mother while I checked the hives. I fell in love with beekeeping, the slow-motion flow of pulling a frame out of a hive, the Where’s Waldo? search for the queen. I expanded from five colonies to fifteen. I experimented with bee genetics with colonies from Russia, from Slovenia, from Italy. I signed pollination contracts with the Brooklynites and three other local fruit orchards, setting up new hives on their premises. I harvested, processed, and sold honey and beeswax products at farmers’ markets from the Canadian border to the suburbs of Massachusetts. I became, almost by accident, the first commercially successful beekeeper in the history of apiarist McAfees. By the time Asher and I moved permanently to Adams, I knew I might never get rich doing this, but I could make a living.


My father taught me that beekeeping is both a burden and a privilege. You don’t bother the bees unless they need your help, and you help them when they need it. It’s a feudal relationship: protection in return for a percentage of the fruits of their labors.


He taught me that if a body is easily crushed, it develops a weapon to prevent that from happening.


He taught me that sudden movements get you stung.


I took these lessons a bit too much to heart.


On the day of my father’s funeral, and years later, on the day of my mother’s, I told the bees. It’s an old tradition to inform them of a death in the family; if a beekeeper dies, and the bees aren’t asked to stay on with their new master, they’ll leave. In New Hampshire, the custom is to sing, and the news has to rhyme. So I draped each colony with black crepe, knocked softly, crooned the truth. My beekeeping net became a funeral veil. The hive might well have been a coffin.


BY THE TIME I come downstairs that morning, Asher is in the kitchen. We have a deal, whoever gets up first makes the coffee. My mug still has a wisp of steam rising. He is shoveling cereal into his mouth, absorbed in his phone.


“Morning,” I say, and he grunts in response.


For a moment, I let myself stare at him. It’s hard to believe that the soft-centered little boy who would cry when his hands got sticky with propolis from the hives can now lift a super full of forty pounds of honey as if it weighs no more than his hockey stick. Asher is over six feet tall, but even as he was growing, he was never ungainly. He moves with the kind of grace you find in wildcats, the ones that can steal away a kitten or a chick before you even realize they’ve gone. Asher has my blond hair and the same ghost-green eyes, for which I have always been grateful. He carries his father’s last name, but if I also had to see Braden every time I looked at my son, it would be that much harder.


I catalog the breadth of his shoulders, the damp curls at the nape of his neck; the way the tendons in his forearms shift and play as he scrolls through his texts. It’s shocking, sometimes, to be confronted with this when a second ago he sat on my shoulders, trying to pull down a star and unravel a thread of the night.


“No practice this morning?” I ask, taking a sip of my coffee. Asher has been playing hockey as long as we’ve lived here; he skates as effortlessly as he walks. He was made captain as a junior and reelected this year, as a senior. I never can remember whether they have rink time before school or after, as it changes daily.


His lips tug with a slight smile, and he types a response into his phone, but doesn’t answer.


“Hello?” I say. I slip a piece of bread into the ancient toaster, which is jerry-rigged with duct tape that occasionally catches on fire. Breakfast for me is always toast and honey, never in short supply.


“I guess you have practice later,” I try, and then provide the answer that Asher doesn’t. “Why yes, Mom, thanks for taking such an active interest in my life.” 


I fold my arms across my boxy cable-knit sweater. “Am I too old to wear this tube top?” I ask lightly.


Silence. 


“I’m sorry I won’t be here for dinner, but I’m running away with a cult.”


I narrow my eyes. “I posted that naked photo of you as a toddler on Instagram for Throwback Thursday.”


Asher grunts noncommittally. My toast pops up; I spread it with honey and slide into the chair directly across from Asher. “I’d really prefer that you not use my Mastercard to pay for your Pornhub subscription.”


His eyes snap to mine so fast I think I can hear his neck crack. “What?”


“Oh, hey,” I say smoothly. “Nice to have your attention.”


Asher shakes his head, but he puts down his phone. “I didn’t use your Mastercard,” he says.


“I know.”


“I used your Amex.”


I burst out laughing.


“Also: never ever wear a tube top,” he says. “Jesus.”


“So you were listening.”


“How could I not?” Asher winces. “Just for the record, nobody else’s mother talks about porn over breakfast.”


“Aren’t you the lucky one, then.”


“Well,” he says, shrugging. “Yeah.” He lifts his coffee mug, clinks it to mine, and sips.


I don’t know what other parents’ relationships are like with their children, but the one between me and Asher was forged in fire and, maybe for that reason, is invincible. Even though he’d rather be caught dead than have me throw my arms around him after a winning game, when it’s just the two of us, we are our own universe, a moon and a planet tied together in orbit. Asher may not have grown up in a household with two parents, but the one he has would fight to the death for him.


“Speaking of porn,” I reply, “how’s Lily?”


He chokes on his coffee. “If you love me, you will never say that sentence again.”


Asher’s girlfriend is tiny, dark, with a smile so wide it completely changes the landscape of her face. If Asher is strength, then she is whimsy—a sprite who keeps him from taking himself too seriously; a question mark at the end of his predictable, popular life. Asher’s had no shortage of romantic entanglements with girls he’s known since kindergarten. Lily is a newcomer to town.


This fall, they have been inseparable. Usually, at dinner, it’s Lily did this or Lily said that.


“I haven’t seen her around this week,” I say.


Asher’s phone buzzes. His thumbs fly, responding.


“Oh, to be young and in love,” I muse. “And unable to go thirty seconds without communicating.”


“I’m texting Dirk. He broke a lace and wants to know if I have extra.”


One of the guys on his hockey team. I have no actual proof, but I’ve always felt like Dirk is the kid who oozes charm whenever he’s in front of me and then, when I’m gone, says something vile, like Your mom is hot, bro.


“Will Lily be at your game on Saturday?” I ask. “She should come over afterward for dinner.”


Asher nods and jams his phone in his pocket. “I have to go.”


“You haven’t even finished your cereal—”


“I’m going to be late.”


He takes a long last swallow of coffee, slides his backpack over his shoulder, and grabs his car keys from the bowl on the kitchen counter. He drives a 1988 Jeep he bought with the salary he made as a counselor at hockey camp.


“Take a coat!” I call, as he is walking out the door. “It’s—”


His breath fogs in the air; he slides behind the steering wheel and turns the ignition.


“Snowing,” I finish.


DECEMBER IS WHEN beekeepers catch their breath. The fall is a flurry of activity, starting with the honey harvest, then managing mite loads, and getting the bees ready to survive a New Hampshire winter. This involves mixing up a heavy sugar syrup that gets poured into a hive top feeder, then wrapping the entire hive for insulation before the first cold snap. The bees conserve their energy in the winter, and so should the apiarist.


I’ve never been very good with downtime.


There’s snow on the ground, and that’s enough to send me up to the attic to find the box of Christmas decorations. They’re the same ones my mother used when I was little—ceramic snowmen for the kitchen table; electric candles to set in each window at night, a string of lights for the mantel. There’s a second box, too, with our stockings and the ornaments for the tree, but it’s tradition that Asher and I hang those together. Maybe this weekend we will cut down our tree. We could do it after his game on Saturday, with Lily.


I’m not ready to lose him.


The thought stops me in my tracks. Even if we do not invite Lily to come choose a tree with us—to decorate it as he tells her the story behind the stick reindeer ornament he made in preschool or the impossibly tiny baby shoes, both his and mine, that we always hang on the uppermost branches—soon another will join our party of two. It is what I want most for Asher—the relationship I don’t have. I know that love isn’t a zero-sum game, but I’m selfish enough to hope he’s all mine for a little while longer.


I lug the first box down the attic stairs, hearing Asher’s voice in my head: Why didn’t you wait? I could have carried it down for you. Glancing through the open door of his bedroom, I roll my eyes at his unmade bed. It drives me crazy that he does not tuck in his sheets; it drives him just as crazy to do it, when he knows he’s just going to crawl back in in a few hours. With a sigh, I put the box down and walk into Asher’s room. I yank the sheets up, straightening his covers. As I do, a book falls to the floor.


It’s a blank journal, in which Asher has sketched in colored pencil. There’s a bee, hovering above an apple blossom, so close that you can see the working mandible and the pollen caught on her legs. There’s my old truck, a 1960 powder-blue Ford that belonged to my father.


Asher has always had this softer side, I love him all the more for it. It was clear when he was little that he had artistic talent, and once I even enrolled him in a painting class, but his hockey friends found out. When he messed up doing a passing drill, one of them said he should maybe stop holding his stick like Bob Ross held a brush, and he dropped art. Now, when he draws, it’s in private. He never shows me his work. But we’ve also gotten college brochures in the mail from RISD and SCAD, and I wasn’t the one to request them.


I flip the next few pages. There is one drawing that is clearly me, although he’s captured me from behind, as I stand at the sink. I look tired, worn. Is that what he thinks of me? I wonder.


A chipmunk, eyes bright with challenge. A stone wall. A girl—Lily?—with her arm thrown over her eyes, lying on a bed of leaves, naked from the waist up.


Immediately, I drop the book like it’s burning. I press my palms against my cheeks.


It’s not like I didn’t think he was intimate with his girlfriend; but then again, it’s not like we talked about it, either. At one point, when he started high school, I proactively started buying condoms and leaving them very matter-of-factly with the usual pharmacy haul of deodorant and razor blades and shampoo. Asher loves Lily—even if he hasn’t told me this directly, I see it in the way he lights up when she sits down beside him, how he checks her seatbelt when she gets into his car.


After a minute, I mess up Asher’s sheets and comforter again. I tuck the journal under a fold of the linens, pick up the pair of socks, and close the door of the bedroom behind me.


I hoist the Christmas box into my arms again, thinking two things: that memories are so heavy; and that my son is entitled to his secrets.


BEEKEEPING IS THE world’s second-oldest profession. The first apiarists were the ancient Egyptians. Bees were royal symbols, the tears of Re, the sun god.


In Greek mythology, Aristaeus, the god of beekeeping, was taught by nymphs to tend bees. He fell in love with Orpheus’s wife, Eurydice. When she was dodging his advances, she stepped on a snake and died. Orpheus went to hell itself to bring her back, and Eurydice’s nymph sisters punished Aristaeus by killing all his bees.


The Bible promises a land of milk and honey. The Koran says paradise has rivers of honey for those who guard against evil. Krishna, the Hindu deity, is often shown with a blue bee on his forehead. The bee itself is considered a symbol of Christ: the sting of justice and the mercy of honey, side by side.


The first voodoo dolls were molded from beeswax; an oungan might tell you to smear honey on a person to keep ghosts at bay; a manbo would make little cakes of honey, amaranth, and whiskey, which, eaten before the new moon, could show you your future.


I sometimes wonder which of my prehistoric ancestors first stuck his arm into a hole in a tree. Did he come out with a handful of honey, or a fistful of stings? Is the promise of one worth the risk of the other?


WHEN THE INSIDE of the house is draped with its holiday jewelry, I pull on my winter boots and a parka and hike through the acreage of the property to gather evergreen boughs. This requires me to skate the edges of the fields with the few apple trees that still belong to my family. Against the frosty ground, they look insidious and witchy, their gnarled arms reaching, the wind whispering in the voice of dead leaves, Closer, closer. Asher used to climb them; once, he got so high that I had to call the fire department to pull him down, as if he were a cat. I swing my handsaw as I slip into the woods behind the orchard, twigs crunching underneath my footsteps. There are only so many trees whose feathered limbs I can reach; most are higher than I can reach on my tiptoes, but there’s satisfaction in gathering what I can. The pile of pine and spruce and fir grows, and it takes me three trips to bring it all back across the orchard fields to the porch of the farmhouse.


By the time I’ve got my raw materials—the branches and a spool of florist wire—my cheeks are flushed and bright and the tips of my ears are numb. I lay out the evergreens on the porch floor, trimming them with clippers, doubling and tripling the boughs so that they are thick. In the Christmas box I carried down earlier is a long rope of lights that I’ll weave through my garland when this step is finished; then I can affix the greenery around the frame of the front door.


I am not sure what it is that makes me think something is watching me.


All the hair stands up on the back of my neck, and I turn slowly toward the barren strawberry fields.


In the snow, they look like a swath of white cotton. This late in the year, the back of the field is wreathed in shadow. In the summertime, we get raccoons and deer going after the strawberries; from time to time there’s a coyote. When it’s nearly winter, though, the predators have mostly squirreled themselves away in their dens—


I take off at a dead run for my beehives.


Before I even reach the electric fence that surrounds them, the smell of bananas is pungent—the surest sign of bees that are pissed off. Four hives are sturdy and quiet, hunkered tight within their insulation. But the box all the way to the right has been ripped to splinters. I name all my queen bees after female divas: Adele, Beyoncé, Lady Gaga, Whitney, and Mariah. Taylor, Britney, Miley, Aretha, and Ariana are in the apple orchard; on other contracts I have Sia, Dionne, Cher, and Katy. The hive that has been attacked is Celine’s.


One side of the electric fence has been barreled through, trampled. Struts of wood from the hive are scattered all over the snowy ground; hunks of Styrofoam have been clawed to shreds. I stumble over a piece of broken honeycomb with a bear print in it.


I narrow my eyes at the dark line where the field turns into forest, but the bear is already gone. The bees would have killed themselves, literally, to get rid of their attacker—stinging until it lumbered away.


It’s not the first time I have had a bear attack a hive, but it’s the latest it has ever happened in the beekeeping season.


I walk toward the brush near the edge of the field, trying to find any remaining bees that might not have frozen. A small knot seethes and drips, dark as molasses, on the bare crotch of a sugar maple. I cannot see Celine, but if the bees have absconded there is a chance she is with them.


Sometimes, in the spring, bees swarm. You might find them like this, in the bivouac stage—the temporary site before they fly off to whatever they’ve decided should be their new home.


When bees swarm in the spring, it’s because they’ve run out of space in the hive.


When bees swarm in the spring, they’re full of honey and happy and calm.


When bees swarm in the spring, you can often recapture them, and set them up in a new box, where they have enough room for their brood cells and pollen and honey.


This is not a swarm. These bees are angry and these bees are desperate.


“Stay,” I beg, and then I run back to the farmhouse as fast as I can.


It takes me three trips, each a half mile across the fields, skidding on the dusting of snow. I have to haul out a new wooden base and an empty hive from a colony that failed last year, into which I will try to divert the bees; I have to grab my bee kit from the basement, where I’ve stored it for the winter—my smoker and hive tool, some wire and a bee brush, my hat and veil and gloves. I am sweating by the time I am finished, my hands shaking and sausage-fingered from the cold. Clumsily, I grab the few frames that can be salvaged from the bear’s attack and set them into the brood box. I sew some of the newly broken comb onto the frames with wire, hoping that the bees will be attracted back to the familiar. When the new box is set up, I walk toward the sugar maple.


The light is so low now, because dusk comes early. I see the motion of the bees more than their actual writhing outline. If Asher were here, I could have him hold the brood box directly below the branch while I scoop the bees into it, but I’m alone.


It takes several tries for me to light a curl of birch bark to ignite my smoker; there’s just enough wind to make it difficult. Finally, a red ember sparks, and I drop it into the little metal pot, onto a handful of wood shavings. Smoke pipes out of the narrow neck as I pump the bellows a few times. I give a few puffs near the bees; it dulls their senses and takes the aggressive edge off.


I pull on my hat and veil and lift the same handsaw I used on the evergreen boughs. The branch is about six inches too high for me to reach. Cursing, I lug the broken wooden base of the old frame underneath the tree and try to gingerly balance on what’s left of it. The odds are about equal that I will either manage to saw down the branch or break my ankle. I nearly sob with relief when the branch is free, and carry it slowly and gently to the new hive. I give it a sharp jerk, watching the bees rain down into the box. I do this again, praying that the queen is one of them.


If it were warmer, I’d know for sure. A few bees would gather on the landing board with their butts facing out, fanning their wings and nasonoving—spreading pheromones for strays to find their way home. That’s a sign that the hive is queenright. But it’s too cold, and so I pull out each frame, scanning the frenzy of bees. Celine, thank God, is a marked queen—I spy the green painted dot on her long narrow back and pluck her by the wings into a queen catcher, a little plastic contraption that looks like one of those butterfly clips for hair. The queen catcher will keep her safe for a couple of days while they all get used to the new home. But it also guarantees that the colony won’t abscond. Sometimes, bees just up and leave with their queen if they don’t like their circumstances. If the queen is locked up, they will not leave without her.


I let a puff of smoke roll over the top of the box, again hoping to calm the bees. I try to set the queen catcher between frames of comb, but my fingers are stiff with the cold and keep slipping. When my hand strikes the edge of the wooden box, one of the worker bees sinks her stinger into me.


“Motherfucker.” I gasp, dancing backward from the hive. A cluster of bees follows me, attracted by the scent of the attack. I cradle my palm, tears springing to my eyes.


I tear off my hat and veil, bury my face in my hands. I can take all the best precautions for this queen; I can feed the bees sugar syrup and insulate their new brood box; I can pray as hard as I want—but this colony does not have a chance of surviving the winter. They simply will not have enough time to build up the stores of honey that the bear has robbed.


And yet. I cannot just give up on them.


So I gently set the telescoping cover on the box and lift my bee kit with my good hand. In the other, I hold a snowball against the sting as a remedy. I trudge back to the farmhouse. Tomorrow, I’ll give them the kindness of extra food in a hive-top feeder and I’ll wrap the new box, but it’s hospice care. There are some trajectories you cannot change, no matter what you do.


Back home, I am so absorbed in icing my throbbing palm that I don’t notice it’s long past dinnertime, and Asher isn’t home.


THE FIRST TIME IT HAPPENED, it happened, it was over a password.


I had only just signed up for Facebook, mostly so that I could see pictures of my brother, Jordan, and his wife, Selena. Braden and I were living in a brownstone on Mass Ave while he did his Mass General fellowship in cardiac surgery. Most of our furniture had come from yard sales in the suburbs that we would drive to on weekends. One of our best finds came from an old lady who was moving to an assisted living community. She was selling an antique rolltop desk with claw-feet (I said it was a gryphon; Braden said eagle). It was clearly an antique, but someone had stripped it of its original finish, so it wasn’t worth much, and more to the point, we could afford it. It wasn’t until we got it home that we realized it had a secret compartment—a narrow little sliver between the wooden drawers that was intended to look decorative, but pulled loose to reveal a spot where documents and papers could be hidden. I was delighted, naturally, hoping for the combination to an old safe full of gold bullion or a torrid love letter, but the only thing we found inside was a paper clip. I had pretty much forgotten about its existence when I had to choose a password for Facebook, and find a place to store it for when I inevitably forgot what I’d picked. What better place than in the secret compartment?


We had initially bought the antique desk so that Braden could study at it, but when we realized that his laptop was too deep for the space, it became decorative, tucked in an empty space at the bottom of the stairs. We kept our car keys there, and my purse, and an occasional plant I hadn’t yet murdered. Which is why I was so surprised to find Braden sitting in front of it one evening, fiddling with the hidden compartment.


“What are you doing?” I asked.


He reached inside and triumphantly pulled out the piece of paper. “Seeing what secrets you keep from me,” he said.


It was so ridiculous I laughed. “I’m an open book,” I told him, but I took the paper out of his hand.


His eyebrows raised. “What’s on there?”


“My Facebook password.”


“So what?”


“So,” I said, “it’s mine.”


Braden frowned. “If you had nothing to hide, you’d show it to me.”


“What do you think I’m doing on Facebook?” I said, incredulous.


“You tell me,” Braden replied.


I rolled my eyes. But before I could say anything, his hand shot out for the paper.


PEPPER70. That’s what it said. The name of my first dog and my birth year. Blatantly uninspired; something he could have figured out on his own. But the principle of the whole stupid argument kicked in, and I yanked the page away before he could snatch it.


That’s when it changed—the tone, the atmosphere. The air went still between us, and his pupils dilated. He reached out, striking like a snake, and grabbed my wrist.


On instinct, I pulled back and darted up the stairs. Thunder, him running behind me. My name twisted on his lips. It was silly; it was stupid; it was a game. But it didn’t feel like one, not the way my heart was hammering.


As soon as I made it to our bedroom I slammed the door shut. Leaning my forehead against it, I tried to catch my breath.


Braden shouldered it open so hard that the frame splintered.


I didn’t realize what had happened until my vision went white and I felt a hammer between my eyes. I touched my nose and my fingers came away red with blood.


“Oh my God,” Braden murmured. “Oh my God, Liv. Jesus.” He disappeared for a moment and then he was holding a hand towel to my face, guiding me to sit on the bed, stroking my hair.


“I think it’s broken,” I choked out.


“Let me look,” he demanded. He gently peeled away the bloody cloth and with a surgeon’s tender hands touched the ridge of my brow, the bone beneath my eyes. “I don’t think so,” he said, his voice frayed.


Braden cleaned me up as if I were made of glass and then he brought me an ice pack. By then, the stabbing pain was gone. I ached, and my nose was stuffy. “My fingers are too cold,” I said, dropping the ice, and he picked it up and gently held it against me. I realized his hands were trembling and that he couldn’t look me in the eye.


Seeing him so shaken hurt even more than my injury.


So I covered his hand with mine, trying to comfort. “I shouldn’t have been standing so close to the door,” I murmured.


Finally, Braden looked at me, and nodded slowly. “No. You shouldn’t have.”


I HAVE SENT a half dozen texts to Asher, who hasn’t written back. Each one is a little angrier. For someone who seemingly has no trouble interrupting his life to text his girlfriend and Dirk, he has selective communication skills when he wants to. Most likely he was invited to eat dinner somewhere and didn’t bother to tell me.


I decide that as punishment, I will make him clean up the evergreens still strewn across the porch, since my bee-stung hand hurts too much for me to finish stringing the garland.


On the kitchen table is a small bundle of newspaper, which I carefully unwrap. It was placed in the decoration box by mistake, but it belongs in the one with our Christmas ornaments. It’s my favorite—a hand-blown glass bulb in swirls of blue and white, with a drippy curl of frozen glass at the top through which a wire has been threaded for hanging. Asher made it for me when he was six, after we left Braden behind in Boston, and I got a divorce. I had a booth at a county fair that fall, selling honey and beeswax products, and an artisanal glassblower befriended Asher and invited him to watch her in her workshop. Unbeknownst to me, she helped him make an ornament for me as a gift. I loved it, but what made it truly magical was that it was a time capsule. Frozen in that delicate globe was Asher’s childhood breath. No matter how old he was or how big he grew, I would always have that.


Just then my cellphone rings.


Asher. If he’s not texting, he knows he’s in trouble.


“You better have a good excuse,” I begin, but he cuts me off.


“Mom, I need you,” Asher says. “I’m at the police station.”


Words scramble up the ladder of my throat. “What? Are you all right?”


“I … I’m … no.”


I look down at the ornament in my hand, this piece of the past.


“Mom,” Asher says, his voice breaking. “I think Lily’s dead.”
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DECEMBER 7, 2018


The day of


From the moment my parents knew they were having a baby, my father wanted me to be a boy. Instead, he got a daughter: boyish in some ways, I guess, but not in the ways that would have mattered to him. Every day he took time to remind me of all the ways I’d disappointed him, not because of anything I’d done, but simply because of who I was.


Sometimes I think what he liked best about seeing me in my fencing gear was the fact that he couldn’t see my face behind my mask.


I could have told him, You can’t always get what you want. Everyone recognizes that as a song by the Rolling Stones, but did you know that Keith Richards takes off his low E string to play guitar? Once, a long time ago, when this song came on the car radio, I mentioned this to my dad.


He switched off the volume. We drove along in silence for a while, and finally he said, You don’t know everything.


I wanted to yell at him, but instead I said nothing: a pretty good strategy for dealing with Dad. Of course I don’t know everything. But I want to.


Last summer, when my mother and I left Point Reyes for New Hampshire, Mom said, This is our second chance, and I thought about how she said our, like it was her chance, too.


We were driving along the northern edge of the bay, through the wildlife refuge, the so-called scenic route. Mom does have a thing for back roads. It was the beginning of our long trip east, a trip that would take ten days, including the stopovers for college tours and auditions. I wondered whether I’d ever come back.


“Are you okay, Lily?” Mom asked.


I started to tell her that I was fine, because that’s what she needed to hear, but instead my throat closed up. I turned away, as if I were suddenly fascinated by the highway signs. NEXT EXIT VALLEJO. “I’m a mess, is all,” I said.


Mom reached over and took me by the hand. “You’re not a mess,” she said. “You’re a hero.”


I glanced down at the scars on my wrist. I wondered what the kids in my new school were going to think if they saw them. I figured I could wear a scrunchie, or friendship bracelets for a while. To cover them up. I wondered if this was going to be the new beginning my mother thought it would be, or the same old bullshit.


“I’m not a hero,” I told my mother. “I’m just somebody who finally figured out how to stop being sad.”


ASHER KEEPS SAYING, I have the best Christmas gift for you, ever! It’s so good it’s coming early. Maya thinks he’s going to give me his grandmother’s ring. “She used to take us for these crazy expeditions,” Maya says. “One time she drove us to Santa’s Village—in July—which was sick, because they make actual snow in the middle of the summer. And Asher pitched a fit because he wanted to go down the road to Six Gun City and pretend to be a cowboy so we stayed overnight, like, on the spur of the moment, at a shitty motel where Asher and I had to share a bed.” Then she glanced at me, as if she realized what she had actually said. “I mean, we were like six years old, so you don’t have to be jealous or anything.”


I’m not jealous, not like she thinks. But Maya has known Asher since they were in kindergarten together. That’s a piece of his life I won’t ever have, and sometimes, I am so hungry for the parts of him that I don’t know yet I feel like I’ve been starving for decades and he’s a feast. I try to remind myself that even if Maya played house with him once, I’m the one he sketched this fall, hair up, top off, wearing the autumn sunshine like a cape.


Asher’s going to be here any minute. I take one more look in the mirror. It’s December in New England, so it’s not exactly bikini weather. But my hair has grown out long and curly—I haven’t cut it since we came east. I’m wearing lapis earrings that make my eyes look more like jewels and less like a brackish pond, and the shirt Maya and I found at the hippie store last week. It does not have long sleeves, just three-quarter, but I don’t care about Asher seeing the scars. He already knows the whole story. 


He says it doesn’t matter, but it matters to me.


I head down the stairs. Mom’s sitting by the fireplace with a glass of wine. She’s still wearing her National Forest Service uniform—the khaki shirt, the green pants. The shirt has her badge over her left breast and her name tag over the right shirt pocket: AVA CAMPANELLO. On one sleeve is the green patch with the gold pine tree and the letters that spell out U.S. and the words FOREST SERVICE up top and DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE on the bottom.


Her silver Stetson felt hat is upside down on the floor next to Boris. I call him a black Lab, but he’s mostly gray.




FIVE THINGS ABOUT MY MOTHER
THAT MAKE HER A BADASS


5. She can track anything: wildcats, black bear, porcupines, coral snakes, opossums. Also: humans. After I brought Asher over to the house for the first time, I found her in the yard the next day looking at his boot print in the mud. I said, What? She said, Your boyfriend is left-foot dominant, so likely left-handed.


4. She taught me how to remember the signs of the zodiac in order, with the sentence The ramble twins crab liverish; scaly scorpions are good waterfish. (Ram, Bull, Twins, Crab, Lion, Virgin, et cetera.)


3. She knows exactly what knot you need in every situation, and how to tie it: clove hitch, bowline, sheet bend, square knot. “And then there’s the Gordian knot,” she says. “Which you can only untie with a sword.” Does Mom have a curved ornamental sword that she got in Japan, and which she has hung on the wall above the fireplace? Yes, she does. She says it is called a katana.


2. By the time Mom had graduated from Syracuse with her forestry degree, she had already been skydiving, rock climbing, bungee jumping, and shark-cage diving. Also, I think she had seen the Grateful Dead fifteen times, although she doesn’t like to talk about that. She is still angry at Jerry Garcia, she says, for “dying like a beached whale.”


1. Her best friend is me; her second-best friend is herself. I call her Ranger Mom. On the surface you’d think she’s this calm, sweet-tempered person. Which she is, unless you try to mess with her daughter. At which point she would pull the brim of her ranger hat down low, and say, Mister? You have just made a serious mistake.





MOM LOOKS OVER at me and smiles wearily. She’s been looking more and more tired this fall, in part because she traded her park ranger job in Point Reyes for the desk job here in New Hampshire with the Forest Service. At least I think that’s why she looks tired—but there might be other reasons, too, ones that have to do with me.


“You look nice,” says Mom.


“Yeah well, you look kind of wrung out. Are you okay?”


She takes a sip of wine and smiles. “I’m fine. Don’t worry.” Her long braid hangs down over her left shoulder. I think, Boris isn’t the only one who’s turning gray.


“Too late. I do worry. If you’re not working, you’re asleep. Or talking to the dog.”


She smiles again. “He’s an excellent listener.”


“Mom, Boris is deaf.”


Mom looks down at Boris. “My secrets are safe with him.”


“You have secrets?” I ask, and I’m only half kidding.


She waves me off. “Asher’s taking you out? On a Sunday night?”


“He’s giving me an early Christmas gift. He says it’s too good to wait.”


Mom nods. “What are you giving him?” She gives me a hard look, as if maybe I’m supposed to read into this question.


“Christmas isn’t even for twenty-three days,” I tell her. “How do I know?”


She takes another sip of Chablis. “I am assuming this big gift of his will be in full public view? And the recipient will be fully clothed?”


“And I’m assuming that we will both pretend you didn’t say that,” I answer. “Christmas gifts are so stupid anyway. They’re a complete misreading of the tradition.”


There’s a pause before she says, “We’re talking about what tradition now?”


“The gifts of the Magi. Even if the three wise men did exist, they didn’t visit Jesus the night he was born. It was weeks after—possibly years.” 


Mom raises one eyebrow. “You’re reading the Bible now?”


“I read everything,” I tell her.


Mom picks her ranger hat up off the floor and puts it on the raised hearthstone. “All I know,” she says, “is it’s nice to give people gifts. While you are both not naked.”


“Oh my God. Stop. Just stop.”


Mom laughs. “You be sure to tell Asher exactly that when he gives you his special gift.”


A text dings on my phone; Asher’s here. “And on that note,” I say. Boris doesn’t raise his head.


I put on my heavy down jacket and my mittens and I glance at myself in the hall mirror. “Lily,” says Mom. “You really do look nice.”


I smile at her, and I rush out the door into the cold New Hampshire night.


Asher’s ancient Jeep is idling out in the driveway. There’s a little snow coming down, drifting lazily in the cones of his headlights. I open the door and there he is, with a smile that splits his face into fractions, and green eyes that make me think of June, when everything is in bloom. He leans in to kiss me and it is electric as fuck; my heart jumps like an engine being restarted.


After a minute, or maybe a lifetime, he pulls back. “You ready?” he asks. He puts the stick into reverse.


We head down the road. The radio is playing softly, some oldies station. I put my hand down on top of Asher’s as he’s shifting the gears on the Jeep. He steals a glance at me.


“Well?” I ask him.


“Well what?”


“Are you going to give me a hint?”


He pretends to mull over this. “Hm, I’m thinking no.”


“Are we going to be gone for a while? Because I didn’t pack a toothbrush.”


“I’ll try to have you back by morning,” says Asher.


A cash register chimes in the song on the radio, and now I recognize the tune. “Money,” by Pink Floyd. It’s one my father used to sing.


“God, I hate this song,” I mutter.


He glances at me. “You want me to change the station?”


I shake my head. “It’s in seven-four. It’s a weird time signature.”


Asher doesn’t say anything right away. “So the time signature is what upset you?”


I don’t want to go into it. “You know what else is in seven-four? ‘All You Need Is Love.’ The Beatles. And Blondie’s ‘Heart of Glass.’ Soundgarden’s ‘Spoonman.’”


Asher smiles. “I can’t believe the stuff you remember,” he says.


We both fall silent for a little bit. We don’t say it out loud, but we’re both thinking: It would be nice if there were some things you could forget.


We drive toward Adams. To the right is thick pine forest. There’s a trail in those woods along the Slade Brook that leads from Presidents’ Square almost to our house. The first week after we moved here I walked along that path and found what I’m pretty sure was bear scat.


“I’ve never seen a bear,” I tell him.


“You’d be fine,” says Asher. “You’d tell him all about the time signatures of pop songs. Next thing you know, he’d roll right over. You could scratch his belly.”


“My mom told me if you’re hiking someplace where they have grizzly bears, you’re supposed to carry a little bell with you.”


Asher looks at me uncertainly. “Were there bears in Point Reyes?”


“Well, not grizzlies. Bears had been extinct in Marin County for a hundred years. Then a black bear showed up a couple of years ago. He was eating garbage behind a pizza place.”


Asher laughs.


“What?” I ask.


“I’m just thinking about what kind of pizza bears like.”


“Maybe Hawaiian?”


“No one likes Hawaiian. Not even bears.”


“Shut up,” I argue. “It’s awesome.”


“Lily, if you like Hawaiian pizza I’m afraid that might be the dealbreaker in our relationship.” But he’s smiling, and I think, Fuck, I can’t believe he is mine.


We pass the opera house and there’s a sign out front that says, WHITE MOUNTAIN SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA. ALL MOZART CONCERT. Is Asher taking me to the Mozart concert? Is this the big surprise? But he just keeps driving.


In Presidents’ Square, snow falls on the statue of Franklin Pierce. “Poor dude,” I say. “He looks cold.”


“He’s used to it.”


“His son died in a train wreck, a couple months before he became president,” I say quietly. “The kid was only ten years old. Pierce never got over it.” We’re crossing over the train tracks, passing by the old mill. “You see that with people all the time, something bad happens and it wrecks them. They turn into ghosts.” I can feel Asher looking at me. I try to pull the sleeve of my coat down over my right wrist.


“You’re not a ghost,” says Asher.


Which is ironic, because I am positive Asher is the only person who truly sees me.


We pull into the parking lot of the A-1 Diner. “You ready?” he says, and turns off the engine.


“This is my surprise?” I ask, looking into the diner. There’s a man drinking coffee at a booth, and a bored waitress reading a newspaper behind the counter. I’m trying not to feel disappointed.


Asher, on the other hand, is radiating excitement.


“Come on,” he says.


We walk up the stairs into the A-1. Asher holds open the door. I step in and immediately smell French fries and coffee. The waitress looks up from the paper.


So does the man in the booth.


I haven’t seen him in two years. I’ve never seen him with a beard before. It’s almost completely gray. “Dad?” I say.


“Hey, Champ,” he says, standing up.


“Merry Christmas, Lily,” says Asher.


This is not happening. This is not my life anymore. But there is Asher, and there is my dad, like potassium and water. Any second now, there will be an explosion.


Everything starts to spin around me, and I look in panic, first at Dad, and then at Asher. What the fuck? I want to ask him. Of all the things you could have given me, you brought me to see the one person I hate most in the entire world.


FIVE MINUTES LATER, I’m on a park bench across from Town Hall, snow settling in my hair. The single traffic light in town blinks yellow.


I pull out my phone and stare at it for a full minute. What I want is to talk to somebody who knows me. Which is who, if it’s not Asher?


My mother, but I can’t tell her this.


I could call Maya, I guess, but I know she’ll just take Asher’s side. It’s what she always does.


So I sit, shipwrecked on the park bench with the snow coming down on the glowing glass of my phone until it goes dark.


The last time I saw my father was at a fencing match—two years ago, I guess. I was down on the piste with my sword pointed toward the foilist from Hartshorn Academy. Thirty seconds into the match I flèched my competition with an ear-piercing yell. And the kid from Hartshorn screamed and ran back to his bench. Everyone in the field house laughed, applauded. The ref gave me the point.


Then, from the bleachers, I heard that voice. It had been four years. But I knew who it was without even looking. And that he was drunk. I remembered what it was like to have him in my life, what it was like to spend so much time so incredibly scared. On any given day, you never knew which dad was going to show up. Sometimes there was the nice one, the one who called me “Champ.” 


Then there was the other one. 


That’s my kid! he shouted. That’s—


I dropped my foil and ran.


The snow is gathering in my hair and my teeth are chattering from the cold, but I feel like I’m being incinerated from the inside. From inside Town Hall, I hear people applauding.


“Lily.” I glance up to see Asher. He looks like he’s been shot with a bow and arrow. My first thought is Good.


“I don’t really want to talk to you,” I tell him, and I get up and start walking away.


“Lily, wait,” he says, and he grabs my arm.


“Let go of me.”


“Please. Let me explain.” His pretty face is pale and scared now. “Please?”


He’s gripping me hard. I can tell without even checking that I’m going to wind up with a bruise. It wouldn’t be the first time.


“I was trying to do something nice for you.”


“You thought it would be nice to stage a reunion for me with the person who ruined my life? Why would you think I’d ever want that?”


“Because I know what it’s like. Not having a father.”


“Lucky you!”


Anger flickers in Asher’s eyes, but is quickly banked. “It wasn’t lucky, Lily. Not for me. It was like having a giant black hole in the middle of everything.”


“I would rather have had a giant black hole in the middle of everything than to have that asshole,” I tell him.


“You don’t mean that.”


“How do you know what I mean? You weren’t there!”


I start to move away, but he grabs me by the arm again. “You’re right, I wasn’t,” he says. “I was here. Without my own father. And I thought maybe if I couldn’t fix that for me, I could fix it for you.”


I look him hard in the eye. “You,” I say slowly, “can get your fucking hand off my arm.”


I twist out of his grasp and start walking through the snow. It’s five miles to the house, but I will walk a hundred if it means I can stop having this conversation.


“Don’t you think he deserves a second chance?” Asher calls.


“No,” I snap.


“Lily,” Asher says. “You gave me one.”


Again, I stop in my tracks. The snow is coming down harder now. “Maybe that was my first mistake,” I say, and head toward the trail that leads through the dark woods to my house.


FIVE DAYS LATER, I wake up sick. Correction: still sick. It’s my third day home from school. I can hardly remember Monday and Tuesday because I spent both days trying to avoid Asher and everyone else at Adams High. Whatever I’ve come down with started the night I walked through the woods, and keeps getting worse.


Although to be honest it is hard for me to separate how crappy I feel from being sick from how crappy I feel about Asher.


I don’t even know how in the living fuck he found my father. Social media? A private detective? Obsessing over it makes me crazy. What if Dad is still around here? What’s to keep him from coming over and knocking on our door? It’d be easy enough for him to find us. It’s a small town.


The bruise I got from where Asher grabbed me is greenish blue. Yesterday, when I told Mom I wanted to stay home, she looked at it and said, Lily. Talk to me.


But what could I tell her? I didn’t have the words.


Lily, she said. If that boy is hurting you, you have to tell me.


I opened my mouth, but instead I just started crying. So Mom put her arms around me and held me and we just sat like that for a long time. He did hurt me, Mom, I whispered. But not like you think.


I’D ALMOST FORGOTTEN that today’s the day I find out about the early decision from Oberlin. To be honest, all I want to do is sleep. At lunchtime, Mom comes in to check on me again. She’s not wearing her Forest Service uniform, which means she’s taken the day off to take care of me. She carries a mug of tea, which she puts down on my nightstand before placing a hand on my forehead. “You’re hot,” she says.


I take the tea and sip it. It is Irish breakfast, my favorite, although I wish that we had some of Olivia’s honey.


If I’m breaking up with Asher, that means I’m breaking up with his mom, too, I guess? Which is sad, because I really liked her. Once Olivia called me a pixie, although clearly she didn’t know the mythology. In England pixies were thought to be children who’d died before being baptized.


She sits down on the edge of the bed. “You look terrible.”


“You’re supposed to love me unconditionally,” I say, but my voice is basically a croak.


My mother’s long braid swings down over her right shoulder. “Maybe we should take you to a doctor.”


“I’m fine,” I say. “I just want to sleep.”


“Lily.” She clenches and unclenches her jaw. “I didn’t move us all the way across the country for you to be afraid of some”—she’s searching for the word—“boy.”


I roll over and close my eyes. “I’m not afraid of him. I’m afraid of me.”


“What are you afraid of?” she says.


How can I tell her? Mom, who’s done everything in the universe for me, who’s moved us twice, who got herself a job in New Hampshire just so we could start over again? “I’m just afraid—” I say. “It’s not enough to make me happy.”


She thinks this over. “Some people,” she says gently, “have to fight for that harder than others.”


I think she is talking about me, but after a second I realize Mom is describing herself. She hasn’t really dated anyone since we left Seattle seven years ago. She doesn’t have friends she goes out for coffee or wine with. I feel bad for her sitting behind a desk at the forest headquarters in Campton, while all the teams that answer to her get to go out into the wild. I think Mom’s the kind of person who gets lonelier in an office with other people than when she’s on the Appalachian Trail by herself.


She stands, pausing at the bedroom door. “Don’t forget your tea,” Mom says, as her cellphone rings. She starts walking down the hall.


It feels like ages since we moved cross-country. Was it really just August when we shouted every time we crossed a state line? Nevada, the Sagebrush State. Utah, the Beehive State. Nebraska, Iowa, Illinois: Cornhusker, Hawkeye, the Land of Lincoln. The cornfields of Indiana, how they went on and on for days. The campus of Oberlin. Niagara Falls.


We crossed the Connecticut River late that same day. New Hampshire, the Granite State. Granite, I had thought, is unbreakable. I felt myself grow lighter as I read the sign: WELCOME TO NEW HAMPSHIRE: LIVE FREE OR DIE!


Like it’s that easy.


MIDAFTERNOON. ANOTHER KNOCK. Mom, with a thermometer and more tea: Lapsang souchong this time—the first black tea in history.


I pull the thermometer out of my mouth. “Mom,” I say. “I need to tell you something.”


There’s a dramatic pause and then Boris waddles into the room. He walks over to my bed, spins around three times, then collapses on the floor with a groan.


“It’s Dad. He’s here. In Adams.” I get this far and then I can’t tell her any more.


“I know. I talked to him this morning.”


“I don’t want him here!” I burst out.


“Don’t worry. He flew back to Seattle yesterday.”


I heave a sigh of relief. Only now do I realize how much I’ve been dreading him suddenly showing up at the house. Maybe that’s what’s been making me sick—the fear of Dad swooping in to wreck everything again.


Mom inserts the thermometer into my mouth again. “He told me Asher was the one who contacted him, and invited him out here. I don’t know what that boy was thinking.”


“That was the big Christmas gift. A reunion.” I speak around the thermometer.


“Lily, can you just not talk for one minute?” She looks pointedly at my lips, which I clamp around the thermometer.


She is quiet for a long beat. Finally she says, “We don’t know anyone as well as we think we do. Especially the people we love.”


Finally the thermometer beeps. “So am I supposed to forgive him?” I ask, as she squints to read my temperature.


Mom says, “A hundred point eight. I’m calling the doctor.” She stands up.


My phone pings and I know who it is even without looking. This will be the latest in the series of texts I’ve been getting from Asher begging me to talk to him.


“Should I text him back?” I ask Mom. I haven’t responded to him once. I’ve barely written to Maya.


“Why don’t you wait till you feel better,” Mom says, “before you make any decisions.”


DR. MADDEN SAYS I need rest and ibuprofen. If I’m still sick tomorrow, or if my temperature spikes, I should come in. Mom heads to CVS to get Advil while I sit with a banging headache and a phone still blowing up from Asher. Aren’t you going to answer me? At all?


I don’t write back.


Then: Hello? I don’t write back.


Then: Lily, promise me you won’t hurt yourself again. Just promise me that.


I don’t write back.


Then: Lily, please.


I get a text from Maya: Do u want me to get your homework or anything from yr locker?


I reply: Im all set with HW thx just need sleep.


The next one from Maya reads: I need 2 talk Asher is flipping OUT what happened


I don’t write back.


I give up and check the Oberlin site. They still haven’t updated my admission status.


I’m also applying to Berklee, and the Curtis Institute, and the Manhattan School of Music, and the Peabody. If I don’t get into Oberlin I’ll survive, I know that. But there was something about that campus. I could imagine myself there, the green quads, the buildings with their red-tile roofs. For the first time, I could really see my future.


I go downstairs, planning to kill time by practicing. Our home is very New England: all raw wood and exposed timbers and fireplaces. The only thing missing is a moose head on the wall.


I like it—but sometimes I miss the bay.


I sit down by the fireplace and get my cello out of the case. Drawing my bow across the strings, I close my eyes, and imagine waves crescendoing toward the shore.


Then I play the Bach Cello Suite No. 1 and go where that music takes me. The first time I played cello, it felt like holding the body of a woman in my arms. Even as a little kid, I thought, Who is she? And the obvious answer: the person I’d eventually grow up to be.


My fingers know this piece so well they move without my even thinking about it consciously. There are times when it’s like the cello is playing me, when I’m the instrument and the music is pouring through my blood.


I remember the mist rising up from the water when we stood by Niagara Falls. The guide talked about people going over the falls in barrels. One kid who fell into the river north of the falls was washed downstream. He didn’t even know he was about to go over Niagara Falls until he was already past the edge and hurtling downward.


According to our guide, he lived.


IT’S NOT A long piece, the Bach No. 1, maybe four minutes tops, but when I finally lift my bow I feel like I’ve been gone a long time. My head doesn’t hurt quite as much, and I’m hungry. I decide to make myself lunch when I hear the sound of someone whistling outside.


I throw open the front door, and a blast of cold air rushes in. In the front yard is Dirk, who is the co-captain of the hockey team.


For many reasons, I am not a huge fan of Dirk.


But Asher is, and technically, without Dirk, I would not be dating Asher, so I give him the benefit of the doubt. “Dirk,” I say. “What are you doing here?”


He stops whistling, as if he didn’t expect to see me coming out of my own house. “I heard you were sick,” he says. He looks at me like he’s surprised I didn’t call him to tell him all the details.


“It’s probably just a virus,” I say.


“I don’t mean to bother you,” he says. “I’m just— I’m kind of messed up.”


A gust of wind blows his baseball hat off. The weather vane on top of the garage spins again, squeaking. Dirk scoops his hat up from the ground, flicks the snow off, and looks at it in his hand as if he’s trying to figure out if it’s too cold to put back on his head.


I do not want to babysit Dirk. I do not want to be his confidante. I have enough problems of my own.


“Messed up how?” I ask.


He’s holding his hat by the brim with his thumbs and index fingers, suspending it like he’s a puppeteer and his Red Sox hat is his marionette.


“Well, you know I got a likely letter from UC Boulder, right?” He casts a shy little glance up at me. “But I have to keep my grades up.”


The UC Boulder’s hockey team needs a goalie bad enough that it promised Dirk during junior year he could have a free ride, unless he failed out as a senior. Which, judging from the look on his face, he’s about to do.


“I was hoping you could read the paper I wrote for Chopper?”


Everyone except for me lives in fear of Chopper, our English teacher. Dirk reaches into his jacket and pulls out a bunch of papers.


“Dirk,” I say. “I’m sick.”


“Maybe when you’re feeling better?”


I sigh, take the paper from him, and read the title: “The Not So Great Gatsby.”


Dirk twists the visor of his Red Sox cap. “Your mom home?”


I think about this question for a second. Then I say, “Did you need something else, Dirk?”


He smiles, and it transforms him. I suddenly understand why girls at school might hook up with him and brag about it, instead of feeling ashamed for falling under his spell. “I know something’s not right between you and Ash,” he says.


Everything in me freezes. “What did he tell you?”


He shrugs, then takes a step toward me. “Listen, I know it’s none of my business, but like—if you need a friend, Lily? I can be a friend.”


I do need a friend, somebody I can talk to about this whole mess. Somebody who’s not Asher, and somebody who’s not my mother, and somebody who isn’t Maya. But I’m damn sure the person I need is not Dirk.


He takes a step closer. His words are clouds, a whole weather system between us. “I could be more than a friend,” he adds.


“You should go home,” I say.


“Okay.” He puts his cap back on his head, like he’s decided something.


“I’ll email you,” I say. “After I’ve read your paper.”


“And I’ll come back,” says Dirk. “Whenever you’re ready.” Another flash of that grin, like he’s giving me a secret for safekeeping. He heads back to his car, a beat-up old Dodge, whistling.


Back upstairs, I lie down on my bed with Dirk’s paper. The first sentence is Jay Gatsby in the Great Gatsby by F. Scot Fitzgereld is said to be Great, but is it really?


Oh, Dirk.


I open my laptop and log on to the Oberlin site. STATUS UPDATED.




Dear Lily:


The admissions committee of the Conservatory of Music has completed its early action deliberations and has deferred a decision on your application until the spring. We received more than 5,000 early applications, and we had many more qualified candidates than we could admit.


Your decision will be reconsidered in February and March with the entire applicant pool. Please be sure the Mid-Year School report is sent to us as soon as





I shut my laptop, hard. Fuck.


I pick up my phone and open up my favorites and my thumb is just about to press down on Asher’s name before I remember that we’re not talking. What do you do when you really need to talk to someone about your boyfriend, and your boyfriend is the person you want to talk to him about? I remember his parting words to me, telling me I should give my dad a second chance. You gave me one.


My father used to call second chances mulligans. He thought of me as his chance to get his own life right the second time around. That was a stupid thing for him to think, and an even stupider thing to say. Nobody is a do-over of anybody else, and if you get to do anything at all on earth it’s live your own life, not be some sort of ghost version of somebody else’s.


I look at my watch. It’s almost four. There must have been a crazy-ass line at the pharmacy. The salesclerk there is about 120 years old and no one has the heart to tell her to retire. My headache is back and Mom is taking forever to get the Advil. I wish that she was here. Because all at once I realize the person I need to talk to is Mom, and what I need to tell her is everything.


I walk downstairs again to the kitchen, thinking I will make coffee. The caffeine will help the pounding in my head. But I get distracted by the big butcher block with knives sitting right there on the countertop. How very, very sharp a knife is.


The doorbell rings. For a second I just stand there, listening to the quiet. Then, there’s a knock that echoes the throb in my head. Whoever has come to visit is not going away.
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DECEMBER 7, 2018


Three hours after


The police department is an unremarkable square building hunkered on the edge of town, the kind of place you do not notice unless you need it, which in Adams means filing a complaint because your neighbor cut down a tree over your property line, or reporting a pothole that bottomed out your car, or taking the Boy Scouts on a tour of the facility. I remember once asking my father what the officers did all day, since crime was basically nonexistent up here. “Only the crimes you can see,” he said cryptically, and it wasn’t until years later, when I was married, that I understood what he had meant.


I pull into the tiny visitor parking lot so fast that my truck straddles the two spots. I realize that I have literally run out of my house without taking a purse, my license, anything. Inside, there is a wall of Plexiglas with an officer and a dispatch operator sitting behind it. To my left is a locked door. Behind it, somewhere, is my son.


“I don’t have any ID but I’m Asher Fields’s mother; he doesn’t have the same last name as me because I’m divorced, and he called to say he’s being questioned—”


“Whoa.” The officer holds up a hand and speaks through a tinny speaker. “Take a breath.”


I do. “My son is here,” I begin, and the locked door to my left opens.


“I’ve got her, Mac,” a voice says.


Lieutenant Newcomb is the sole detective in the small Adams PD, but long before that he was Mike and he took me to my junior prom. I knew, when I came back here, that he had never left; our paths had crossed a few times—at a sidewalk market where I was selling honey and he was on security detail; at town Christmas tree lightings; once when I spun out on black ice and my truck hit a guardrail. There’s gray in his black hair now, and lines at the corners of his eyes, but superimposed over this man is a flicker of a boy in a pale blue tuxedo, chasing a runaway hubcap on the shoulder of the road while I waited and twisted a corsage on my wrist.


“Asher—”


“—is fine,” Mike interrupts. He holds the door to the interior of the station open, so that I can walk through. “But he’s pretty worked up.”


“He said that Lily was …” I can’t even shape my mouth around the word.


“She was taken to the hospital. I haven’t heard anything else, yet. I’m hoping Asher might help us figure out what happened.”


“Was he there?”


“He was found holding her body.”


Body.


Mike stops walking, and I do, too. “He asked me to call you, and I didn’t think it could hurt.”


Asher isn’t a minor, so they didn’t have to wait for me before taking his statement. I realize Mike is doing me a favor—maybe because we have a history, maybe because Asher is so upset. On the phone with me, Asher’s voice had been a saw, serrated with shock. “Thank you,” I say.


He leads me to a room with a closed door and turns to me. “You should prepare yourself,” Mike says. “It’s not his blood.”


With that, he opens the door.


Asher is huddled in a plastic chair, his tall body curved like a question mark, one knee restlessly bobbing. When he looks up, I see his shirt, streaked red. His eyes are swollen and raw. “Mom?” he says, in a voice so small that I swell forward, folding him into my arms, cocooning him with my body, as if I could turn back time.


ASHER IS FIDGETING, frustrated. Every time there is a noise in the hall, his head swivels hopefully to the doorway, as if he expects someone to walk in with the information that everything is fine, that Lily is all right. A foot away, on the table, is the recording device that Mike has set down. An untouched glass of water sits in front of each of us. “What were you doing at Lily’s house?” the detective asks.


“She’s my girlfriend,” Asher replies.


“For how long?”


“About three months. I went over there to talk to her.”


Mike nods. “Didn’t you see her at school?”


“She was out sick. She hadn’t been answering my texts. I was … I was really worried.” He lets out a long breath. “Look, I want to help you. But … do you know if she … if she’s …” I see the moment he decides to err on the side of optimism. “Is she still at the hospital?”


“I don’t know,” Mike says. “As soon as I get word …” He clears his throat. “So, you went to her house to check on her?”


“Yeah.”


“How did you get in?”


“The door was open,” Asher says.


“When you came into the house, where was Lily?”


He swallows. “Lily was …” Asher looks down, and his hair falls into his eyes. I watch his throat work for a moment, caught around the rest of his words. “Lily was at the bottom of the stairs and she wasn’t moving.”


I think, quickly, of Lily—who somehow always had seemed in motion, even when she wasn’t; hands moving to punctuate her sentences and her smile flickering in the spaces between words. I think of how she would hold Asher’s hand, and her thumb would rub over his knuckles, as if she needed to convince herself that he was solid.


“There was blood under her head,” Asher says. “I tried to get her to wake up?” His voice scales upward, a question, like he can still scarcely believe it himself.


“How?” the detective asks.


“I shook her, I think?”


“Why didn’t you call 911?”


Asher looks as if he has been slapped.


“Mike,” I murmur. “He’s just a kid.”


He looks at me, not in warning, but not in sympathy, either. “Olivia, you’re going to have to let him answer these questions.”


Asher’s eyes meet mine. “Oh my God,” he says, “why didn’t I call them? If I had … if I had would she be okay now? Is this my fault?”


“Asher.” I gently put my hand on his shoulder, but he shrugs it off.


“What happened to her?” he demands of Mike.


“We’re trying to figure that out,” the detective says, grim. “Was anyone else there?”


“Just her dog.”


He nods. “Let me get this straight. When you got to the house, you found Lily at the bottom of the stairs. But when the officers got there, Lily was on the couch. Who moved her?”


“I guess I did, but I don’t really remember doing it,” Asher admits. He shakes his head. “The next thing I knew, Lily’s mom was standing in front of me asking what happened. She called 911 and then she kneeled down in front of Lily and I … I backed off. And then you guys showed up.”


Mike flicks the button on his pen twice. He stares at Asher, then nods. “Okay, Asher. Thanks for answering my questions. I really appreciate it.”


He stands up, but Asher remains in his chair, gripping its arms. “Wait,” he says. “How did she fall?”


“I don’t know,” the detective says. “We’re still trying to determine what actually happened.” Suddenly there is a buzzing, and he pulls his phone from his pocket and holds it to his ear. “Lieutenant Newcomb.” I watch his face, but it remains smooth, implacable. “Thanks. I understand.”


As he hangs up, Asher rises on a current of hope.


Mike shakes his head, meeting Asher’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” he says.


Asher folds in on himself, crumpling onto the floor. He draws up his knees, buries his face in his hands as he sobs.


He is making a noise that is inhuman. With muscles I did not know I have I help him to his feet. As we are walking out of the conference room, Mike puts his hand on my arm. “Keep a close eye on him,” he murmurs. “We don’t need another tragedy on our hands.”


THE NEWS THAT the American colonies had won the Revolutionary War took two whole weeks to reach Adams, New Hampshire. For that reason, when I was growing up, the town celebrated Independence Day two Saturdays after the Fourth of July. There was a little parade, a petting zoo on the green, and a fire engine and police car for little kids to climb in. When Asher was four, Braden happened to have Adams Day weekend off, so we made the trek from Boston to visit my mother. We sat on the curb and let Asher catch candy that was thrown from the parade floats that limped past—antique cars bearing politicians seeking reelection, a local barbershop quartet, the Girl Scouts. While Braden stood in line to get us cotton candy, Asher spotted the police car and darted toward it.


I chased after him. The blues were flashing, which is why it took me a minute to realize that I knew the officer who was lifting kids in and out of the car in a regulated flow. “Oh my God, Mike,” I said, before I could stop myself. “You’re still here?”


He grinned. “Hey, Olivia. Old habits die hard.”


Braden walked up, holding the cone of spun sugar. His arm snaked around my waist. “Who’s this?” he asked, smiling.


“Braden, Mike,” I introduced. “We went to school together a thousand years ago.”


As they shook hands and made small talk, Asher climbed into the open rear door of the police car, curling his chubby little fingers through the wire mesh of the cage that served as a divider. Mike reached for him. “If you’re going to ride in a police car, buddy,” he said, “you definitely want to be up front.” He swung Asher into the driver’s seat.


Later that night, when we were getting ready to go to bed, Braden stood beside me at the bathroom sink. He watched me rub moisturizer onto my cheeks, my neck.


“Did you date him?” he asked.


I laughed. “Mike? I mean, for a hot second. But we were kids.”


Braden’s eyes met mine in the mirror. “Did you fuck him?”


I closed the jar of moisturizer. “I’m not going to dignify that with an answer,” I said.


Suddenly his hands were at my throat. My gaze flew to the mirror, to his fingers pressing against my windpipe. “I could make you,” Braden replied.


As stars started to narrow my vision, Braden abruptly released me. Coughing, I pushed past him. Instead of going to my old bedroom, where we had left our overnight bags, I went to my mother’s sewing room, curling onto my side on a narrow couch, trying to make myself as small as possible.


Hours—or maybe minutes—later, I woke to the shape of Braden kneeling beside the couch. It was so dark that he was only a shift in the seam of the night. He held out his hand to touch me, and I flinched. “I just can’t stand the thought of you with anyone else,” he whispered.


“I’m yours,” I told him, as he fitted his body against mine.


For days after that, Braden would leave me love notes—on the bathroom mirror, in my wallet, in the stack of Asher’s folded clothes. He brought me flowers. He kissed me, just because. Until it got back to the point where, when he touched me, my body instinctively softened, instead of going tense.


WHEN WE GET HOME, I am surprised to see the pine boughs and wire and Christmas lights on the porch where I left them. It feels as though I’ve been gone for months, not hours. Asher, shell-shocked and silent on the ride, gets out of the car before it even rolls to a complete stop. His movements are jerky, shuddering, those of a wooden puppet instead of a boy. I hurry after him, but he is already halfway up the stairs when I get inside the house. “Ash,” I call out. “Let me get you something to eat.”


“Not hungry,” he mutters, and a moment later, I hear the door to his room slam.


I hang up my coat and go into the kitchen. Even though Asher has turned down dinner, I heat up some soup and bring it to him. When I knock on his bedroom door, he doesn’t answer. I hesitate, cognizant of his privacy, but then remember what Mike said. I balance the tray of food on my hip and briskly turn the knob, as if I’ve been invited in. Asher lies still on his bed, staring at the ceiling, his eyes so red it looks as if all the blood vessels have burst. He isn’t crying. He’s barely breathing.


“I know you said you aren’t hungry,” I say softly. “But just in case.”


There’s a canyon between us.


“If you want to talk—”


The slightest shiver, a no.


“Maybe if you eat something, you’ll feel better …?”


Silence.


I retreat to the door again, realizing that there isn’t any food I could cook that would fill the hole inside him. That I brought him a tray to make me feel better, not him.


AN HOUR LATER, I knock on Asher’s door again. He is in the same position, his eyes still open. The soup is untouched.


This time I don’t bother with words; the ones we need don’t exist in the English language. Even the syllable grief feels like a cliff, and we’ve fallen.


I FIND AVA CAMPANELLO’S phone number in the PTO directory of the high school, a PDF I filed in a saved folder on my computer without ever looking at it. I have talked to her only twice: once after an orchestra concert where Lily was featured performing a stunning cello piece, and once when she came to pick Lily up from our house to go to a dentist’s appointment. Both were polite, friendly conversations—people who do not know each other and yet are linked by circumstance. It made me think of how, when you pull a frame from a hive, bees create a chain across the space: me, then Asher, then Lily, then Ava.


I am not surprised when she doesn’t answer. She must have … people. Friends or relatives … someone who is with her at this moment. And yet, I vaguely remember Asher saying something about the father being out of the picture, and I know Lily was an only child.


I hope she has people.


“Ava,” I say, to the blank space of voicemail, “this is Olivia McAfee. Asher’s mom. I just … I wanted …” I close my eyes. “My God. I am so sorry.”


I hang up as a tsunami of sadness sinks me into a kitchen chair. You read about tragedies in the paper, where a student athlete falls dead in the middle of a basketball game or a National Honor student is killed by a drunk driver or a school shooting claims the life of a preteen. In the news you see their faces, braces and cowlicks and freckles.


You tell yourself this wouldn’t happen in your hometown.


You tell yourself this isn’t anyone you know.


Until it does, and it is.


IN THE MIDDLE of the night I hear it—a note like an oboe, vibrating in the heart of the house. I bolt upright in bed, thinking of the bear that decimated my hive, and then the rest of the day fills in the empty spaces in my conscious mind. Reality hits like a fist.


The floor is cold on my bare feet as I follow the thread of sound. I know I am headed to Asher’s room, and I throw the door open to find my son curled on his side, sobbing uncontrollably. “Ash,” I cry, gripping his shoulder. “Baby, I’m here.”


It doesn’t stop, this waterfall of pain. It comes pouring out of him from a source that refills as quickly as it is emptied. I touch his arm, his face, his hair, trying to soothe. With a little jolt I realize that Asher is sound asleep.


Imagine a sorrow so deep that it batters the hatches of sleep; imagine drowning before you even realize you’ve gone under.


I don’t know what to do. So I curl around him the way I used to when he was little and had a nightmare. Except now, he is bigger than I am, and I’m more like a barnacle than a protective cloak. I whisper in his ear, lines that used to slow his pulse, calm his heart.




The owl and the pussy-cat went to sea


In a beautiful pea-green boat,


They took some honey, and plenty of money,


Wrapped up in a five-pound note.





I repeat this, letting it pull at him like a current, until I fall asleep.


THE NEXT MORNING—SATURDAY—I am awakened by the buzzing of Asher’s phone. I gingerly sit up, making sure not to disturb him, and look at it. On the lock screen are notifications from Dirk. I remember suddenly that there is a game at 4:00 P.M. today, one that Asher will obviously not be playing in. Then I realize that Dirk likely isn’t texting about the game. By now, I am sure, news of Lily’s death has spread.


I power down the phone so that Asher won’t be disturbed, and leave it on his nightstand. I rush through a shower and braid my hair, then mix up 2:1 sugar syrup. I put on boots and a parka, grab a top hive feeder and the crate that holds my bee kit, and hike across the frosted field to my hives. I don’t want to disturb the colony that was attacked yesterday, but I don’t have a choice. I have to free the queen, feed them sugar solution, and insulate the box—even though I know this is still a losing battle.


When I reach it, I light my smoker first and remove the cover. I’m surprised to see a couple of drones—male bees, with their big heads and giant eyes and helicopter noise. By this time of year, drones are mostly gone. Their only purpose is to mate with the queen in the spring, and they die in the process. While waiting for their big orgy, they do practice flights, the bee equivalent of flexing. But they don’t collect pollen or nectar, even though they are allowed to eat it anytime they want. They don’t make beeswax. They don’t clean. They’re allowed to enter other hives, like goodwill ambassadors. But because they are basically a giant energy suck on a hive, in the fall, any drones that are still alive are attacked by the worker bees, literally dismembered and tossed out.


We could learn a lot from bees, frankly.


Girls run the bee world, and worker bees are all female. They feed baby bees, shape new cells out of beeswax, forage for and store nectar and pollen, ripen the honey, cool down the hive when it’s too hot. They also are undertakers, working in pairs to drag out the dead. But their most important job, arguably, is taking care of the queen, who can’t take care of herself—feeding and cleaning her while she lays fifteen hundred eggs a day.


It’s hard to spot a queen bee if she’s unmarked. She is the largest—longer, skinnier—but she tends to look more frenetic, and to run away from the light with her ladies-in-waiting. When Asher was younger, we’d play a game where I’d pull out frame after frame until I found the queen for him. How do you know it’s her? he would ask, and I’d say, She’s wearing that tiny, tiny crown. In truth, the way you spot a queen is usually by sussing out the proof that she’s alive. If you don’t see eggs in all stages of development, the queen of a colony is probably dead.


The first time Asher brought Lily to our house, I was with the bees. I saw him crossing the field with her, holding her hand as if he thought she might fly away—a balloon untethered, a dandelion puff. I was debating whether to add another super to Ariana’s hive when they stopped, about twenty feet away. In his free hand, Asher carried his beekeeper hat. But tucked beneath his arm was also an old brimmed pith helmet with face netting, one that used to belong to my father and must have been in the attic.


Asher had dated before, but he’d never gone the extra step of introducing me to a girlfriend. Granted, I knew all the kids in town. This one, I had never seen before.


“Mom,” Asher said, after he’d helped her don her makeshift bee gear. “This is Lily.”


I glanced up, smiling through my own netting. It was September; the winding down of bee season. In a few weeks I’d do the second honey harvest, but for now, there were still plenty of blossoms and forager bees diving into the entrances of the hives with leg baskets full of pollen. “Ah,” I said. “The famed Lily.”


She glanced at Asher with her eyebrows raised.


“I talk about you,” he said, grinning. “Maybe a lot.”


“It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Fields,” Lily replied.


“It’s McAfee,” Asher and I corrected simultaneously, and when Lily blushed, embarrassed, I shook my head. “Don’t worry. Just call me Olivia.” I glanced up at her. “First rule of beekeeping: don’t stand in front of the hive.”


Lily darted to the right, shrinking from a curious bee that circled her head.


“Are you allergic?” Asher asked.


“No,” she answered. “I mean, not that I know of?”


“You’d know,” I said. At that, she shied back a tiny bit, closer to Asher.


“These hives are pretty chill,” I told her. “They won’t bother you if you don’t bother them.”


Asher slipped an arm around her, his hand in the pocket of her jeans. “I promised Lily some honey,” he said.


I twisted the frame in my hand to reveal its back side, glistening. “There it is.” I showed Lily. “But it’s not quite ready yet. They have to cap it first.”


“Bee vomit,” Lily said. “Isn’t that how they make it?”


“The nectar is regurgitated, sure,” I agreed. “But bee vomit just doesn’t look quite as enticing on the label.”


“It’s an enzyme they add that breaks the nectar into glucose and fructose,” Lily said.


“Yes, invertase,” I confirmed, taking another, longer look at Lily.


“Lily is ridiculously smart. She’s like Google,” Asher said. “But cuter.”


I watched her cheeks pinken again, and looked back down at my busy hive. Sometimes, when I opened a deep hive body, I got the sense I was invading the colony’s privacy. I felt the same way, at that moment, with Asher and Lily.


In spite of his compliments, though, her eyes were on me as I worked methodically through the super, inspecting the new white wax the bees had added to the comb to build out between the frames, creating the right bee space for them to move comfortably in, and making the cells deeper to hold the honey. It always looked to me like wafer cookies, or white chocolate.


“It’s like a dance,” Lily said, mesmerized. “Like you’re moving through honey.”


I smiled. “What else do you know about bees?”


I expected her to know the usual factoids: that 80 percent of crops are pollinated by bees; that one out of every three or four bites we eat is a result of their work. But instead, Lily surprised me.


“In 1780, outside of Philly, there was a Quaker girl—Charity Crabtree—who was taking care of bees when she came across a wounded soldier. He asked her to ride his horse to General Washington, to let him know that the British were about to attack. She did, but she could hear the army behind her, so she threw down the hive she was carrying and the bees swarmed the enemy soldiers. Washington supposedly said that it was bees that saved America.”


I blinked at her.


“I told you so.” Asher laughed.


“I like this one,” I told him.


Gently, I fitted the telescoping cover on top of the super and ratcheted tight the nylon ties. I dug my heel into the soft earth and made a small divot where I could dump the embers from my smoker and stamp them out with my boot. “In 1925,” I told Lily, “in a book called The Mummy, there’s an account of a group of Egyptologists who came across a big sealed jar in a tomb. When they opened it and found honey, they tasted it because they knew honey doesn’t spoil, and they thought it would be amazing to taste something from thousands of years ago. But one guy found a hair wrapped around his finger … and then they pulled out the body of a toddler from the honey, still dressed and perfectly preserved.”


“That is vile,” Asher said at the same moment Lily said, “That is awesome.”


“I know a lot of bee lore,” I said, laughing. “I trot it out at cocktail parties.”


“When was the last time you even went to a cocktail party?” Asher asked.


In my previous life, I thought immediately, remembering the get-togethers with Braden’s colleagues. Instead, I just laughed.


Lily’s eyes sparked. It made me think of those cocktail parties, actually. How sometimes I would see someone else standing alone across a crowded room and catch her gaze and nod and know she, too, was thinking: These people, who do not really see me, have no idea what they are missing.
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