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ONE





Laura Lochner. Session Number One.
Four Months Ago. New York City.


Laura: I don’t know if this is a good idea.


Dr. Brody: It’s up to you, Laura.


Laura: What if you try to fix me and I end up more broken?


Dr. Brody: What if you don’t?


Laura: I’m scared to go back there. To the past. To that night in the woods. A piece is still missing.


Dr. Brody: It’s up to you. Only you can decide.


Laura: It was in my hand. The weapon that killed him. But that night didn’t change me. That night made me see what I’ve always been.


Dr. Brody: Then let’s start there. Tell me about the girl you’ve always been.




TWO





Laura. Present Day. Thursday, 7 p.m. Branston, CT.


Lipstick, cherry red.


I choose the color because it’s bright and cheerful. It’s optimism in a tube. And that’s exactly what I need tonight.


The guest bathroom at my sister’s house is impossibly small, with slanted ceilings and a tiny oval mirror. The lipstick hovers on the edge of a pedestal sink.


I put it on first so I won’t change my mind, rolling that optimism right across my lips. Next comes the concealer. Two stripes under my brown eyes, and the dark circles from weeks of insomnia disappear. Rose blush colors cheeks that have not seen the sun for far too long.


Insomniacs sleep during the day.


My sister, Rosie, gave me a pretty dress to wear. Black with tiny flowers.


Wear a dress for a change. It will make you feel pretty.


Rosie just turned thirty. She has a husband and a toddler—Joe and Mason. They have a house in the hills of Branston, six miles from downtown. And one mile from the place where all of this started. The street where we grew up. Deer Hill Lane.


Rosie says she doesn’t have any occasion to wear the dress. The skirt gets in her way when she’s chasing after Mason and she’s too tired to do much of anything at night except grab a beer in the strip mall at the edge of town. She says this like she misses having nothing better to do than put on makeup and dresses. But really, she doesn’t need the dress or the occasions to wear it, because her days are filled with bear hugs and belly laughs and sticky kisses on her face.


Her husband, Joe, doesn’t care. He adores her. Even now, after thirteen years together. After growing up together on the same street. Even with Mason sleeping in their bed, and an old house in need of constant repair, and Rosie never wearing a dress.


He adores her because when they were young, she wore lots of pretty dresses for him and that’s the person he still sees.


That’s the kind of person I need to be tonight.


I search for my phone in a pile of towels and clothing that lie on the bathroom floor. When I do, I pull up the profile and unchain the hope. Jonathan Fields. His name sounds like a song.


Jonathan Fields. I found him on a dating website called findlove.com—an actual website. The name says everything about it. Jonathan Fields is forty. His wife left him a year ago because she couldn’t get pregnant. She kept their house. He drives a black BMW.


That’s what he told me.


Jonathan Fields spoke to me on the phone. He said he didn’t like emails or texting because it was too impersonal. He said he hated online dating but that his friend met his fiancé on findlove.com. It was not one of those hookup apps. No swiping allowed. The profile takes an hour to build. They have to approve your photos. Jonathan Fields said it was like having your grandmother fix you up on a blind date, and this made me laugh.


Jonathan Fields said he liked the sound of it.


I liked the sound of his voice, and remembering it now actually sends a surge of warmth through my body. I feel my mouth turn up at the corners. A smile.


A fucking smile.


I told him a lot about my job, and this made it easier to tell him very little about me.


I have an impressive résumé after jumping through hoops all my life. Princeton … an MBA from Columbia … a job on Wall Street!


“Wall Street” is one of those terms that won’t leave this world no matter how antiquated it’s become. I work in Midtown, nowhere near Wall Street, which sits at the very bottom of Manhattan. And the firm I work at isn’t quite as sexy as Goldman Sachs. I sit at a desk and read stuff and write stuff and hope to God it’s not wrong, because other people at our firm will make trades and deals upon the advice I give. Me, a twenty-eight-year-old who needs a shrink to tell her how to behave.


Jonathan Fields works at a hedge fund downtown, so he understands about my work.


That’s what he told me.


I didn’t tell him about my childhood here, running wild in the woods behind our house with the neighborhood kids. Me and Rosie—and Joe, whose family lived up the street until he went to high school and they moved closer to town.


And I didn’t tell him why I’ve stayed gone all these years.


I don’t use social media, not ever, so it’s not like he can check. I didn’t tell him my father’s last name. Lochner. Google still finds Laura Lochner and the things she did, or didn’t do—they can never decide—years ago. I’ve used my middle name, my mother’s last name, since I left this place. Heart. Laura Heart. Isn’t that ironic? Named after the one thing inside me that feels broken.


Omissions are not lies.


Rosie took Joe’s last name, Ferro, so there are no Lochners from our clan left in all of Connecticut.


I did tell him that I drive my sister’s minivan. It’s blue. And humiliating. I’m shopping for a new car, but I’ve just been so busy.


There’s a knock at the door. I open it and find Joe looking at me sheepishly. He’s still in his suit from his law office, but he’s loosened his tie and undone the top button of his shirt. Joe stands six foot two and can barely see through the frame of the door without ducking. His stomach bulges at the waist of pants that have grown too small. But he still manages to be handsome.


“I’m supposed to tell you to wear the dress,” Joe says, as though talking about women’s clothing has just cut off his balls.


My sister’s voice echoes from downstairs. “Wear the damn dress! The one I gave you!”


Joe smiles and hands me the glass of bourbon he cradles in his hands. “The mouth on her, I’m telling you. Our kid is gonna be so fucked up.”


I feel the smile growing and I want to cry. Joe loves my sister. She loves him. They both love Mason. Love, love, love. It’s all around me, making me regret staying away so long. But then also reminding me why I have. The love is here, but it always feels just beyond my reach.


I take a sip of the bourbon.


“Yeah, well, that was a given, right? You married a Lochner,” I say.


Joe rolls his eyes. Shakes his head. “I know. Is it too late to get out?”


“Kind of.”


Joe sighs. He glances at the dress hanging on the shower rod. “All right. Just wear the dress. And this guy—he’d better not be a douchebag or I will kick his ass so hard….”


I nod. “Got it. Dress. Ass kicking.”


Then he adds, and my smile fades, “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”


I’ve returned home because of a man, a breakup, and that’s all they know about it. I haven’t had the courage to tell them more. They’re happy to have me back. More than happy. And I don’t have the stomach to see that change by revealing another bad chapter in my life. The fact that they haven’t pressed me for answers tells me they’re expecting the worst—and that they don’t really want to know. Maybe they need to believe I’ve changed as much as I do. Maybe we will now be a normal family because I’ll stop being me.


Still, I know it must seem a bit extreme, taking a leave of absence from a competitive job, a grown woman moving in with her sister, just because of that. One breakup, and with a man they’d never met or even heard of. How serious could it have been? I feel this question seeping from Rosie’s skin every second of every day.


I consider Joe’s question. Am I ready for this? I look at him and shrug. “Probably not,” I say.


Joe replies with sarcasm. “Awesome.”


We had this same conversation before I came upstairs. Joe walked in circles, wiping counters, listening to the hum of the dishwasher, feeling satisfied that he’d put everything back in order after being at work all day. (He’s neat. Rosie is not.) He’s a happy hamster running on his wheel.


Just have fun. Don’t make too much of it. I would walk across glass to be free for a night!


Rosie punched the side of his arm, and he sighed dramatically like he was nostalgic for his single life. They both like to do this. Rosie in the kitchen making me coffee, complaining about the long day ahead. Joe in the kitchen at night, just the two of us, each having a bourbon, pulling back his floppy black hair so I can see the receding of his hairline. Look! he says. Can’t you see it! I’m balding from boredom!


But all I see is the truth. I see it when they fold Mason in their arms, or steal a kiss when they think they’re alone. It’s all just talk.


It’s the way happy people talk when they want to make the rest of us feel better.


Our friend Gabe was over as well, lending advice. Gabe was the fourth lifelong compatriot in our childhood band of thieves. He lived right next door with his parents and older brother, until the brother went to military school and then enlisted in the army. Now Gabe lives in that same house where he grew up. He bought it from his mother after his father died and she moved to Florida.


It’s odd how the three of them are all still here. Right where I left them a decade ago.


Gabe got married just last year to a woman he met through work. Melissa. She was a client of his, but he never talks about that because it’s awkward and unseemly—his words. Gabe does IT forensics, sometimes for suspicious spouses like Melissa had been when they first met. He found the evidence that led to her divorce and now she’s married to Gabe.


He’s happy, but not the kind of happy that makes you talk shit about it. I imagine it will take more than a baby to get him there. Melissa was broken, and Gabe likes to fix things—people, especially. But Melissa is an outsider to Rosie and Joe, and to me now that I’ve come home. She moved here from Vermont to be with her first husband and now she’s here for Gabe. It’s difficult to see her in three dimensions.


It doesn’t help that she is tolerated here rather than welcome, though we all try to hide it. She’s tall and stick thin and that makes Rosie feel short and fat, even at five four and 130 pounds. Melissa doesn’t like how much Joe swears, her back arching every time he drops the f-bomb. Which, of course, makes Joe say it more. He managed to use it four times in one sentence last week at a barbecue. And me—well, I’m a single woman with a lifetime of stories lived with her husband. She’s too simpleminded to understand our friendship.


So, as Joe says every time she leaves and wants Gabe to follow, Fuck her. The band of thieves from Deer Hill Lane is a tough crowd.


Gabe stayed today, after Melissa left. He gave me a cheese-ball wink and said something encouraging like, Laura will eat this guy for lunch. She’s always been fierce and fearless.


I tried to smile. But the truth is, I left a great job because a man broke my heart. Not so fierce and fearless after all, am I? Not exactly Lara Croft or Jessica Jones, kicking ass and taking names. Men falling at my feet—but I have no time for them because I have to save the world.


This talk, like the ones before it, stopped before we got to the good part. To the bad things this fierce and fearless girl has done. Right here, in this town.


Mason calls out for Joe. His voice melts my heart. Rosie probably put him up to it. I can hear her—Mason—go call for Daddy! She’s enjoying a glass of wine.


Joe rolls his eyes.


“Want me to leave the bourbon?” Joe asks.


“Which one of us needs it more?” I reply.


“Good point.”


Joe takes the bourbon and leaves me with the dress and the makeup.


And the mirror.


I did not find Jonathan Fields right away. I was a novice on findlove.com and did everything wrong. The first mistake was being honest in describing myself. I said I was independent but compromising. I preferred tequila to chardonnay, scuba diving to sunbathing, sneakers to high heels. I said I didn’t know if I wanted children. Cringe.


And the worst, most colossal mistake—the pictures. They were current and unfiltered. Me on a hike with an old friend. Me playing with Mason on the front lawn. Me standing in the kitchen in a T-shirt, my mousy brown hair in a ponytail. No boobs showing, not even my poor excuse for them.


I thought they were attractive—the pictures, that is (I’m not a good judge of boobs). All of it, the entire profile, was me. The old me.


When we were just kids who ran through the woods like hooligans, thoughts of romantic love a million years away, our mother used to hold court in our kitchen. One day Rosie and I came inside undetected. I can’t recall what we needed from the house, but we stopped at the foot of the kitchen door when we overheard her say my name to Gabe’s mother, Mrs. Wallace. I was six, Rosie eight. They were drinking coffee.


I don’t know…. She was just born that way. Born with fists for hands. It’s hard to love a girl like that.


I’ve never forgotten it, that expression. Fists for hands. Or the conclusion she’d come to about my fate. Rosie pulled me away, back outside, where we were free and easy. She made a joke about it, about how our mother was always wrong about everything, anyway. Rosie was trying to protect me from words that should have been hurtful, but all I remember feeling was a sense of pride that our mother had bothered to see me at all. I had always felt invisible to her.


We never spoke of it again—about how hard it was to love me. Rosie got her hands on Joe and held on to him like the golden ring at the carousel. And I rejected everything remotely feminine, beating it all away with my fists for hands. The color pink. Smiles. Dresses.


In the race for love, she learned to walk and I’m still crawling. Though she’s never stopped trying to teach me.


I find my reflection in the tiny oval mirror and give it a look of admonishment. My brown eyes and mousy hair.


No, no, no.


Nope. No looking back. Lipstick, cherry red …


Old Laura woke up every morning to an empty mailbox on findlove.com. Not a wink or like or message. So, in spite of the worry Rosie hides behind smiles, she helped me change my profile and the new me got a date with Jonathan Fields.


I put on the dress, wrapping it around my body and tying it at the waist. We’ve always been the same size, though Rosie has boobs and curves and high cheekbones and gold highlights that light up her face. Sometime I think I willed those things away too, when I was a little girl. Still, I let myself look in the mirror and see what I knew I would see. It is pretty. I am pretty.


I put on the one pair of high heels that’s not in a box in the basement. Black pumps. I can’t stop now.


Dark circles erased. Lips bright red. Rosy cheeks. Pretty dress. I’m feminine and fun-loving. Smart but obedient. Ready to move into some man’s life like a new piece of furniture. I look just as good in jeans as I do in a black cocktail dress. That’s what men say they want. That’s what women say they are.


It feels dishonest, but what I feel doesn’t matter. Not tonight.


Rosie has been teaching me—how to be sexy but not sleazy. How to be smart but not intimidating.


It’s a game, Laura. Do what you have to do to get the first date. Then you can be yourself. People don’t know what they want until it’s right in front of them.


Yes. That’s true.


Joe was more pragmatic.


Men don’t read the profiles. They look at the pictures and measure their hard-ons.


Sometimes I think I will lose my mind trying to understand. The shrink told me that I would find it here, at home. The answer to this question about me and men. Me and love. Why I lack the skills to find it, and why I beat it away when it finds me. Me with my fists for hands. The girl no one can love. So here I am.


Our mother was beautiful and she did everything that was asked of her. She would have killed it on findlove.com. Even so, our father left her when I was twelve. He left her, left us, for a woman who was older than our mother. A woman who didn’t wear dresses. He left us and moved to Boston with her. Now our mother lives alone in California, still trying to get past that first date.


Our father’s name was Richard. He hated when people called him Dick, for the obvious reason.


I haven’t seen Dick in sixteen years.


I’m tired of not knowing the answer about me and love.


But tonight I will not ask questions. I will not wonder why Jonathan Fields clicked on my profile—if it was because my new pictures gave him a hard-on or because he read my fake profile and it made him feel good about himself. I’m so tired of all of this. I just want to be done. I want it to be over. I want to stop fighting. I want to be happy like Rosie and Joe. So happy, I talk shit about it.


I take a deep breath and gather the cherry-red lipstick from the counter. I turn off the light. Walk out the door and down the stairs. I find Joe and Rosie in the kitchen, cooking something with too much garlic. Gabe has gone home to his wife, reluctantly no doubt. Still, I envy that he has someone waiting for him. He’s torn, but he’s also happy. Nothing is perfect. I would settle for that.


“Oh!” Rosie gasps. “You wore the dress!” She stops cooking and presses her right hand over her heart like she’s about to recite the Pledge of Allegiance. She’s not sure if she’s happy that I’m going on a date. We’ve been walking this thin line of hope and worry since the day she came to fetch me in New York. But the fact that I’ve worn her dress somehow makes her feel better. Maybe it will just be a normal first date if I look this pretty.


“You look very nice.” Joe nods with the approval of a teacher handing back a test. A teacher who’s not a pervert. A test with a good grade.


“Thanks,” I say with the smile that got lost upstairs.


I feel naked arms around my naked legs and look down to see a little creature looking up. “Lala,” Mason says. He closes his eyes like he’s savoring his knowledge of me, my smell, and my name (sort of) and how I will now bend down and pick him up and give him a giant kiss. He tires of it quickly and squirms away, bare down to a diaper, and filled with joy that is unstoppable.


I wonder if I ever felt that way. I can’t imagine it.


Rosie gives me her car keys. “You’ll be back, right? Otherwise I can call you an Uber….”


I take the keys. I will not stay out long with this man. Just enough to entice him. Rosie has told me how this works, and I am finally going to get it right.


I take the keys to make sure of it. Driving your sister’s minivan is better than not shaving your legs to ensure abstinence. I’ll be home tonight.


“Don’t forget the purse!” Rosie says. She points to a black purse that goes with the dress and that sits on the counter. “I emptied it for you.”


I take the purse. I put the lipstick inside.


I walk to the side door that leads to the driveway.


“You’ll be home?” Rosie asks again.


“Don’t worry,” I say.


I give them one last smile. They look at me across a room that has grown silent. I see a flash of hope wash over Rosie and it kills the hope inside me. Because right on its heels is the bone-deep fear that never leaves her when she looks at me.


I say nothing, swallowing the words.


You don’t need to worry, because I’m not going to be me tonight.


I have not convinced her with the lipstick and the dress. But she’ll see. I’ve left old me upstairs in the attic. I’ve done everything right this time. And I’ve chosen Jonathan Fields. A man with a proven track record in the sport of love and commitment.


Don’t worry, Rosie. You’ll see in the morning.


I am going to get it right tonight.


Even if it kills me.




THREE





Rosie Ferro. Present Day. Friday, 5 a.m. Branston, CT.


Something is wrong.


Rosie felt it the moment her eyes opened to the dimly lit room. The body of a two-year-old was curled up beside her. Mason was a heat-seeking missile when he found his way into their bed. Joe was gone, his covers pulled down, likely in a fit of frustration as he made a hasty exit to the couch in the family room downstairs. Their bed wasn’t big enough for the three of them anymore, and neither of them had the energy to break Mason of the habit.


A night-light lit up the room enough to see his sweet, innocent face. White as snow with a mop of dark hair, like his father. A little man-child.


She pressed her cheek against his soft skin.


“Okay,” she said to herself in a whisper. “Everything’s okay.”


But she didn’t believe it.


She reached for her phone on the nightstand. It was five a.m, which explained the throbbing in her head. They’d gone to bed later than usual. Mason had been restless and hard to put down. When it was done, after five stories and sitting by his bed while he dozed off, Rosie had washed down two Benadryl with a glass of wine. She knew her mind wouldn’t rest unless she hit it hard.


Joe hadn’t asked why. He already knew. She’d been on edge like this from the moment Laura had moved in. Rosie had driven the minivan into the city, helped her pack up her things like a mother bear rescuing her cub from the side of a cliff. And just like a mother bear, she hadn’t stopped hovering and worrying, and yet trying to remain inconspicuous so she didn’t make things worse. It was a task that had every nerve in her body ignited, ready to respond to whatever crisis unfolded next.


Joe had kissed her on the forehead as she lay in their bed, curled up in a ball, eyes staring at nothing. Her mind racing down rabbit holes of bad scenarios as she waited for the drugs and wine to kick in.


She’s fine, Joe had said. It’s just a date.


He’d gone back downstairs to watch whatever sports he could find and drink a beer. He seemed almost giddy as he left the room, having the television, and the entire downstairs for that matter, to himself for a change. Their house was small, and having Laura there had made it even smaller these past weeks.


Joe and Laura were always together somewhere—the kitchen or family room—their shared sense of sarcastic humor fueled by each other’s company. And Gabe—he’d been coming over more often, it seemed—and without Melissa (thankfully, because Rosie had not gotten used to her). Joe was a different person around Laura and Gabe. He was that strong, good-looking kid who ruled the world. Or Deer Hill Lane, at least. It was in his voice and in his smile. Unbridled confidence. She missed seeing him that way. But time only moved in one direction. They weren’t kids anymore.


Joe said he wasn’t worried about Laura, and Rosie was done fighting with him about the subject. He always had an answer, a comeback she couldn’t refute.


You don’t know her the way I do.


Really? I grew up with both of you.


But …


No buts … Is there one thing you know about Laura that I don’t?


There wasn’t—and yet hearing a story is not the same as living that story. Seeing it and feeling it and absorbing the intangible, indescribable things that settle into your gut somehow. Joe said he wasn’t worried that she was already out on a date, a date with a stranger from the Internet, just weeks after fleeing her entire life because of some guy who blew her off after she’d given him her heart, whatever that meant.


Fact: Laura had never mentioned this boyfriend until she showed up back home. How serious could it have been? And yet he caused her to take a break from her job—a coveted job that wouldn’t be waiting for her much longer.


It was undeniable that Laura had bad luck with men. For someone so smart, and Laura was that if nothing else, she kept making the same mistake over and over. What Joe couldn’t seem to grasp, the intangible thing he couldn’t feel, was the reason why. This latest breakup was just a symptom.


Or, perhaps, a warning.


Rosie pressed her lips against Mason’s warm cheek then slowly snuck out of the bed. She tiptoed across the floor, down the hall and then the stairs to the family room. She found her husband on the sofa, his big, burly body trying to hide beneath a small throw blanket to keep warm.


From there, she went to the bay window and looked out onto the street, and to the short driveway to the right where she normally parked her car.


She stood there for a moment, looking. Searching. Down the street to the right, then to the left. Her mind kicking into the next gear.


She walked back to the sofa and placed her hand on Joe’s arm until he stirred.


“What’s wrong?” he mumbled. “What time is it?”


“Five,” she answered.


“What’s happened? Mason …”


“No, he’s fine. Sleeping.”


Rosie lay down on the small space left on the sofa, curling her body into his. He opened his arms and pulled her close. The warmth of him, the feel of his physical strength, made her sigh.


“Then what?” he whispered.


“The car’s not back.”


“What car?”


“My car. The one Laura took on her date.”


Joe kissed her ear and laughed. “Good for her,” he said.


Rosie pushed him away and sat up, looking back and forth between Joe and the empty driveway she could still see through the bay window.


“It’s not funny!” she said.


“So she got carried away. So what?” Joe slid his hand across her thigh. “Maybe we should get carried away.”


“Stop.” Rosie pushed his hand off and stood up. Arms folded, shoulders tense with worry, she walked across the room to the window.


“Don’t you think it’s strange how she came back after all these years? Dating on the Internet. Staying out all night …”


Joe sat up now as well, pulling the throw blanket around his bare shoulders. “She’s trying to figure things out, that’s all. Maybe it’s about time. Maybe she’s tired of running.”


Rosie considered this. Laura had left this town the second she graduated from high school. She’d never looked back. There had been “drive-bys” at the holidays. She’d sent gifts for Mason. She’d called and texted and emailed. But she’d never come to stay. When Rosie wanted to see her, she took Mason into the city and forced Laura to be part of their lives.


And now, suddenly, here she was. Wanting to change. Looking for the right kind of man. Wearing makeup and dresses. Taking advice from Rosie when she used to chastise her, calling her a girl, as if there were no insult that could sting more.


Come on! Stop being such a girl!


Christ, how she used to taunt them all into danger. Climbing trees taller than their roofline. Walking across the barely frozen pond.


Come on!


There was a nature preserve behind the houses on their street. Acres of woods, trails, and streams that had been their playground. Laura was the youngest and they had all taken to protecting her from herself, Rosie and Joe among them.


She’d eaten up the attention like a starving animal, from the neighborhood kids when she was younger, and, later, from the nuns at their Catholic school.


St. Mark’s of the Holy Trinity. It was a joke in their Protestant family. The city had decent schools through eighth grade, but they got too big and unruly after that. Private schools were expensive. So were the houses in the smaller towns nearby, the more suburban communities, because their public schools got kids into the top colleges. Parochial school was the best option for families like Rosie and Laura’s, especially after their father left.


The faculty had adored Laura. So when they caught her smoking in eighth grade, and doing other things every other year until she graduated, they would speak to her like a little lamb who was born without the instinct to herd. There’s a good reason to stay with the herd, they would tell her. Nothing less than survival itself.


If you keep leaving the herd, the wolves will come.


Laura always had the same response.


Good thing I like wolves.


Rosie looked back at Joe.


“I’m going to check her room,” she said.


“Don’t do that.” Joe was close to pleading.


“Why not?”


“Because if she did Uber home and was finally able to sleep, you’ll wake her up. She hasn’t slept well since she got here. She’s turning into a zombie.”


“But what if something happened?”


“It was just a date.”


“With some guy from the Internet.”


“That’s what people do these days. And besides that, he’s old as fuck and drives a BMW.”


Rosie sighed. “I have a bad feeling,” she said.


“You always have a bad feeling this time of year.”


He wasn’t wrong about that. It was barely September, but the distinctive smell was in the air, the changing seasons, fires burning, tugging at memories that would never find a place to settle. And once they crept from the back corners of her mind, they always played out to the end.


Cool night air. Smoke and heat blowing sideways from a fire. The branches popping, not quite dead. Not ready to burn …


“What if it’s about Laura? What if it’s a sign?”


Rosie walked back to the sofa and stood in front of him.


“Please don’t wake her up. I can’t take a sister fight at five in the morning.”


“I have to check. I’ll be quiet.”


Joe grabbed her wrist, but then let go when he felt her pull away.


There were so many things they still didn’t know about Laura’s return. She never said his name—this guy who broke her heart. They called him “Asshole.” Or, if Mason was in the room, “A-hole.” That had been Joe’s idea. Neither of them had wanted to press her for answers she wasn’t ready to give.


But there were so many pieces of her story that weren’t adding up.


For the first time in my life, I thought I had it right.


She said she’d been seeing a therapist, trying to break bad habits, change. But if she’d gotten it right, this man would not have disappeared.


The nuns at St. Mark’s had been right about her, always leaving the safety of the herd. And Laura was right about herself. She liked wolves.


But Laura was no lamb.


Rosie stopped at the top of the stairs and let the memory play on.


Cheep beer in plastic cups. Cigarettes. Flavored lip gloss. Bug spray …


It was a tradition on the last day of summer, the last Saturday night before the start of school.


Branston was a small city, flanked by the Long Island Sound on one end and the rural woodlands of New York State on the other. Just at the northern border, before the woodlands and rolling farmland, was the public preserve and river gorge that backed up to Deer Hill Lane.


They didn’t live far from it now, though Rosie had never gone back. Not in eleven years.


Every year it was the same. Dozens of local kids bursting at the seams with the excitement of change. It was in the air. A new season. A new grade. Getting older. Wanting new things. Dreading new things. Needing new things. Hope pushing up against fear like summer against fall. She could still conjure that feeling in her gut.


They’d parked their cars on a gravel road along its edge and walked to a small clearing. Music from someone’s speaker had been drowned out by the clamor of drunk teenagers. She’d been a sophomore in college. Laura had been starting her senior year of high school. Joe hadn’t been at the party that night. His family had wanted one last weekend at their house on the Cape. Gabe had already gone back to college. Of the four of them, it was only Rosie and Laura who had been at the party that night. And it was only Rosie who knew what it felt like to hear that scream in the woods.


Maybe that was enough remembering. Maybe it would leave her now.


Rosie walked quietly across the hardwood floor. The house was a Cape, built in the 1930s. The floors upstairs were bird’s-eye maple, gorgeous but old, and every step created a noisy creak. She made it past her bedroom without waking her son, then continued down the hall.


Laura stayed in a small converted attic. It was at the end of the hallway, just past the guest bathroom. The lights were off, her door closed.


Rosie took another step, placing her foot down in front of her, gently at first, before shifting her weight.


Then she stopped, suddenly aware of herself, creeping around her house in a state of panic the way she had done when Mason was born. How many times had she woken him from a peaceful sleep just to make sure he was still breathing? Her fears were not normal.


Or maybe they were. Maybe there was good reason.


Rosie had been her sister’s protector from the day she was born. It was in her blood, in her bones. But it had never been enough. In the end, she had failed.


The smell of the fire. The scream in the woods …


She would never forget it. She would never stop hearing it. The woods had been silenced in an instant. No one had moved. They’d all just frozen, wondering what they’d heard. Waiting to see if it would come again. And it did. A second scream. Rosie had looked around the fire, searching for Laura. Even as her legs had started to move toward the road where the cars were parked, where the scream had come from, she’d kept looking, hoping, that she was wrong. That the scream did not belong to her sister.


Two more steps and she was outside the attic door. She pressed her ear against the wood and listened for sound. The TV, maybe. Music. Laura sometimes fell asleep with things still playing. But the room was quiet.


She placed her hand on the doorknob and turned it gently. But it, too, creaked from age. So would the door jam as it twisted on rusty metal. There was no getting in the room without waking the person inside. But Rosie was too far gone to care, and the memory kept playing.


They’d run to the road, scattering through the woods to find the quickest path. There was no trail. It had been so dark. Someone had a flashlight and they’d turned it on. Someone else had gotten into a car and turned on the headlights. The screams had become sobs. Down the road were two figures. One standing and one on the gravel road, lying still …


Rosie pushed the attic door open, slowly, already talking herself down. They were not in the woods. Whatever she found in this room wouldn’t mean anything. Laura was a grown woman. Maybe she got too drunk to drive and stayed at his place. Maybe she stayed to sleep with him. She’d promised to be home with the car, but people break promises like that all the time. Especially Laura. Especially when it came to men. Her good intentions were always overcome by the desire and longing that were never satisfied. And so what if she did sleep with him? Joe was right: the guy was older. Forty and divorced. Safe to the point of boring.


But all of this reasoning came and went without effect. The past, the scream in the woods. And that boy lying at her sister’s feet. The memory played.


Running to her sister, breathless from screaming her name. Laura! Coming to her, that look on her face. Terror. Disbelief. And that boy on the ground. The blood pooling around his head. Laura’s first love. The one who’d broken her heart. Dead.


This memory always played until the end. Always. Rosie blinked away the last image and looked for her sister.


Laura had been gone for ten years, but it didn’t matter. Rosie was always waiting for the next tragedy to unfold.


The door open now, she flipped on the light.


And all she found was an empty bed.




FOUR





Laura. Session Number Six. Three Months Ago. New York City.


Laura: Rosie thinks I bring this on myself. She says I’m the one breaking hearts.


Dr. Brody: What about that? What about the ones who did love you?


Laura: They didn’t love me. They just thought they did.


Dr. Brody: Because they didn’t know you?


Laura: Maybe. Rosie says I choose men who won’t love me. I choose them because they won’t love me. But why would I do that?


Dr. Brody: To prove a point.


Laura: What point?


Dr. Brody: It will be more helpful if you find the answer yourself.


Laura: Don’t take this the wrong way, but I hate you a little right now.




FIVE





Laura. The Night Before. Thursday, 7:30 p.m. Branston, CT.


Jonathan. John. Johnny. Jack. As I drive downtown, I wonder what people call him.


There’s traffic and I’m running late. Construction. One-lane road. Shit. It’s good to be late. Keep him waiting! I tell this to myself. I can be one of those women who pull this off. Hide the eagerness. Hide the desire.


I think about texting him, but he said he doesn’t like to text. I don’t want to call, because that’s a little extreme. And, of course, my phone is on low battery because I forgot the charger from my room. God forbid Rosie should leave one in the car.


He’ll wait ten minutes. Won’t he?


The minivan smells like Goldfish and apple juice. Rosie cleans it every week, but it makes no difference. I don’t think she smells it anymore, she’s so used to it, like the stale coffee that pervades the kitchen until Joe comes home from work and empties the pot.


The kitchen is Rosie’s domain until then, and I usually find her there staring at nothing while Mason watches cartoons. She pours me the stale coffee (to chase away the bourbon hangovers from late nights with Joe and Gabe) and recites mantras from her days as a feminist, with the same breath that she gives me advice on how to be attractive.


You don’t need a man, Laura. Not for anything.


At the risk of stating the obvious, it’s easy to say you don’t need something when you’re holding it in your hands. She might as well tell me she doesn’t need her coffee as she inhales her second cup.


Still, I consider her advice now as I feel the panic that he might leave because I’m ten minutes late.


I don’t need a man.


The only trouble is that after years of wondering why it was so hard for me to find one, I finally had done just that—found a man who loved me.


He didn’t stay long, but while he was here, he unlocked the door to a well of needs. And there were so many of them. The need to be held and touched. The need to laugh and cry and search another’s soul. The need to be seen. To be known. Not the fierce and fearless warrior who conquered the world, but the little girl tugging on a sleeve or the hem of a coat, looking up. Always, always looking up with the foolish hope that someone would look back and be happy to see me there.


I am pathetic with my silly daydreams.


Jonathan Fields … do they call you Nathan? Or Nate?


I wonder if he’s handsome in real life. I wonder if his hair is as dark and full as his pictures, his eyes as blue. His body as fit as it looks hidden beneath a shirt. I wonder if I will see that thing in his eyes that I love. Mischief. Just a little. Not the kind old me likes. Just enough to keep her quiet.


But whatever I see when my eyes first fall upon Jonathan Fields, I will not ignore it. I will not pretend he is the right man if there is clear evidence that he is the wrong man. And I will not invent evidence to prove he’s the wrong man if he’s the right man.


I am handicapped by a lack of instinct. Tonight will not be easy.


Jonathan Fields. I’m almost there.


Past the construction on Main Street. I make a left on Hyde, another on Richmond. I find a spot at a meter and pull in. We’re meeting at an Irish pub that is just on the block behind me. On the left. It’s nestled in between an upscale diner and an Italian place. They have seating outside in the summer. When we were kids, we used to get in with our fake IDs. I think it’s harder these days. But maybe they’ve learned how to make better IDs. Ours were more pathetic than my daydreams.


I have so many memories from growing up in this town. They’ve been crawling out from every corner since the day I returned.


Jonathan Fields suggested this place. He said it was near his apartment so he went there a lot and the bartenders would give him free whiskey. Not that he couldn’t afford whiskey. He made sure to throw that in, and I have not done anything with any of this information. I’ve left my scaffolding at home. There will be no inventions tonight. No reconstructions. No blind eyes. I had an excellent therapist, even if I was a terrible patient.


I open the vanity mirror and check my face. Mascara hasn’t smudged. Cheeks are rosy. I apply some more cherry-red lipstick because I’ve been biting my lip. I rub some of it off my teeth with my finger. That’s really not a good look. Lipstick on your teeth. Seriously. That could have been a fatal unforced error.


Damn it! Have I become my mother? I close the mirror and stare out the windshield, onto the street. After Dick left us, our mother couldn’t sleep or eat unless she had a boyfriend, and she would go to the bottom of the barrel to find one. After Dick left us, she went out almost every night and I remember hating her for it.


How do I look, girls?


We don’t give a shit, Mom. We have homework and tests and our periods and zits and the other tortures of puberty to deal with—alone—thank you very much.


I don’t want to be someone I hate. But maybe that’s what’s required.


I feel that thing in my stomach. It’s not quite anxiety. Not quite nervousness. It is distinct, a feeling specific to this set of circumstances—a first date after a bad breakup. It’s hope, but it’s so fragile. Hope on its deathbed. People gathered around it, saying prayers. A priest standing over it, reading last rites. Part of me has already grieved it. Part of me can’t until it’s totally dead, maybe even until it’s been buried six feet under.


I need a drink ASAP.


Hand on the handle, door open. Grab purse, phone, keys. Close the door. Lock the car. It’s 7:38.


I walk like I could give a shit about anything, across the street, down the block. My heart is beating faster and it’s pissing me off. I breathe slower but it makes it worse. I can feel my cheeks getting redder than they already were.


A small group of people stands outside, smoking and laughing. They’ve clearly enjoyed happy hour drink prices. I walk around them and find the door, pull the handle. Step inside.


The bar is dark. Dimly lit. Wood paneling. There are tables in the back and loud music playing in the front, which is packed with people of all ages—except middle. Middle-aged people are home with their kids. It’s Thursday night, after all.
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