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Alas! Who does not know that these gentle wolves


Are of all such creatures the most dangerous!


—CHARLES PERRAULT, LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD









CHAPTER 1


The woman in the shed


You like to think every woman has one, and he just happens to be yours.


It’s easier this way. If no one’s free. There is no room in your world for the ones still outside. No love for the wind in their hair, no patience for the sun on their skin.


He comes at night. Unlocks the door. Drags his boots through a trail of dead leaves. Shuts the door behind him, slides the deadbolt into place.


This man: young, strong, groomed. You think back to the day you met, to that brief moment before he revealed his true nature, and here’s what you see: A man who knows his neighbors. Who always takes out the recycling on time. Who stood in the delivery room the day his child was born, a steady presence against the evils of the world. Mothers see him in line at the grocery store and shove their babies into his arms: Can you hold her for a minute, I forgot the formula, be right back.


And now he’s here. Now he’s yours.


There is an order to what you do.


He glances at you, a look that serves as an inventory. You are here. All two arms, two legs, one torso, and one head of you.


Then comes the sigh. A softening in the muscles of his back as he settles into your shared moment. He bends to adjust the electric heater or the fan, depending on the season.


You put out your hand and receive a Tupperware box. Steam rises from the lasagna, the shepherd’s pie, the tuna casserole, whatever else it might be. The food, piping hot, leaves blisters on the roof of your mouth.


He hands you water. Never in a glass. Always in a canteen. Nothing that can be broken and sharpened. The cold liquid sends electric shocks through your teeth. But you drink, because the time to drink is now. A metallic taste lingers in your mouth afterward.


He gives you the bucket, and you do what you have to do. You stopped feeling ashamed a long time ago.


He takes your waste and leaves you for a minute or so. You hear him right outside, the padding of his boots against the ground, the spray of the hose. When he comes back, the bucket is clean, full of soapy water.


He watches as you clean yourself. In the hierarchy of your body, you are the tenant and he is the landlord. He hands you your tools: a bar of soap, a plastic comb, a toothbrush, a small tube of toothpaste. Once a month, the anti-lice shampoo. Your body: always brewing trouble, and him, keeping it at bay. Every three weeks, he pulls the nail clippers out of his back pocket. He waits while you snip yourself back to presentableness, then takes them back. Always, he takes them back. You have done this for years.


You put your clothes back on. It seems pointless to you, given what follows, but this is what he’s decided. It doesn’t work, you think, if you do it yourself. He has to be the one to pull down the zippers, undo the buttons, peel off the layers.


The geography of his flesh: things you didn’t want to learn, but learned anyway. A mole on his shoulder. The trail of hair down his abdomen. His hands: the grip of his fingers. The hot pressure of his palm on your neck.


Through it all, he never looks at you. This isn’t about you. This is about all the women and all the girls. This is about him and all the things boiling inside his head.


When it’s over, he never lingers. He’s a man in the world, with responsibilities calling out to him. A family, a household to run. Homework to check. Movies to watch. A wife to keep happy and a daughter to cradle. There are items on his to-do list beyond you and your little existence, all demanding to be crossed out.


Except tonight.


Tonight, everything changes.


Tonight is the night you see this man—this very careful man, known to take only calculated steps—violate his own rules.


He pushes himself up, palms flat on the wooden floor. His fingers are miraculously splinter-free. He secures the belt buckle underneath his belly button, pushes the metal against the tight skin of his midsection.


“Listen,” he says.


Something sharpens, the most essential part of you rising to attention.


“You’ve been here long enough.”


You search his face. Nothing. He’s a man of few words, of muted facial expressions.


“What do you mean?” you ask.


He shrugs his fleece back on, zips it up to his chin.


“I have to move,” he says.


Again, you must ask: “What?”


A vein pulses at the base of his forehead. You have annoyed him.


“To a new house.”


“Why?”


He frowns. Opens his mouth as if to say something, then thinks better of it.


Not tonight.


You make sure his gaze catches yours on his way out. You want him to drink in your confusion, all the questions left unaddressed. You want him to feel the satisfaction of leaving you hanging.


Rule number one of staying alive in the shed: He always wins. For five years, you have made sure of it.









CHAPTER 2


Emily


I have no idea if Aidan Thomas knows my name. I wouldn’t hold a grudge if he didn’t. He has more important things to remember than the name of the girl who pours his Cherry Coke twice a week.


Aidan Thomas doesn’t drink. Not liquor. A beautiful man who doesn’t drink could be a problem for a bartender, but my love language isn’t booze; it’s people sitting at my bar and putting themselves in my care for an hour or two.


This isn’t a language Aidan Thomas speaks fluently. He’s a deer on the side of the road, keeping still until you drive by, ready to bolt if you show too much interest. So I let him come to me. Tuesdays and Thursdays. In a sea of regulars, he’s the only one I want to see.


Today is a Tuesday.


At seven o’clock, I start glancing at the door. Keep one eye out for him and the other on the kitchen—my lead waitress, my sommelier, my absolute prick of a head chef. My hands move on autopilot. One sidecar, one Sprite, one Jack and Coke. The door opens. It’s not him. It’s the lady from the four-top by the door who had to go move her car to a new spot. One bitters and soda. A new straw for the kid at the back. A report from my lead waitress: the four-top didn’t like the pasta. It was cold or it wasn’t spicy enough. Their grievances are unclear, but they are here, and Cora isn’t losing her tips because the kitchen can’t work a food warmer. Placate Cora. Tell her to tell the cooks to redo the pasta, with a free side of something as an apology. Or have Sophie, our baker, send out a dessert if the four-top look like they have a sweet tooth. Whatever it takes to shut them up.


The restaurant is a black hole of needs, a monster that can never be sated. My father never asked me; he just assumed I would step in. And then he went ahead and died, because that’s what chefs do—exist in a blur of heat and chaos only to leave you to pick up the pieces.


I pinch my temples between two fingers, try to fend off the dread. Maybe it’s the weather—it’s the first week of October, still early fall, but the days are getting shorter, the air colder. Maybe it’s something else. But tonight, every failure feels especially mine.


The door opens.


It’s him.


Something lightens inside of me. A joy bubbles up, the kind that leaves me feeling small and a little bit dirty and possibly quite dumb, but it’s the sweetest sensation the restaurant has to offer, and I’ll take it. Twice a week, I’ll take it.


Aidan Thomas sits at my bar in silence. He and I don’t talk except for the usual pleasantries. This is a dance, and we know our steps by heart. Glass, ice cubes, soda gun, paper coaster. Amandine written in vintage cursive across the cardboard. One Cherry Coke. One satisfied man.


“Thank you.”


I give him a quick smile and keep my hands busy. In between tasks—rinsing a shaker, organizing jars of olives and lemon slices—I sneak glances at him. Like a poem I know by heart but never tire of: blue eyes, dark-blond hair, neat beard. Lines under his eyes, because he has lived. Because he has loved and lost. And then, his hands: one resting on the counter, the other wrapped around his glass. Steady. Strong. Hands that tell a story.


“Emily.”


Cora’s leaning against the bar.


“What now?”


“Nick says we need to eighty-six the sirloin.”


I hold in a sigh. Nick’s tantrums are not Cora’s fault.


“And why would we need to do that?”


“He says the cut isn’t right and the cooking times are off.”


I tear my eyes away from Aidan to face Cora.


“I’m not saying he’s right,” she says. “He just … asked me to tell you.”


At any other time, I would leave the bar and deal with Nick myself. But he’s not going to take this moment from me.


“Tell him message received.”


Cora waits for the rest. She knows as well as I do that “message received” won’t get Nick off anyone’s back.


“Tell him that if we get any complaints about the sirloin, I’ll handle them personally. I promise. I’ll shoulder all the blame. Sirloingate will be my legacy. Tell him the food has been raved about tonight. And tell him he should worry less about the sirloin and more about his pickup station, if his guys are sending out cold food.”


Cora raises her hands, like All right, all right. She heads back toward the kitchen.


This time, I allow myself a sigh. I’m about to turn my attention to a couple of martini glasses in need of a shine when I feel a gaze on me.


Aidan.


He’s looking up from the counter, giving me a half smile.


“Sirloingate, eh?”


Shit. He heard.


I force myself to chuckle. “Sorry about that.”


He shakes his head, takes a sip from his Cherry Coke.


“No need to apologize,” he says.


I smile back and focus on my martini glasses, for real this time. In the corner of my eye, Aidan finishes his Coke. Our choreography resumes: A tilt of the head to ask for his check. A hand raised briefly as a goodbye.


And just like that, the best part of my day is over.


I collect Aidan’s receipt—two-dollar tip, as always—and his empty cup. It’s not until I wipe the bar that I notice it: a hitch, a change in our well-rehearsed pas de deux.


His coaster. The paper one I slipped under his drink. Now would be the time for me to throw it in the recycling bin, but I can’t find it.


Maybe it fell? I step on the other side of the counter, look at the foot of the barstool he was sitting on just a few minutes ago. Nothing.


It’s the weirdest thing, but undeniable. The coaster is gone.









CHAPTER 3


The woman in the shed


He brought you here.


His home revealed itself to you in flashes, quick glances when he wasn’t looking. Over the years, you have gone over those images, clung to every detail: the house at the center of a patch of land. Green grass, willow trees. Every plant trimmed, every leaf tended to. Smaller buildings scattered around the property like tea cakes on a platter. A detached garage, a barn, a bike rack. Power lines snaking through branches. This man, you learned, lived somewhere soft and beautiful. A place for children to run, for flowers to bloom.


He walked fast, down a dirt path and up a hill. The house faded into the distance, replaced by a litany of trees. He stopped. There was nothing to grab onto, no one to call out to. You stood in front of a shed. Four gray walls, a slanted roof. Windowless. He held the metallic padlock, separated a key from the rest of the bunch.


Inside, he taught you the new rules of the world.


“Your name,” he said. He was kneeling, yet still towering above you, hands on each side of your face so that your vision began and ended with his fingers. “Your name is Rachel.”


Your name was not Rachel. He knew your real one. He had seen it on your driver’s license after taking your wallet.


But he told you your name was Rachel, and it was vital for you to accept this fact. The way he said it, the growl of the r and the definitiveness of the l. Rachel was a blank slate. Rachel didn’t have a past or a life to get back to. Rachel could survive in the shed.


“Your name is Rachel,” he said, “and no one knows who you are.”


You nodded. Not eagerly enough. His hands left your face and grabbed onto your sweater. He pushed you into the wall, arm lodged against your neck, wrist bones embedded into your trachea. There was no air, no oxygen at all.


“I said,” he said, and the world started slipping from you, but not hearing him wasn’t an option, “no one knows who you are. No one is looking for you. Do you fucking understand?”


He let go. Before you coughed, before you wheezed, before you did anything else, you nodded. Like you meant it. You nodded for dear life.


You became Rachel.


You have been Rachel for years.


She has kept you alive. You have kept you alive.


BOOTS, DEAD LEAVES, deadbolt. Sigh. Heater. Everything as usual, except him. Tonight, he rushes through his ritual as though he’s left water boiling on the stove. You’re still chewing your last bite of chicken pot pie when he takes the Tupperware from you.


“Come on,” he says. “I don’t have all night.”


It’s not eagerness, this haste of his. More like you’re a song and he’s fast-forwarding through the boring parts.


He keeps his clothes on. The zipper of his fleece digs a crevice into your abdomen. A strand of your hair lodges itself in the clasp of his watch. He pulls his wrist away, wrestles himself free of you. You hear a tear. Your scalp burns. Everything palpable, everything real, even as he hovers over you like a ghost.


You need him here. With you. You need him relaxed and comfortable.


You need him to talk.


You wait until after. Your clothes back on for good.


As he prepares to leave, you run a hand through your hair. A gesture you used to deploy on dates, the elbow of your biker jacket on a restaurant table, your white T-shirt livened up by a cluster of silver pendants.


This happens. You remember bits of yourself, and sometimes they help you.


“You know,” you tell him, “I worry about you.”


He scoffs.


“It’s true. I mean—I just wonder. That’s all.”


He sniffs, stuffs his hands into his pockets.


“Maybe I could help,” you try. “Find a way for you to stay.”


He snorts but makes no move toward the door. You have to hold on to that. You have to believe this is the beginning of a victory.


He talks to you, sometimes. Not often, and always reluctantly, but he does. Some nights, it’s bragging. Other nights, it’s a confession. Perhaps this is why he has bothered keeping you alive at all: there are things in his life he needs to share, and you’re the only one who can hear them.


“If you tell me what happened, maybe I could figure it out,” you say.


He bends his knees, brings his face in front of yours. His breath, minty fresh. His palm, warm and rugged against your cheekbone. The tip of his thumb digs into your eye socket.


“You think if I tell you, you’ll figure it out?”


His gaze trails from your face to your feet. Repelled. Scornful. But always—this is important—a little bit curious. About the things he can do to you, the things he can get away with.


“What could you possibly know?” He traces the outline of your jaw, his nail grazing against your chin. “Do you even know who you are?”


You do. Like a prayer, like a mantra. You are Rachel. He found you. All you know is what he has taught you. All you have is what he has given you. A chain around your ankle, nailed to the wall. A sleeping bag. On an upturned crate, the items he has brought you over the years: three paperbacks, a wallet (empty), a stress ball (really). Random and mismatched. Taken, you inferred, by this magpie of a man from other women.


“I found you,” he says. “You were lost. I gave you a roof. I keep you alive.” He points to the empty Tupperware. “Know what you’d be, without me? Nothing. You’d be dead.”


He gets up again. Cracks his knuckles, each finger a distinct pop.


You are not much. You know that. But in the shed, in this part of his life, you’re all he’s got.


“She’s dead,” he says. He tries it on for size and says again: “She’s dead.”


You have no idea who he’s talking about until he adds: “Her parents are selling the house.”


And then you get it.


His wife.


You try to think all the thoughts at once. You want to say what people say in polite society: I’m so sorry to hear. You want to ask, When? How? You wonder, Did he do it? Did he finally snap?


“So we have to move.”


He paces, as much as one can pace in the shed. Rattled, which is unlike him. But you have no time for his emotions. No time to waste figuring out whether he did it. Who cares if he did? He kills. You know that.


What you need to do is think. Search the atrophied folds of your brain, the ones that used to solve the problems of daily life. The part of you that helped your friends, your family. But the only thing your brain screams is that if he moves—if he leaves this house, this property—you die. Unless you can convince him to bring you along.


“I’m sorry,” you tell him.


You are so sorry, all the time. You are sorry his wife is dead. You are sorry, truly so, about the injustices of the world, the way they’ve befallen him. You are sorry he’s stuck with you, such a needy woman, always hungry and thirsty and cold, and so nosy at that.


Rule number two of staying alive in the shed: He’s always right, and you’re always sorry.









CHAPTER 4


Emily


He’s back. Tuesdays and Thursdays. As reliable as an eighty-six-proof whiskey, brimming with promises.


Aidan Thomas removes his gray trapper hat, his hair like ruffled feathers underneath. Tonight, he’s carrying a duffel bag—green nylon, like something out of an army surplus store. It hangs heavily at his side, the strap tugging at his shoulder.


The door slams behind him. I startle. He usually shuts it in one cautious gesture, one hand on the handle and the other on the frame.


He keeps his head down as he walks to the bar. There’s a heaviness to his step, and it’s not just the duffel’s fault.


Something is weighing on him.


He stuffs the hat in his pocket, smooths his hair, drops the duffel at his feet.


“Do you have my Manhattans?”


With a distracted glance, I slide two drinks in Cora’s direction. She skitters away. Aidan waits until she’s gone to gaze up at me.


“What can I get you?”


He gives me a tired smile.


I pick up the soda gun. “I have your usual.” An idea comes to me. “Or I could make you something, if you need a little pick-me-up.”


He lets out a breathy laugh. “That obvious, huh?”


A cool shrug, as if none of this matters all that much. “It’s my job to notice.”


His eyes go vacant. In the background, Eric gesticulates. He’s describing the specials to a four-top. His customers drink him in, wide-eyed. Eric’s so good at it, the showmanship. He knows how to earn his tables’ affection, how to inflate his tips by two to five percent in a few sentences.


Sweet Eric. A friend who remained my friend when I became his boss. Who has my back. Who somehow believes in me, in my ability to run this place.


“Let’s try something.”


I pick up a rocks glass, give it a quick shine. Aidan Thomas raises his eyebrows at me. Something is happening, new, different. He’s not sure he likes it. It kills me to do this to him, when all he wanted was his usual Cherry Coke.


“I’ll be right back.”


I do my best to keep my stride casual. Behind the swing doors, Nick is hunched over four plates of tonight’s special—breaded pork chop with cheesy mashed potatoes and bacon-scallion gravy. Simple, but flavorful, he told me. Folks want to know what’s on their plate, but they don’t come here to eat stuff they could have made at home. Like it was his idea, and not what my father started drilling into my head before I could even walk. Real food, at good prices, too, my dad used to say. We don’t want to cater only to the city crowd. They show up on weekends, but it’s the locals who carry us through the week. We’re here for them first.


Eric passes me on his way out of the kitchen, three plates balanced on his left arm. Through the swing door, he sees Aidan at the bar. He pauses and turns back to give me a half grin. I pretend not to notice and step toward the walk-in.


“Is there any more of that elderflower tea we brewed at lunch?”


Silence. Everyone is either working or ignoring me. Yuwanda, the third musketeer of my trio with Eric, would know, but she’s in the dining room, probably reciting the pros and cons of Gewürztraminer versus Riesling. I keep looking until I locate the pitcher behind a vat of buttermilk ranch. There’s about a cup left.


Perfect.


I hurry back out. Aidan is waiting, hands on the counter. Unlike most of us, he doesn’t reach for his phone the second he’s alone. He knows how to be by himself, how to stretch into a moment to find stillness, if not comfort.


“Sorry about the wait.”


With his gaze on me, I drop a sugar cube into the glass. Orange slice, dash of Angostura bitters. I add an ice cube, then the tea, and stir. With a spoon—nothing cramps a bartender’s style as tragically as plastic gloves—I fish a Maraschino cherry out of a Mason jar.


“Voilà.”


He smiles at my exaggerated French inflection. A warmth pools in my stomach. I nudge the glass in front of him. He brings it up to his face, takes a whiff. It occurs to me, with blinding obviousness, that I have no idea what this man likes to drink aside from Cherry Coke.


“What am I having?” he asks.


“Virgin old-fashioned.”


He grins. “Old-fashioned and a virgin? I suppose that makes sense.”


Heat percolates under my cheeks. Immediately I want to disavow my body, my cheekbones reddening at the mere suggestion of sex, my hands leaving damp imprints on the counter.


He takes a sip and spares me from having to think of a witty retort, smacks his lips as he sets the glass down.


“Good.”


My knees give in for an instant. I hope he can’t see my shoulders, my face, my fingers, every muscle in my body loosen with relief.


“Glad you like it.”


Fingernails tap the left side of the bar. Cora. She needs a vodka martini and a Bellini. I fill a martini glass with ice, turn around to search for an open bottle of Champagne.


Aidan Thomas swirls the ice cube at the bottom of his drink. Takes a quick sip and swirls again. Here is this beautiful man, who has done so much for our town. Who lost his wife a month ago. Sitting at my bar, alone, even though he doesn’t drink. I have to think that if there is a gaping hole at the center of his life, then maybe maintaining this habit has brought him some form of solace. I have to think this—our shared silences, our silent routine—means something to him, too.


Everyone in town has an Aidan Thomas story. If you’re a kid, he saved your ass moments before the Christmas parade. He showed up when you needed him, tool belt cinched around his hips, to fix your wobbly sleigh, right your reindeer’s antlers.


Two years ago, when that terrible storm hit and a tree fell on old Mr. McMillan’s house, Aidan drove up and set up a generator while he worked on the power line. He returned every weekend the following month to mend the roof. Mr. McMillan tried to pay him, but Aidan wouldn’t take the money.


My family’s Aidan Thomas story took place when I was thirteen. My father was in the middle of dinner service when the walk-in fried. I forget the details, or maybe I never bothered learning them. It was always the same thing—a faulty motor, a bad circuit. My dad was losing his mind, trying to figure out how to fix it while running the kitchen. A lovely man, who was there having dinner with his wife, overheard and offered to help. My father hesitated. Then, in a rare, oh-what-the-hell moment, he led the man into his kitchen. Aidan Thomas spent the better part of the evening on his knees, politely asking for tools and appeasing the frazzled staff.


By the time service ended, the fridge was cooling off. So was my father. In the kitchen, he offered Aidan Thomas and his wife glasses of pear brandy. They both declined: he didn’t drink, and she was newly pregnant.


I was helping out that night, as children of restaurant owners do. When I went to refill the bowl of mints on the hostess stand, I found Aidan Thomas in the dining room. He was searching his coat pockets the way customers do at the end of a meal, hoping to locate wallets and cell phones and car keys. My father’s laugh trickled from the kitchen over to us. My father, a great chef with an even greater temper, whose perfectionism so often devolved into anger. Relaxed. Enjoying a rare moment of reprieve in the restaurant he had built. As close to happy as he would ever get.


“Thank you for that.”


Aidan Thomas looked up as if he had just noticed my presence. I wanted to catch my words, still hanging in the air between us, and swallow them back. You learn to hate the sound of your own voice at an early age, when you’re a girl.


I waited for him to give me a distracted nod and hurry back to the kitchen, to humor me as most adults did. But Aidan Thomas wasn’t like other adults. He wasn’t like anyone.


Aidan Thomas smiled. He winked. And he said in a low, gravelly voice that hit me somewhere deep, a part of my body I hadn’t known existed until that moment: “You’re very welcome.”


It was nothing and it was everything. It was basic politeness and it was endless kindness. A halo of light landing on a hidden girl, plucking her out of the shadows, allowing her to be seen.


The thing I needed the most. Something it hadn’t even occurred to me to crave.


NOW I WATCH as Aidan Thomas is frozen mid-sip, gazing at me through his glass. I am no longer the hidden girl, waiting for men to cast a light on her. I am a woman who has just walked into a halo of her own making.


He reaches over. Something shifts. A disturbance in the world, tectonic plates bumping against each other, miles below the Hudson River. His fingers brush against mine and his thumb grazes the inside of my wrist, and my heart—my heart, it’s not even pounding at this point, it’s just gone gone gone gone gone, can’t handle it.


“Thank you,” he says. “This was very … Thank you.” A squeeze, a jolt of something indecipherable and priceless, from him to me.


He lets go of my hand, tilts his head back to empty his drink. His neck, his whole body lean, muscular, a smooth confidence.


“How much do I owe you?”


I take the empty glass and rinse it behind the bar. Keep my hands occupied so he can’t see them shake.


“You know what? Don’t worry about it. This one’s on the house.”


He takes out his wallet. “Come on.”


“It’s fine. I promise. You can …”


You can buy me one soon and we’ll call it even is what I’d say if his wife hadn’t died like five minutes ago. Instead, I unfold a clean bar mop and begin shining his glass.


“Next time.”


He smiles and returns the wallet to his pocket, then gets up to put on his parka. I turn to set the glass on the shelf behind me. My arm stops halfway. Yes, I am jittery and my face is burning, but something just happened. I took a chance and it worked. I spoke and no disaster ensued.


Maybe I dare, just a little bit more.


I turn around, lean against the counter, pretend to tighten the lid on a jar of pickled onions.


“Where are you headed next?” I ask, as if small talk were a staple of our shared vocabulary.


Aidan Thomas zips up his parka, puts the trapper hat back on, and picks up his duffel bag. It settles against his hip with a metallic clink.


“Just somewhere I can get some thinking done.”









CHAPTER 5


The woman in the shed


You wait for dinner, for splashes of tepid water. For anything. Even the groan of zippers being pulled up and down.


He doesn’t show.


You picture the shed, hidden in the trees. It has to be fall by now. He took away the fan and brought in the heater a couple of weeks ago. You close your eyes. What you remember of this time of the year: short days, the sun setting at six o’clock. Naked branches against the turning sky. What you picture: In the distance, hidden from you, his house. Yellow squares of light at the windows, orange leaves scattered across the yard. Maybe hot tea. Maybe apple cider doughnuts.


In the distance, the purr of his truck. He is here, on the property. Living his life. Tending to his needs. Not yours, though. You wait and you wait and still he doesn’t come.


You try to meditate the hunger pangs away. You flip through the books he brought you, taken to the shed in no particular order. Stephen King’s It. A tired paperback of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. Mary Higgins Clark’s Loves Music, Loves to Dance. The books came used. Dog-eared pages, notes in the margins. You asked him one day, a long time ago, if they were his. He shook his head. More trinkets, you figured. Things he took from the ones who weren’t as lucky as you.


You squat in a corner of the shed. Without him to bring you the bucket, you have no other choice. He’ll be furious, if he gets back. He’ll wrinkle his nose, throw a bottle of bleach in your direction. Start scrubbing and don’t stop until I can’t smell it anymore.


You try not to worry, because worrying gets in the way of staying alive.


HE HAS LEFT you before. Not like this, though. Nine months into the first year, the man who kept you in the shed told you he was going somewhere. He brought you the bucket, a box of granola bars, and a pack of small water bottles.


“I need to leave,” he said. Not I want. Not I have to. I need.


“You will not,” he said, “do anything. You will not move. You will not scream. I know you won’t.”


He grabbed you by the shoulders. You felt the urge to wrap your hands around his. To hold on to him, just a little bit. You are Rachel. He found you. All you know is what he has taught you. All you have is what he has given you.


He shook you. You allowed the tremor to rock you. “If you try anything,” he said, “I will find out. And it won’t be good for you. Do you understand?”


You nodded. By then, you knew how to nod so that he’d believe you.


He was gone for three days and returned the happiest man on earth. A pep in his step, something like static buzzing through his limbs. He took deep, gluttonous breaths, like the air had never tasted so sweet to him.


This wasn’t the man you knew. A man of duties and responsibilities.


He did what he came to do to you. Buzzing. A little wild.


Then he told you. He didn’t say much. Just that she went along with it. That she was perfect. That she didn’t know, until she knew, but by then it was too late.


It happened again. Right before last Thanksgiving. You knew because he brought you leftovers. Has done so every year. You don’t know if he knows that’s how you keep track of time. You suspect he hasn’t thought about it.


That’s two, total. Two he killed while he let you live. Two now added to the rule while you remained the exception.


Each time he left you, he prepped. This time, he gave you nothing. Did he forget about you? Did he find another project to devote himself to?


WITHOUT HIS VISITS, it’s hard to count the days. You think his truck signals when he leaves in the morning and when he returns at night, but you can’t be sure. Your body tells you when to sleep and when to wake up. Palm against the wall, you try to feel the warmth of the sun and the cold of the night. Based on your estimates, one day goes by, then another.


By the end of what feels like day two, your mouth is lined with sandpaper. Bats zoom around your brain. You suck on your fingers to make saliva, lick the wall of the shed in search of condensation, anything to relieve the thirst. Soon you are just a body, a skull and a spine and a pelvis and feet lying flat on the wooden slats, your skin clammy, your breath labored.


Maybe he overestimated your resilience. Maybe he’ll kill you without meaning to. He’ll return, open the shed, and find you cold and unresponsive, as you were always meant to be.


On what you tell yourself is day three, the padlock rattles. He’s a silhouette in the doorframe, bucket in one hand, a bottle in the other. You should sit up, snatch the water away, unscrew the cap, and drink, drink, drink until the world comes back into focus. But you can’t. He has to come to you, kneel at your side, position the neck of the bottle against your lips.


You swallow. Wipe your lips with the back of your hand. He doesn’t look like himself. Most days, he’s a man who takes care of his appearance. Nicks from a manual razor turn up on his cheekbones and down his neck. His hair smells of lemongrass. His teeth are white, his gums healthy. You’ve never seen him do it, but you can tell he flosses assiduously, every morning or every night, a swish of mouthwash to finish the job. But tonight, he looks rough. His beard is unkempt. His gaze bounces, unfocused, from one end of the shed to the other.


“Food?”


Your voice comes out raspy. He shakes his head no.


“She’s still up. Packing.”


You assume he means his daughter.


“So there’s nothing? Nothing at all?”


You’re pushing your luck, you know, but it’s been three days, and without the thirst numbing your body, you feel it all, the hollowness of hunger below your rib cage, the soreness in your back, a thousand alarm bells pointing to the broken parts of you.


He holds up his hands. “What? You think I can microwave a TV dinner and walk out the door and she won’t ask any questions?”


The food he brings you is always one part of a whole. A portion of lasagna, a bowl of stew, the center square of a casserole. Meals that can go missing unnoticed. Much more discreet than a slice of pizza, a whole cheeseburger, the leg of a roasted chicken. For all this time he’s been cooking in bulk, squirreling away parts of his dishes and bringing them to you. It’s one of the ways he’s found to keep you a secret.


He sits next to you with a groan. You wait for him to pull at the zipper on your jacket, wrap his hands around your neck. Instead, he reaches around his waistband. There is a glimmer, a flash of metal.


You recognize the gun. It’s the same one he pointed at you five years ago, a black pistol and the glossy length of a silencer.


Your toes twitch as if to prepare for a sprint. The chain tightens, cold and heavy against your ankle. Dragging you down as if to suck you into the ground, first your foot and then the rest of you.


Focus. Stay with him.


His chest moves up and down, one deep breath after the other. Without the fuzz of dehydration, you read him more clearly. Tired but not weary. Dizzy but not sick. He’s a mess, yes, but he’s happy. Like after an exhausting task, a long run or a steep hike.


Like after a kill.


He reaches into his pocket and drops something on your lap, a cat offering up a dead mouse.


Sunglasses. Designer, judging by the heavy frame and the logo on the side. Entirely worthless inside the shed, but the sunglasses aren’t the point. The point is these used to belong to someone, and she doesn’t need them anymore.


You feel it on him now. The triumph. The boundless thrill of a successful hunting trip.


She calls out to you. What kind of a job did she have to be able to afford sunglasses like these? What did her fingers look like when she slid them up her nose? Did she ever use them to hold her hair back? Did she wear them one summer afternoon in the passenger seat of a convertible with the top down, loose hair whipping at her cheeks?


You can’t go there. You can’t think about her. You do not have time to be shocked or devastated.


This is a chance. His hubris. Tonight, he will believe himself capable of anything.


“So, listen,” you say.


He takes the sunglasses back. Probably second-guessing his choice. You could break the lenses, turn them into weapons.


“I’ve been thinking. About your move.”


His hands go still. You are in danger of ruining his fun. You are pulling him back to the annoyances of daily life, when all he wants is to ride his high for as long as it will go.


“You could take me with you.”


He looks up, lets out a chuckle.


“Come on,” he says. “I don’t think you understand.”


But you do. You know his light and his shadow. You know that he comes to see you almost every night, certainly every night he’s here. You know he’s become used to certain things. It’s not you he likes, not exactly, but you at his disposal. What he wants, whenever he wants.


What will he do without you?


“I’m just saying,” you tell him. “We could still see each other. It wouldn’t have to end. It doesn’t have to.”


He folds his arms across his chest.


“I could be right there,” you tell him. You tilt your head toward the door. Toward the outside, the world he took you from and its myriad of people. “And no one would know.”


He smiles. Brings his hand to the back of your head. Strokes your hair with the soft, poised gesture of a man who knows himself to be safe, then tugs. Just enough to hurt.


“And of course,” he says, “you’re just looking out for me.”


You freeze under his touch.


He slips away, releases the deadbolt, invites the cold air of the night into the shed. Outside, the padlock clicks into place. He’s heading back to the house, to his daughter, to whatever is left of light and warmth inside their home.


Rule number three of staying alive in the shed: In his world, you are the purest thing. Everything that happens must happen to the two of you.









CHAPTER 6


Number one


He was young. I could tell immediately it was his first time. He wasn’t good at it. Not good at all.


It happened on campus, in his dorm. The way he did it—botched. Blood everywhere. My DNA on him, his on me. Prints, too.


He didn’t know me. But I had noticed him in the weeks before. If you hung around the university long enough, especially on Saturday nights, you could be sure a shy undergrad would eventually walk up to you. Unsure how to ask, when to pay.


Most of them snapped out of it after they handed me the money. Then they carried themselves with the arrogance the world had taught them. They were respectable young men, and I was the woman charging fifteen dollars for a blow job.


I did not expect it from him. He was too young, too frail. He had no idea what he was doing.


He was surprised, I think, that I liked to read. The guys never thought of me as someone who might have liked to read. But I did. I wrote notes next to the passages that made me think, dog-eared the pages that made me feel. That night, I had two paperbacks on the dashboard of my truck: It and a thriller called Loves Music, Loves to Dance. I remember them both because I never got to find out how they ended.


He waited until I went to put my top back on. His hand shot out to my neck. Like a dare with himself. Like he knew that if he didn’t do it then, he might chicken out forever.


His eyes widened as mine shut. The air of amazement on his face: Shock that he was actually doing this, and that my body responded in the correct manner. Shock that it was a real thing—that if you squeezed someone’s throat hard enough, they would in fact stop moving.


I remember realizing, while he killed me: if he gets away with this, he’ll think he can get away with anything.









CHAPTER 7


The woman in the shed


You remember bits of yourself, and sometimes they help you.


Like Matt.


Matt was the closest thing you had to a boyfriend when you went missing. He was like everything else, a promise that never came true.


The thing you remember the best about Matt: he knew how to pick locks.


In the shed, you have thought about Matt a lot. You have tried a few times. Pried a splinter off the floor, made a discreet dent in a wall. The wood was no match for the large lock on the chain. You worried it would break, and then what?


Then you would have been fucked.


You remember bits of yourself, and sometimes, they help you. Only sometimes.


THE MAN WHO keeps you returns the next day with hot food and a fork. You stuff five giant bites into your mouth before you can even think of trying to identify what you are eating—spaghetti and meatballs. It takes you three more bites to realize he’s talking, two more to find the strength to put down the fork. What he’s saying matters more for your survival than a single meal.


“Tell me your name.”


Your ears are buzzing. You place the lid back on the food container, the leftover meatball calling out to you.


“Hey.”


He walks over from the other end of the shed, catches your chin to force your gaze up.


You cannot afford to piss him off. Not ever, but especially not now.


“Sorry,” you say. “I’m listening.”


“No you’re not. I said tell me your fucking name.”


You put the Tupperware on the floor and sit on your hands to keep them from massaging your face where his fingers pressed. Take a long breath in. When you say this, he has to believe you. It has to be a spell, a reading from a sacred text. It has to be the truth.


“Rachel,” you tell him. “My name is Rachel.”


“What else?”


You lower the pitch of your voice, enrich it with the round inflections of fervor. He needs something from you, and he has taught you, time and time again, how to give it to him.


“You found me.” You offer up the rest without him having to ask. “All I know is what you have taught me. All I have is what you have given me.”


He shifts his weight from one foot to the other.


“I was lost,” you recite. “You found me. You gave me a roof.” The next sentence is a gamble. If you lean in too hard, he will see the strings behind your magic trick. But if you hold back, he will remain out of your reach.


“You keep me alive.” You pick up the Tupperware again as evidence. “I’d be dead without you.”


He traces the outline of his wedding band, twists it around his finger a couple of times. Takes it off and puts it back on.


A man free to roam the world, locked in a garden shed. A man who met a woman, held her hand, got down on one knee, convinced her to marry him. A man so determined to control the elements, and still he lost her. Now his world has fallen apart, but in the rubble of his life, he still has you.


And he still has a daughter.


“What’s her name?”


He looks at you like What are you talking about? You point toward the house.


“Why do you care?”


If telling the truth were an option in the shed, you’d say, You wouldn’t get it. It’s embedded in you, once you’ve been a girl. You pass them on the street. You hear their laughs. You feel their pain. You want to lift them into your arms and carry them over to the end point, sparing their feet from the thorns that drew blood from your own.


Every girl in the world is a little bit me, and every girl in the world is a little bit mine. Even yours. Even the one that’s half you.


I care, you would tell him, because I need the part of you that made her. You would never kill your own daughter, would you?


You sit in silence. Let him believe what he needs to believe.


His left hand curls into a fist. He presses it against his forehead, squeezes his eyes shut for a moment.


You watch, unable to take another breath. Whatever he sees at the back of his eyelids, your life depends on it.


His eyes open.


He’s with you again.


“She can’t start asking questions because of you.”


You blink. With an impatient sigh, he tilts his head in the direction of the outside world—in the direction of the house.


His kid. He’s talking about his kid.


You try to resume breathing, but you’ve forgotten how.


“I’ll tell her you’re an acquaintance. A friend of friends. Renting out a spare room.”


His speech ramps up as he explains. This is him: Hesitant, until he convinces himself of his own invincibility. Then he commits and never looks back.


He tells it to you like it was all his idea. Like you never planted a seed, never made a suggestion. He’ll move you to the new house in the middle of the night. No one will see. You will have a room. You will spend most of your time in that room. You will be handcuffed to a radiator, except to eat, shower, and sleep. There will be breakfast most mornings, lunch on some weekends, dinner most nights. You will have to skip a meal here and there. No tenant, no matter how friendly or needy, would eat with her landlord and his daughter all of the time.


At night, you will sleep handcuffed to the bed. He will visit you, as always. That part won’t change.


You will be quiet. Through it all, you will be very quiet.


You will speak to his daughter only at mealtimes, just enough to ward off suspicion. This is what the meals are for: he will make you accessible to her, so you will lose your allure. She will not be intrigued by you. You will become a part of her life—a boring one, one she won’t even think to question.


Above all, you are to act normally. He stresses this point several times, between the shower rules and the sleeping rules and the eating rules. You cannot give away any sign of the truth. If you do, you will get hurt.


You nod. It is all you can do. You try to picture it—you, him, and his kid, all in one place. A bed. A mattress. A pillow. Blankets. Furniture. Breakfast and lunch. Food served on a plate. An actual shower. Hot water. Conversations. A window onto the world. A third person. For the first time in five years, someone other than him.


He stops pacing and crouches in front of you. The skin around his fingernails is raw, freshly bitten. He lifts your chin again, brings your face up to his. The whole world, right here in his eyes.


His fingers travel down to your neck, his thumb against your throat. He could do it. Now. It would be so easy, like crumpling a piece of paper.


“No one will know.” His face flushes in the glow of the camping lantern. “That’s the whole point. Do you understand? Just me. And Cecilia.”


Cecilia.


You go to say it out loud, but the name catches in your vocal cords. You swallow it back. His daughter, his child. There’s something so organic about it. So noble. Him in a hospital, wrapped in a paper gown, holding up a bloody newborn with trembling hands. A man becoming a father. Did he get up at two, three, five in the morning to feed her? Did he warm bottles in the dark, his brain fuzzy from sleep deprivation? Did he take her on a carousel, help her blow out her first birthday candle? Did he sleep on the floor next to her bed when she was sick?


It’s just the two of them now. Does he let her have a phone? When she cries, if she cries, does he find the right words? At her mom’s funeral, did he know to put a hand on her shoulder? To tell her things like Those we love are never really gone, our memories keep them alive, all you have to do is live a life that would have made her proud?


“It’s a beautiful name,” you say.


But you should never have let me know it.









CHAPTER 8


Emily


He knows my name.


Thursday comes and he doesn’t show. I think I have lost him. But then, a delightful surprise: on Friday evening, when I’m not expecting him, he materializes at the bar.


“Emily,” he calls out, and it’s my name in his mouth, a stream of familiarity linking him to me.


I tell him hi and—before I can stop myself—that I didn’t see him yesterday. He smiles. Tells me sorry. A work emergency out of town, he says. But he’s back now.


And all is right in the world, I tell myself. Silently this time.


I keep it with me. His surprise visit, the sound of my name on his breath. I allow it to carry me through the night, through the next day, all the way into Saturday evening.


At the restaurant, Saturdays are a battlefield. Folks drive up from the city, compete with the locals for reservations. They’re happy until they’re not. Food flies out of the kitchen—hot, cold, it doesn’t matter. What we need is plates on tables, plates on tables. Behind the bar, I grow a second pair of arms. Everyone wants mixed drinks on a Saturday. It’s one martini after the other, an endless streak of twists and olives. I peel the back of my thumb along with the skin of a lemon. My wrists protest each time I raise the shaker, carpal tunnel settling in my joints with each clatter of ice cubes.
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