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For the people I keep and the ones I couldn’t.

With my unending love.






— Prologue —

Whenever I close my eyes, face to the sun, once my brain gets used to the orange glow behind my eyelids, the movie starts to play.

Always the same one.

Always Aubrey. Chubby fingers, sticky with the melting chocolate shell she insists on pulling off her ice cream to eat first. And I don’t care how much mess I’ll have to clean from my car or how much will never come out. All I care about is Aubrey, her hair blowing in her face, into her ice cream, as we drive along the Muscoot Reservoir in the August sun with the windows down, Smashing Pumpkins playing on the tape deck.

Aubrey messing up the words, earnestly singing about the bravest day she’s ever known.

Aubrey stunned when the ice cream falls off her cone into her lap, and I tell her it’s fine to eat with her hands. She can wipe them on my sleeve, and it’s fine. It’s fine. Who cares about clean shirts? Who cares if her shorts are vanilla now?

My mom does!

Who cares what your mom thinks?

She makes a funny snickering sound when she laughs at me, eyes tearing.

Aubrey squinting when the sun gets low in the sky, and we are almost back to her house, and I promise we can drive around the loop one more time.

Aunt Frey, did you dream about me last night? I dreamed about you.

Yeah, I say, every time I watch this memory in my brain.

That zebra was big.

Very big, I say, because I want Aubrey to believe I’m with her in dreams, so she’ll never have a nightmare and think she’s all alone.

Did you dream about me? I dreamed about you.

Did you dream about me? I dreamed about you.

Did you dream? About me?

Did you dream?

Did you?

I can still see each freckle hatching under the skin of her peeling, sunburned nose, that crooked chocolate-stained smile, the frizzy halo of her windblown hair.

The sun is setting and she’s beautiful.

The sun is setting, and I miss her.

It’s setting and I’m so certain I love her more than life itself.

But then the light dims, that orange fades to gray, and I can’t see her anymore.

I’m gone.
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Some people claim Old Bet, the elephant memorialized in the town square of Somers, New York, was the first elephant to set foot on American soil. Some say Bet was the second, but claim she was the first circus elephant in the world.1

It’s believed that in the spring of 1796, Somers resident Hachaliah2 Lyman Bailey3 and his brother-in-law purchased Old Bet for roughly $1,0004 near the docks at South Street Seaport when they brought their cattle to slaughter at the abattoir.

However, it is also believed that the elephant Bailey saw on that trip was an Indian elephant he did not buy. In that version of the story, Bailey became obsessed with the power of the beast he’d seen, so in 1801, when he learned of an imported African elephant, he jumped at the chance to buy her. Other accounts report Bailey as instrumental in ordering Bet’s capture.

In his last known letter, American novelist James Agee claimed Old Bet arrived in the United States in 1824, eight years after her recorded death.

By some accounts, Bailey purchased Old Bet to work his farmland in Somers, but the attention she drew inspired him to let his fields go fallow and start a traveling pachyderm peep show. Others refer to Bailey as a man who already had a traveling circus when he purchased the famous elephant.


	
1. This is not only Euro-American-centric, but also completely ignores Pompey’s brutal elephant slaughters during the gladiator battles at Circus Maximus in ancient Rome.

	
2. Pronounced heck-a-LIE-uh, also spelled Hackaliah, Hechaliah, and Heckaliah in notable texts.

	
3. There is no consensus or consistency regarding the inclusion of e in Bailey.

	
4. Roughly $12,000 in today’s currency.






— Winter —






— Chapter 1 —

Ellsworth, Maine

February 2007

“You look like shit on toast,” Buck says when I take over for him behind the bar. It’s eleven AM, and the slip of his words means he’s already drunk. Our only two customers are watching a monster truck rally on the TV behind me, drinking stout from IPA glasses. I wonder which beer they actually ordered.

“That bachelor party last night kept buying me shots,” I say. The ick is more in my stomach than my head, probably the combination of a hangover and the leftover fried clams I gulped down like a hungry seagull after we closed the bar at three AM. I know better. I’ve learned this lesson before. But with a full day of clam water soaked in my shirt and six hours of whiskey shots bathing my soul, I was already marinating in misery, and greasy food felt like the fix. I even ate the little burned up fried bits that clearly have no clam inside.

Buck shrugs. When I first started working here, he got mad at me for dumping my gifted shots in the sink under the bar on the sly. As far as he’s concerned, happy customers don’t drink alone. Hangovers are a cost of doing business.

“That guy called,” Buck says.

“What guy?”

“Hans Gruber.”

“Hans Gruber is the bad guy from Die Hard.”

Buck makes a face like the world is folding in and I’m asking him to think his way out of the crease.

“I know who you mean,” I say, giving his arm a squeeze. “Thank you for the message.”

“His number is around here somewhere,” Buck mumbles, rummaging through a stack of receipts, patting down his jeans. He gets frantic whenever he’s confronted with how many brain cells he’s killed. He’s still with it enough to notice he’s lacking, but not enough to function. Last week he thought I was a customer and told me to get out of the kitchen, even though I’ve worked for him for seven years. Sometimes he calls me Freda instead of Freya. It’s hard to tell how much is drunk and how much is burnout, but the result is the same regardless of cause.

“It’s okay,” I say, stashing my backpack under the register. “Wouldn’t call him back anyway.” I pull a bottle of Pepto from the front pocket of my bag and pour some into a coffee mug.

“Can I get a hit of that?” Buck says.

“It’s Pepto.”

“Yeah. I love that stuff.”

I grab another coffee mug and pour.

“Better heated,” Buck says, taking his mug, wandering into the kitchen.

I down mine and head to the end of the bar to ask if our patrons want a refill on their beers.

“That guy is a real trip,” the one in the Pats jersey says. Boston accent. Not Maine.

“Buck’s alright,” I say, mostly because I want him to be.

“Is he?” the other one asks, raising an eyebrow like some kind of Ben Affleck wannabe.

I nod. “Good intentions count.” Tips are better when you agree with your customer—let them trash their target, even egg them on. But I can’t play that game with tourists. These guys will be back in Boston by Monday. If I bat for their team, I’ll be left with the grime of selling out a friend for a few dollars.

“You say so,” Pats says, smirking.

I wish he looked like Matt Damon. But mostly, I just wish these guys weren’t here. I could sit at the end of the bar, dry silverware in silence, and wait for the Pepto to kick in. “You two are a real trip is what I think.”

Pats laughs.

“Did that guy really play the dobro with Jerry Garcia?” Off-Brand Affleck asks, giving me eyebrow again.

“Yeah,” I say with gravity, although to be honest, I have no idea if it’s true. All I know is Buck played banjo before his fingers went stiff, and he at least followed the Grateful Dead for a while.

I pour them a round of Guinness in pint glasses this time. “On the house,” I say, because it’s a good way to end a conversation.

Off-Brand Affleck grins. He thinks we have a rapport that we don’t. I hand them menus. Recommend the steamers.

Hank comes in, work boots shedding clumps of snow on the floor with every step. I wave hello and set him up in his usual seat with the first of four bottles of Budweiser I shoved in the ice bin for him last night, because he likes his beer extra cold.

We’re in for our usual Sunday. I’ll listen to all of his ice fishing stories, and he’ll slip me a twenty once he’s settled the bill.

“Thanks, beautiful,” he says after his first swig of beer. Then he takes a second to really look at me. “You okay, hon?”

“Late night,” I say, but I can feel that Pepto like it’s sitting in my chest and won’t drip down.



I’m only at work for two hours when the cold sweats start.

The bar is packed with belligerent hockey fans, air crowded with the stench of fried scallops on special because they’re two days past expiration. I think about calling Nadine, begging her to come in on her day off. The waitress on shift is sixteen, so I can’t give her booze duty. Buck is sleeping in his office. The dishwasher only speaks Russian. Suck it up, I tell myself, breathing through my mouth to avoid that smell. Suck it up.

But then everything starts to feel slow. I’m taking an order with a golf pencil that’s too worn down, and the scratch on the paper is inside my brain. I can’t pull air into my lungs. When I breathe, all I get is steam and fish and spilled beer, and the ache in my side explodes into fireworks. I drop my order pad on the table. Off-Brand Affleck catches me before I hit the floor, his dimpled chin fading in and out of focus. “Where’s Matt?” I ask, but he doesn’t get the joke.



When the EMTs are wheeling me down the cobblestone path to the parking lot, Buck runs at us, shouting, “Wait!” He grabs the side of the gurney. His sleeve is unbuttoned, and he rolls his cuff frantically while the EMTs stare at him, unsure of what to do.

“Is this it?” Buck asks, holding his forearm so close to my face that I can barely see the numbers written in Sharpie. “Is this Hans Gruber’s phone number?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t know, Buck. I’m sorry.”

And then I puke on his shoes.






— Chapter 2 —

“Promise me you’ll walk at least,” the nurse says, handing me discharge forms to sign. She has a helmet of yellowed white curls and frowns like she wants to say more. Like she wants to take me home with her. Or maybe I just think that because I want her to. She could press her cool hand to my forehead to check for fever and bring me soup made from turkey bones she saves in her deep freeze. I bet she does that for her kids when they’re sick, even though they’re probably grown like me.

“I’ll do what I can,” I say, scribbling my name at the bottom of her clipboard.

“And here.” She flips the page, taps the last line with her fingernail. “To confirm you’re requesting discharge against your doctor’s recommendation.” She studies my face, shaking her head. I think she expects me to cave.

I draw a squiggly line for my signature. I can’t keep paying forty bucks every time they tape a new gauze pad to my stomach.

“You’re going to want to lie around and avoid moving because it hurts, but the best thing you can do for yourself is walk, walk, walk.” She wiggles at the waist as she talks, and I imagine her in snappy white sneakers, power walking at the beach. “Don’t lift anything. Try not to sit for long stretches. If you start running a fever or the wound gets puffy, get yourself back here. No excuses.”

She hands me a big plastic bag labeled Patient Belongings and doesn’t leave. Getting dressed is a test, an excuse to call the doctor back.

When I dump the bag on the bed, the smell of old clam water and stale beer wafts around us, so strong it feels like green cartoon lines could form in the air. I step into my jeans, clenching my teeth to keep from crying. As I pull them up under my gown, the nurse watches like I might detonate.

The button can’t reach the tab across my swollen belly. I turn my back to her and zip as far as I can. The hospital gown drops to the floor when I take it off. There’s no way I can get back up if I bend to retrieve it, so I have to pretend not to notice—that I’m the sort of person who leaves messes for someone else to clean up and doesn’t care who knows it.

I pull my Thirsty Clam t-shirt on headfirst, one arm at a time, stretching it to cover my open pants. It’s embarrassing putting on smelly clothes in front of this woman.

I don’t even have a jacket. No one at the bar thought to hand it to the EMTs or bring it by the hospital. No one checked in to see if I made it. I’m not sure who the hospital would have called if I hadn’t—how anyone would have found out. Remember the girl? The one who used to work here? What happened to her?

“Who’s picking you up?” the nurse asks.

“Cab.”

“No.” She hugs the clipboard to her chest.

I’m not sure if it’s her rule or hospital policy, but I can tell by the arch of her brow that I won’t be able to talk her out of it.

My cell phone is dead. It’s an ancient brick, and there’s no way anyone here would have the right charger. I use the phone by the bed to call the only reasonable number I know by heart, hoping local calls are free.

“Thirsty Clam.”

“Hey, Buck. Send someone to get me?”

“Who is this?”

“Freya.”

“I just saw you in the kitchen.”

“No.”

“Who was that?”

“Send someone, please?”

“Where are you?”

“Maine Coast Memorial.”

“Wha-wha?”

“Remember? Sunday? The ambulance?”

He’s quiet for so long I think he may have hung up. Finally, he says, “Oh… yeah. What’s wrong with you?”

“Appendix. Please send someone?” I know this doesn’t sound like the conversation of a woman whose dearly beloved person is on the way, and I worry the nurse will change her mind about discharging me.

“Like they took it out?” Buck’s voice is high, incredulous.

“Yup. Can you put Markus on the phone?”

“Do you get to keep it in a jar?”

“I don’t think so.”

“When are you back at work?”

“Don’t know. Can I talk to Markus?”

“Tomorrow?”

“Probably not.”

“That’s too bad—Oh, hey, the fish guy is here. I gotta go.”

“You’re sending someone to get me, right?”

“Hey, Johnny! How’s it—” Buck hangs up without saying goodbye.

“He’s coming,” I tell the nurse. “Twenty minutes tops.”

She looks me in the eye, pulls a roll of medical tape and a stack of gauze pads from the pocket on her scrub shirt, and throws them in my belongings bag.

“Thank you,” I say.

“For what?” she says, shrugging, like she didn’t do anything at all.



I clutch my bag of pill bottles and paperwork to keep it from flying off my lap as an orderly wheels me to the lobby. We round the last corner too fast, wheelchair listing, veering off course. When I turn to see why I’m headed toward the wall, the orderly stashes a phone in the pocket of his scrubs. He parks me by the front door while we wait for my ride.

I don’t know if Buck will send someone. His short-term memory is toast. Too much coke in the eighties, too much booze now. After a few awkward minutes watching the parking lot, I say, “You don’t have to wait with me.”

The orderly sighs. “I do.”

There’s a single brown leaf flapping on the tree in front of the building. Gusts of icy wind leak in through the worn weather stripping on the doors, making a squeak like someone blowing on a blade of grass. My arms are bare, and my teeth are clenched at the verge of chatter.

The orderly shifts from one foot to the other, back again, like maybe he has to pee. I’m considering striking a deal—his phone to call a cab in exchange for a bathroom break—when finally, a red Dodge Colt with one gray door pulls in front of the hospital.

“This is me,” I say, gesturing to the car. The orderly shoves his phone in his pocket and wheels me out, the bumps in the walkway conspiring to gut me.

“Holy shit. What happened to you?” Buck says as the orderly helps me into the car.

The passenger seat is littered with packets of rolling papers and empty beer cans. One of the cans clanks to the pavement. The orderly picks it up, pauses, at a loss for what to do, then chucks it into the car by my feet.

“What happened?” Buck asks again, as loud as if we’re in a bar full of chatter.

“Appendix,” I whisper.

“Oh. Yeah,” Buck says. His breath is beer sour.

As the orderly closes the car door, I mumble a quick thank you. We’re both too mortified to make eye contact.

“You drunk?” I ask Buck.

“What? No.” He shakes his head, and when he stops shaking, his eyes struggle to focus.

I point to the far end of the lot. “Drive to that corner.”

Buck does as he’s told.

We switch seats. I’m not sure which of us has a harder time coordinating our movements. My body is slow and heavy. It feels like the wrong twist or turn could send my insides leaking through my incision, starting as a trickle, building to a gush of intestines unraveling like spaghetti dumped from a pot—too fast and slippery to catch. I wipe my eyes and hit the gas.

“Man, you’re really washed out,” Buck says, gesturing to his face. “Kind of a wan thing…”

I watch the road. Wish he’d stop talking.

“My brother went pale like that once. We were playing a show in Manitoba. He was on PCP, and he fell off the stage. Peeled the skin right off his shinbone.” Buck laughs. “Said the devil shoved him.”

I can’t even form words to tell him to shut up. My face is sweaty, but I’m covered in goose bumps.

“He lost so much blood. And I thought, ‘Holy shit, man,’ you know? This guy came in and stitched it up with a needle that was like this big.” Buck holds his hands a foot apart. “And all he did was run a Zippo under it for like a second. It was disgusting, man, holy shit…”

I roll the window down, breathe cold air. I wish I had a mom to pick me up from the hospital. Not mine. Someone else’s. The kind who presses her hand to your forehead and always has a secret stash of ginger ale.



When I drop Buck off by the kitchen door, he lingers in the passenger seat as if we’re at the conclusion of a date he doesn’t want to end.

“You coming in?” He runs his hands through his thinning hair. It flops against his cheek, defeated. “If you take my afternoon shift, I can sleep it off.”

“I had surgery two days ago.”

“Oh,” Buck says, blinking, like he can’t see why that should interfere with his drunk nap. If I didn’t have to worry about my slithering intestines, I would push him from the car.

“I’ll be in tomorrow,” I say, which is a lie, but he won’t remember and it gets him to go.

He stumbles into The Thirsty Clam. It’s not even noon. I feel bad for whoever will have to deal with him on night shift once he’s all the way in the bag. I feel bad for Buck too. It must be exhausting to be confused all the time, to have to maintain the habits that made him this way several decades after they stopped being any fun.

I park Buck’s car next to mine, stash his keys in the visor, and haul myself out of the seat. I’m not supposed to take my first Percocet for another two hours, but the pain makes my eyes tear. I collect spit in my mouth, dig my keys from the pocket of my jeans. The driver’s seat feels wet when I sit. I pat around to make sure it’s just cold. There’s a sweatshirt on the back seat. I want to reach over and grab it, but the movement would hurt.

Twisting the child-safe cap engages my abs ever so slightly and I feel the skin on either side of my incision shift. My stomach lurches. The pill scratches my throat on the way down.

That sweatshirt is cold anyway. There’d be no point to the pain. I crank my radiator on full and endure the cold blast, hoping against hope the heat will kick in this time.






— Chapter 3 —

Vista View Apartments used to be the Vista View Motel, until it got too run down for tourists and they started renting to people like me. The only change to the rooms was the addition of half-sized kitchen sinks and a counter where you can rest your own hot plate or coffee pot, but not both because it’s too small. The view is the backside of a chain hotel that’s behind another chain hotel, but maybe Vista View came first and for a little while the name was true. From this distance, the choppy winter waves in the narrows sound like cars on a highway. I wanted so badly to live near the sea, and then I got used to it.

My apartment is only on the second floor, but it takes ten minutes to climb the single flight of stairs, and the victory of my summit is short-lived. There’s a yellow piece of paper taped to the door. I’ve seen that notice on other doors over the years, so even before I read the words, I know I’m being evicted. The form says I have seven days to vacate, but I was in the hospital for two and a half of them.

I tried to save my summer money last year so I could have a cushion for once. But the alternator in my car quit in August. I had the flu in September and missed five shifts. And then snow in early October wiped out foliage tourism. I had to start boxing half my shift meals to make them last for two. Aside from work, I didn’t go anywhere I couldn’t walk to save on gas, and filled in washing dishes at The Clam when there weren’t any extra bar shifts. I was going to catch up on rent this month, but now I’ll have hospital bills and more missed shifts. Off-season is usually rough, but this one is brutal.

I drop the key while I’m trying to open the door and have to kick my shoe off, grab the key with my toes, and lean against the wall to meet my foot halfway. I never realized how hard abdominal muscles work. Balancing makes me cry. When I finally get inside, I lie wrong ways on the bed and stare at the painted pastel sunset bolted to the wall until the little white vees that are supposed to be seagulls start to blur into the pale orange sky. I should track down the super and beg for an extension, but I can’t even find the strength to reach for my pillow.



It’s night, then day, and then night. Sometimes I’m not sure if the light is sun or headlights in the parking lot. Sometimes I’m not sure if I am actually awake. I debate peeing the bed more than once. I debate calling an ambulance too. I sleep leaning against the dresser when I can’t make it back to bed. Another time I sleep on a towel on the bathroom floor. I eat peanut butter and crackers and uncooked ramen noodles. I bite around the not-bruised part of the last apple from my mini fridge. I think about calling for takeout, but fall asleep, and when I wake up, I can’t remember if food is coming. I don’t think it ever does. When the hurt gets too high, I take pills without looking at the clock.

Once my thoughts and body finally start to reconnect, I am six days into the eviction notice. It’s too late to find someplace new when I owe money here and haven’t worked in a week. Too late to rally drunks from the bar to drive over in their dented pickup trucks and move all the junk I’ve acquired. It is too late to beg the super, because I’m likely to fail and don’t want to call attention to the shitty thing I’m about to do.

When it’s dark again, small armloads at a time, I fill the trunk of my car with the things I can carry and leave the rest for someone else to deal with. It’s mostly books, both what I take and what I leave behind. Stacks and stacks of dusty clothbound novels with pencil marks on the endpapers: ~.50 and ~$1, ~$2.50 if I was feeling spendy. The books I take aren’t necessarily my favorites, but ones I know I’ll never find again, not even in another antique store. I’ve read every one. Loved the books I didn’t even particularly like, because they felt like friends. They were better than people. I stop loading the car when my incision echoes the throb of my heartbeat. It’ll have to be enough.

I close the trunk, climb the stairs to my apartment one last time.

Sleep until four AM.

Leave the door ajar when I go.






— Chapter 4 —

By the third New Hampshire exit, the sun has cleared the horizon, and my tired old Corolla gets the shakes, vibrating my innards. I worry neither of us will make it, but twenty minutes later, the wobble stops as suddenly as it started, leaving me to wonder if it was the road, not my car. Either way, it shook things that shouldn’t be shaken.

No matter how I time my pain pills, or double the dose, I can only drive an hour at a time before the heat radiating from my gut feels like it could fog the windows. That nurse was right about walking. As much as it is misery to haul myself from the driver’s seat, movement takes the steam out of the pain. So I drive down the coast in short shifts, stopping to pace the far end of parking lots or the side of the road. My head is clouded with Percocet, and the sky is the kind of relentless gray that makes my eyes hurt. Dirty snow. Bare trees. Each place I stop looks like the last, and in the continual dreariness it’s hard to remember I’m gaining ground.

A few exits past Worcester, Mass., my tank is down to fumes, and I end up at the same gas station where I stopped on the day I drove to Maine ten years ago. The mom-and-pop operation is a Sunoco now, but I remember which pump I used and the flush of fear that made my fingers numb as I checked my pager while I filled my tank. I dropped quarters in the pay phone at the corner of the lot to listen to my voicemail, and when I heard Steena’s voice say “Freya,” I hoped, despite her tone, that she’d come through with a sudden burst of sisterly kindness. I wanted to hear her say she believed me, that I mattered too much for her to let me go. All she said was “You know if our mother kills herself, it’s your fault, right?”



It should have been a seven-hour drive to Somers, New York. It takes me twelve. Even then, I think about blowing the exit, driving off into oblivion, or at least White Plains, but I’m hungry and tired and I need to walk again. So I turn off the interstate and drive over the reservoir, past the train station, up the gentle side of the hill, feeling the lump in my throat grow bigger.

I can see the house from the top of the hill, the little valley it lives in, sandwiched between granite slopes, surrounded by trees. A Cape Cod–style summer cottage with extra parts built after the fact, so from some angles it’s quaint, and from others it looks like a building that has lost the point of itself.

Now, the gutters are overgrown. Not one or two seedlings—an entire tree line sprouting from the moss-covered roof, like a forest at the edge of a mountain. Broken branches litter the yard. Step’s Chevy station wagon is parked in the driveway, rusting.

The chain link gate is open, crinkled at the place where I backed into it with my car. Step had the fence installed after he got Lyme disease. He thought keeping the deer out would keep the deer ticks away too, like they don’t also travel on mice and groundhogs and raccoons. But because of the way the property is nestled into the landscape, in several places the fence top is only a short leap from the hill. So what Step actually built was a deer trap. They’d jump in but couldn’t get out, and he had to spend a consuming amount of time herding those tick-laden deer through the gate.

There’s a bump at the end of the driveway, and the exact impact is written in my body like a song I can’t forget. I brace for it as I turn off the road, expecting my head to wobble in the exact way it does. The dread follows automatically.

I park next to Step’s car. His green sweatshirt is still on the back seat, the sight of it shocking. Worse than just his car. He always had several of the same kind in various stages of disintegration. This one has sweat-bleached armpits, threadbare elbows, cuffs fraying. His body wore it to bits. Numbness flushes all the way through my fingertips. I survey the driveway cracks, the wall of white spruce trees blocking the view of the road, and start to feel like I’m watching a movie about someone going home.

The two-tiered flagstone staircase is crumbling. Under the bay window a grubby section of aluminum siding has fallen into the bed of pachysandra below, exposing moldy pink insulation to the elements. Furry vines creep from the woods to the walls and look like they’re trying to climb in a window.

It was a charming house once. It isn’t anymore. The woman in the movie would feel sad about this. I can’t feel anything.



I don’t know how Hans Gruenberger, Esq., tracked me down, but that’s how I found out my parents died. He called the bar on a Sunday. I happened to pick up the phone.

“So sorry for your loss,” he said, with such rote precision that it made me wonder if he told people about their dead relatives as often as I suggested the fisherman’s platter to diners at The Clam.

They were in my mother’s car. Blinding late day sun. A wet road. Tractor trailer. That driver died too.

Hans was calling to tell me I’d inherited their house.

A few weeks later, he sent the papers to the bar. Called every day at work until even Buck was nagging me to “sign the damn whatevers so I don’t have to talk to that nerd-burger again.”

“Can you sell it?” I asked Hans the next time he called.

“Maybe in a better market you’d find a buyer as-is. But now? With everyone talking about the bubble bursting? Not likely.” He outlined the complex equation of the decline of the house, inspections and repairs, the cost of junk haulers to deal with the contents. “If you don’t have money upfront to hire someone to take care of those things, you’ll have to do the work yourself.”

Steena got everything else, he explained. The easy money: life insurance, savings, IRAs. I got the albatross, because the house was in Step’s name, and he was my real father.

“What happens if I don’t want to sign the papers?” I asked, feeling the urge to slam down the phone and run. Disappear even further up the coast. All the way to Canada.

“You can disclaim your inheritance,” Hans said. “With the legal turnabouts and provisions in their estate, it will be treated as if you predeceased your parents, and the house will go to your sister.”

So, I signed the damn whatevers, because, as a matter of principle, I couldn’t let Steena be the last of us standing. I sent the envelope back through certified mail. Didn’t visit the property. Didn’t answer any follow-up calls from Hans. I did the deed, pretended I hadn’t. Could have forgotten about it completely were it not for late nights when I’d wake up in a sweaty panic over what I hadn’t taken care of, the unknown depth of consequence.

My house key is still in my glove compartment, tethered to the booster club key chain I’ve had since middle school—an outline of a happy elephant stamped into red rubber, dingy from pencil dust and pocket lint. I’ve never been able to throw out keys. I can’t remember if someone told me it was inauspicious, like giving knives as a gift without taping a penny to the box. Bad luck, or bad karma, or something like that. It’s possible that the locks have been changed, but not probable. Calling a locksmith or buying new doorknobs is not the sort of thing my parents would’ve gotten around to. The house isn’t a wreck just because I ignored it for six months. They had a long-standing habit of letting things go.

I make my way up the stairs, testing my weight on each piece of flagstone before I commit. Ten steps, then a landing, seven more steps to the front door. I’m winded by the time I turn the key. The door sticks, but opens when I throw my shoulder into it, and I stumble inside, gasping from the pain of that push. Loose tiles in the entryway shift under my feet. I can’t decide if I’m hearing the grit of broken mortar or it’s something I imagine from the feeling.

I used to believe I could tell who was home and what mood they were in by the way the air felt when I walked through the front door. Now, the house is stale and damp, familiar in the base notes of old carpet and dust, dead houseplants, and stacks of the Sunday Times, but there’s no energy in the air, good, bad, or otherwise.

For a split second, I long for the light, breezy feeling of my mother on one of the rare days when I came home to find her in a good moment, on a bright afternoon, when she smelled like Anais Anais and was happy to see me. She’d bound down the stairs, suddenly light on her feet, and hug me into her pillowy chest. There was music in her voice when she said, “Hi, my baby girl,” which was her term of endearment only for me, never my sister, at least not since I came along. But I’ve been missing that ephemeral version of my mother for so much longer than ten years. In my memories of that feeling, I always had to reach high to hug her while she bent to meet my arms. Sometimes she’d sit on the second step and hold me in her lap. When I look at the carpet now, matted down the center of the staircase like a dry creek bed, I remember the thunder of my mother’s cracked heels, heavy on each step, and realize that we don’t have words for mourning people when their souls leave us long before their body is gone.

In the version of this house that lives loudest in my mind, my mother is yelling about how ungrateful I am. Steena is upstairs slamming the door to her bedroom. And Step is lying on the couch in the den, reading another dusty clothbound book about the Civil War, pretending he can’t hear us. All three of them have haunted my brain, no matter where I go, and I worry this house will always contain them.

Everything is smaller than I remember. Compared to my apartment at the Vista View, the living room is palatial, but I still feel out of scale, like the wrong-sized doll for this house. The grandfather clock is gone, but I can see its footprint in the carpet. Same dried flowers in a vase on the same stone mantel, same velveteen club chairs and faded brocade curtains. I run my hand over the tiny dents in the dark, glossy finish of the pine coffee table. The give of that wood under my brand-new front teeth is one of my first memories.

The floor creaks in all the familiar places. In the kitchen the same tiles are chipped and cracked, left without repair. But it looks like someone, at some point, gave everything a good scrub. The windowsills are free of dust. The counters are crumbless and completely bare.

I open the fridge. The light goes on inside. It’s cold. Empty except for a bulb of fennel and two cans of Pepsi. One of the cans has a pink plastic lid covering the opening. Someone could have left the soda months ago. But the fennel fronds aren’t even limp. The refrigerator shouldn’t be on. I haven’t paid the NYSEG bill.

“Hello?” I call. “Hey!” And brace myself. Nothing. My breath is shallow and loud, like I’m making my own Foley track for a horror movie.

I pull the lid off the soda can and pour some in the sink. It fizzes. It’s that recent. I hear scratching from the sunroom on the other side of the kitchen—like someone gently raking leaves, but definitely inside.

“Hello?” I can’t breathe. I drop the can and walk as quickly as I am able, back through the living room and out of the house. It’s hard to lock the door because my hand won’t steady. It’s stupid to lock the door anyway. Clearly, the lock isn’t keeping anyone out.

There’s half an hour or so until it gets dark, but the sun is behind the trees, and it’s already dim in this little valley. I get in my car and back down the driveway. I don’t know where to go, but I can’t stay here tonight.






— Chapter 5 —

Step bought the house before he met my mother. My grandmother, Momo, was the one who found the listing, nudging him along until he believed it was his own idea to make an offer. Momo figured homeownership would position my father as a more attractive prospect to a suitable young woman. Or at the very least get her thirty-six-year-old son out of her house so the neighbors would stop making Boo Radley jokes. Momo’s theory was correct, because the house was a selling point for my mother, who was a single mom with a deadbeat ex-husband and couldn’t stand living under her parents’ roof for one more minute.

They met at a continuing education class at Westchester Community College. My mother was trying to get a job as a bookkeeper, and my father was trying to learn how to do the bookkeeping for his new insurance business. She was the best in the class, and he was the worst, so he hired her.

Step was not my mother’s type by any means. He was wispy and awkward, always wore the wrong clothes and said the wrong thing. But when my mother saw his house, she imagined six-year-old Steena riding a bike up and down the long driveway while she planted petunias in the garden on the landing. And Step liked that my mother already had a daughter, so from the outside he wouldn’t look like a late bloomer anymore.

When they first got married, my mother worked at Arnalds Insurance part-time, doing the books while Steena was at school. The little converted cottage worked fine for their little converted family, and everyone was happy. But after my mother got pregnant with me, she decided the house was too small for four people and talked Step into building an addition. As the house grew, and her belly grew, and their expenses grew, so did her criticisms of those books she was keeping. According to my mother, the only thing Step had going for him as a businessman was that he was a man. So she had to play backseat driver, constantly working on ways to draw in new customers, getting none of the credit when her efforts paid off. They fought about it, constantly.

At twenty-three—before an ill-fated reunion with her high school sweetheart saddled my mother with Steena and a Catholic-guilt marriage—she worked in Manhattan and had a career path, an apartment, nice shoes, and symphony tickets, and her boss took her to dinner at Quo Vadis once a month. So even though her life in Somers was better than living in her childhood bedroom in her parents’ Mount Vernon walk-up, once the shine wore off, my mother hated our town.

Somers is what people from New York City call a bedroom community—almost rural, but an hour and change on the train gets you right into Grand Central Station. In the 1920s city people bought farmland and built little neighborhoods of summer cottages around man-made lakes on meandering roads designed for fair-weather Sunday drives. But when the suburbs started creeping north, those drafty cottages were winterized with oil tanks and insulation, and commuters tried to carve out a four-season life in a two-season town that didn’t have sidewalks or streetlights or house numbers.

“The problem with Somers,” my mother would always say, “is that it isn’t actually any place at all.” She’d pretend not to notice when it hurt Step’s feelings, even though all of us knew that was the point.






— Chapter 6 —

Our neighborhood hasn’t changed much. The houses are all on acre plots, set back from the road, so there’s not much to see. The swimming pond is frozen over. There’s a new split rail fence at the O’Rourkes’ house, and enough shiny new mailboxes to suspect some rowdy kids with baseball bats smacked the previous ones into early retirement.

I drive past my old school bus stop and then out to the main road, past the Civil War cemetery and the grand brick Elephant Hotel, which was never a hotel for elephants and eventually became the town hall. Out front, the statue of Old Bet stands high on her granite obelisk, spotlit in the fading light. Crafted from concrete and plywood, she’s simple, like a child’s drawing in three dimensions—her legs are too short, ears too big, eyes wide on her flat face, her trunk curves down over her blunt tusks like a bathtub faucet.

Across the street is Hachaliah Bailey’s cavernous white house. When I was a little kid, it had been left for ruin. Porch spindles rotting, shutters missing, broken windows barricaded by graffiti-covered plywood, shingles so cracked and dirty that the house looked like it had veins. On the school bus we’d hold our breath as we rode past so we wouldn’t inhale haunting spirits.

Now, fully restored, Bailey’s house is the centerpiece of an office park, and the Wells Realty and Development sign on the porch looks freshly painted. On the second floor, the light is on in Charlie Wells’s office, and I can picture my sister’s husband at his desk, pouring himself two fingers of scotch from the carafe his secretary keeps at a respectable three-quarters full. He runs his fingers through his sandy-blond hair when he takes his first sip, smiles as the burn travels down his throat.

I kiss my hand and touch the window. “Sorry, Bet,” I whisper to the elephant, then hold my breath until my chest hurts.



I used to nap in my car at one of the turnouts by the reservoir whenever I needed to sleep off a bad night before facing my mother and Step. But just after 9/11 I read in the newspaper that the county had restricted reservoir access. I don’t know if it’s still that way, and I could get in trouble beyond a parking ticket if cops find me lurking by New York City’s water supply. So, instead, I drive to Jam’s house. It’s on a dead end and I can probably get away with parking there. At least for a few hours to get some rest.

The house looks the same. Maybe smaller than I remembered. There are lights on. A yellow glow from the kitchen, blue from a TV in Jam’s room. Seeing the Olbrichs’ house gives me that warm feeling in my chest I think you’re supposed to have when you think of home. Whenever I get really sad, I crave Jam’s brown leather jacket—always saturated with cigarette smoke and the chemically woodsy scent of Obsession cologne—it felt warm and alive, like it was part of him. I want it to be Jam in that house watching TV, wearing that jacket. I want to hide my head between the side of his body and the satin lining, while he lets me cry into his shirt and holds me until we fall asleep on his little twin bed.

I canceled my pager service as soon as I got to Maine, with a pose of self-righteousness—the idea that I didn’t want to cave and call my mother if she said the right thing into my voicemail. But the true secrets of myself are always more quiet and sad than I want them to be. I was afraid of knowing for sure that my family wouldn’t even try to reach me—that Steena’s message was all I’d get, and the most anyone cared about me was to make sure I felt properly awful.

I intended to call Jam to tell him where I went, and I believed with my whole heart that he tried to call me. So many nights, I dialed most of his number, unable to brave the last digit, worried I’d only get the jokey outgoing message that sounded like Jam answering the phone. I wouldn’t have known what to say. Then too much time passed, and I wanted to hold on to the idea that Jam was still there if I needed him. I was afraid of calling only to learn his number had been disconnected. After ten years, he has to have moved on. Maybe he has a wife. Even kids. Maybe he teaches piano at Juilliard, or he’s the choir director at a private school in Connecticut. Maybe he drives a minivan and people call him Ben. His dad probably doesn’t own the house anymore, and right now some new little boy is playing pirated video games in that bedroom. But I need to at least check. I can’t be in Somers holding out false hope of running into Jam if he’s long gone. That’s too much for my heart to handle. So I get out of the car, close the door quietly, cross the street, and climb the soggy, grassy hill to his house.

There’s a sliver of space between the blind and the windowsill. When I duck to peer through, my feet lose their hold in a mini mudslide, and I fall to my knees, the impact reverberating through my core. It hurts. Cold seeps in quickly. I look up and see Jam lying on the same little bed in the same little room. His head is turned toward the window. He must have heard me fall. I think I see his eyes brighten, so I reach over and slide the window open. It’s unlocked like always and still catches a little at the end of the track.

“—the fuck?” I hear him say as I hunt for the floor with my feet.

It’s way harder to climb in his window than I remember, and my abdomen feels like it’s harboring a bowling ball where my appendix used to be. But I get all the way in. My eyes meet his. I try not to cry.

Jam takes a ragged breath. “Your knees are muddy,” he says, smiling. He’s always prided himself on his ability to underreact.

“So’s your face,” I say, even though it isn’t.

In high school, Jam was a little too lanky and delicate to be handsome, but now, rumpled and filled out and messy-haired, he looks like he could be the hot, distracted professor-dad in an indie film. He lifts the blanket like an invitation. He’s wearing black boxer briefs and a worn-out undershirt—a little pudgy, hairy in places he wasn’t before, but still so familiar. Everything about him makes sense to me. I shed my jacket, kick off my shoes, and drop my pants to the floor, because they’re muddy and because that’s what we always used to do.

“Pants don’t belong in beds,” he’d say. Sometimes we pushed our pants-less hangouts to the very edge of innocence. Mostly we fumbled around the implications of being teenagers with bodies that would fit together if we let them, because we needed our friendship too desperately to risk ruin.

I climb into bed, overwhelmed by the relief of him.

“Holy shit,” Jam says, slipping his arm around me so I can prop my head on his shoulder to see the television.

“Holy shit.” This is a different kind of movie I’m in now. The kind you fall asleep to night after night, and you know all the words and it keeps you from spiraling.

“I thought you disappeared for good.”

“I thought you married an heiress and moved to Burma.”

“I heard you robbed a train in Kathmandu.”

“Definitely. I heard you invented a perpetual motion machine.”

“I tried to find you,” Jam says, dropping his deadpan act. “A few times.”

“You did?” I ask, the threat of a sob growing in my throat.

“More than a few times.”

I watch Sean Connery instead of watching Jam. It’s easier to have this conversation this way.

“Why are you still here?” I ask, while James Bond does a James Bond thing.

“I left for a while,” he says. Then he’s quiet.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, and then I came back.” It’s a terminal sentence.

“I don’t like Sean Connery as Bond,” I say, to let him know we don’t have to talk about it. Who cares where he’s been when he’s here right now?

“You don’t like anyone as Bond,” he says, and I delight in being known.

“All of it is sexist as fuck. But at least David Niven wasn’t rapey.”

“Well, he was old.”

“That’s a ridiculous thing to say.”

Jam shrugs. Bond was his religion as a kid. Watching these movies was the only way his dad spent time with him, so he’s never going to think too hard about any of it.

“Where were you?” he asks.

“Maine.”

“Oh,” he says, as if I was hiding in plain, boring sight this whole time.

“Near Acadia,” I offer, like that makes it better. I could have been tending bar someplace exotic. I could have been doing something real. I only made it to Maine, and I hardly went to the beach. I worked my dead-end job and read my weird old books, and no one cared, and I didn’t either. But Jam’s still lying in this bed in this room. Maybe he hasn’t done anything real in ages.

“Fuck you for leaving, by the way,” he says, hugging me to his chest a little harder, and it’s strange how normal it feels. Nothing in my life has ever been as easy as this.

We fall into watching James Bond rowing around a subterranean reservoir.

“Beer?” Jam asks.

I nod against his chest and start to pull myself up so he can climb around me to go to the kitchen. Instead, he hugs me back into him, reaches across my body, laughing as he crushes me. It’s on the verge of hurting but also feels like his belly is holding my guts in place. He opens a mini fridge under his bed and grabs two bottles of beer, rights himself and uncaps them with his fist against the headboard.

“Interesting way to notch your bedpost.” I try not to groan as I sit up to take my beer. I’m sad that I can no longer feel the weight of him against me.

“When you’re thirty-one and still live with your father,” he says, “it’s all about the creature comforts, ya know?”

“I don’t know.”

“Shit. Yeah.”

I wish there were a way to transmit the details of our time apart directly into Jam’s brain. Then I wouldn’t have to say anything and he’d understand it all.

“There’s a bulb of fennel in the fridge,” I tell him and take a swig of beer.

“Huh?”

“I inherited my parents’ house. They died.”

I can tell that the well-mannered part of him wants to say he’s sorry, but he’s known me long enough to understand that his condolences should be about everything that happened before they died.

“I went to their funeral,” Jam says. “In case…” He looks away, staring down the neck of his beer bottle. We’ve never been able to make eye contact for too long, part of our battle against chemistry. “I didn’t want you to be alone, if you were going to be there.”

“Thanks,” I say, but it comes out more like a squeak than a word.

“I was hoping to see you. And then hoping not to—that you got away scot-free.”

“I didn’t know how to say goodbye to you.”

“Better you didn’t,” Jam says. “I kept being your friend in my head.”

“You were my friend in my head too.” I choke on the words, bury my head in his armpit. I can hear the blood rushing in his veins. Jam’s body has always run so fast. Too hard.

“Steena was a total bitch to me at the funeral,” Jam says. “Why are you here?” His Steena voice has always been so good. He gets the injured lilt just right. “Then Steena immediately turns to the person behind me, who was, like, the fucking crossing guard at the Intermediate School. I don’t remember her name, but it’s not like Steena does either. And she says, Oh, thank you so much for coming. It warms my heart to see you.”

I laugh because it’s all so perfectly in character.

“She fucking loved that funeral,” Jam says. “Don’t ever let her guilt you for not going. She loved being the star.”

The thought of running into my sister sends lightning through my stomach. “I’m hoping I won’t see her at all.”

Jam nudges me with his elbow. “This town is like five people on repeat. Of course you’ll see her.”

“Maybe she put that fennel in the fridge,” I say, even though I don’t believe it to be true. It would be more like Steena to never set foot in that house again once she knew I signed the papers.

“Wait, how long have you been back?”

“Two hours maybe?”

“And there’s fennel in the fridge? Like the fridge is on? There’s power?”

I nod. My head swims from the beer and panic.

“Like a lot of fennel?” Jam asks, as if it makes any difference.

“One bulb. And an open can of soda that still had fizz.”

“Fuck. Sleep here.”

“Thanks.” The fennel is a problem, obviously. But even if there was nothing but dust and whatever got left behind, the cold and creaking darkness of the house would have been unbearable. I wonder how many nights I can spend in Jam’s bed before we ruin our friendship.

James is Bonding around on a train now, caught in a fistfight with a blond dude wearing some kind of retractable piano wire bracelet. We slip into following the action again. I know we should have more questions. More things we need to tell each other. But all I care about is the feel of Jam’s ribs pushing into mine with every breath, the warmth of his feet against my cold toes. I watch the movie through half-closed eyes. My blinks get long and lazy.

Next thing I know, the credits are rolling, then the screen goes black. Jam hasn’t moved either. I think it would be easier if we fell asleep this way. But my scar aches, and he rouses when I shift my weight.

“There’s less room on this bed than there used to be,” I say.

“Hey, it’s not all me.” Jam pats my belly.

I try not to wince. “You’re not supposed to say that to a girl.”

“That’s sexist.”

“No, it’s not.”

“If you can tell me that I’ve filled out, but I can’t say you have, it implies you don’t deserve the truth, that you need to be handled with kid gloves.”

“It’s not sexist. It’s convention.”

“It’s sexist convention—the idea that you’re supposed to stay sixteen and we can’t talk about the fact that you’re not anymore.” He lifts the blanket. “Because you filled out really nicely.”

“Perv.”

“I didn’t crawl through the window and take my pants off in your room.”

I punch his arm and he grabs my wrist, and it’s so good to be here with him after all the time I’ve spent stuck on a solitary wavelength. My eyes well up. So do his. I press my cheek to his chest, hug hard, and he doesn’t smell like Obsession or cigarette smoke or old leather anymore, but somehow, he smells like Jam on the most basic level, and I can still hear the murmur in his heart.



“What is this?” I ask, watching Jam spoon glop from a Tupperware container into two bowls. He heard my stomach rumble and insisted on feeding me, despite my ardent protests.

“Risotto. You’ll like it.”

“Did your dad cook this?”

“I did,” he says, putting one bowl in the microwave.

“Why?” I ask, feeling oddly unsettled. Jam used to live off hot dogs. He had a special toaster to cook them.

“Because it’s good. I had it at a restaurant and I liked it, so I figured out how to make it.”

He grates Parmesan over the bowl before serving it to me.

It is good. I’ve been trying not to eat too much, in case I get sick again, but I can’t help myself.

Jam watches me eat. “Were you living in the woods with wolves?”

“Basically.”

“You look worn out.”

“I am,” I say, avoiding eye contact. I want to stay in our bubble of normalcy—be the old me with the old Jam—for as long as possible. My wounded belly is an anachronism. I don’t want to talk about it.

There’s a mess of wires, microchips, and pieces of a coffee maker spread across the kitchen table. “What’s this?” I ask.

“My dad’s really into Arduino.”

“Huh?”

“Like these kits you can use to make hardware and software do things for you. He’s trying to hack a coffee maker to control it from his computer.”

“Why?”

“Hobby? Keeps him busy. But he’s been stuck on it for days because he’s got these two crossed.” Jam pokes at the wires with his fork, leaving risotto scum behind.

“Aren’t you going to help him?”

“Nah. He gets pissy when I solve his puzzles. He wants electronics to be his thing, like music is mine, but he never seems to understand that the…” Jam waves his fingers at his head, “math of it all makes sense in my brain. He has to work too hard for this hobby and hates that I don’t. So, I’ve been pretending I’m stumped.”

After we finish dinner, Jam gets me a clean pair of boxers and a t-shirt to sleep in and rummages for a new toothbrush from the hall closet. It has Dr. Dillard’s name and number printed in gold on the handle. He was my dentist too, and his loud, metered breaths always made me uncomfortable. I brush my teeth in Jam’s bathroom, trying not to think about the dark, dense forests in Dr. Dillard’s nostrils.

When Jam goes to brush his teeth, I fish pills from the pocket of my jeans and take two because I forgot the last one and don’t want to keep him awake with my discomfort. I settle into my spot by the edge, not the wall, under the same old sheets that look like spray-painted granite, now worn so thin they feel like silk. There were whole months in high school when I slept in Jam’s bed more than my own. When my parents were fighting and the house felt like it might explode, sneaking out was survival.

Jam comes back, jumping over the footboard to take his place by the wall. He hits play on the VCR, turns out the light. Under the covers, our bare legs touching, he wriggles around trying to get comfortable. “Turn on your side,” he says, “so there’s room.”

“I can’t,” I say and start to cry.

“Okay.” He squishes closer to the wall.

“I had an appendectomy last week.”

“Did it burst?”

“They caught it just before.”

“Good,” he says. “Lucky they caught it.”

It’s funny to think of myself as lucky instead of damned—that it could have been worse, and it wasn’t.

“You’re not going to bleed out all over my sheets, are you?” Jam asks, but I can tell from the smile in his voice that he doesn’t care about his sheets.

“I’ll try not to.”

The opening credits roll. It’s Casino Royale.

“David Niven,” he says, and kisses my forehead.



I was a lone wolf by ninth grade. I knew my limitations and didn’t see the point of making friends just to let them down. So at lunch I sat at a table in the corner with a few sophomores who were in Odyssey of the Mind and worked on their team’s competition problem while they ate. I chose that table because Jam was sitting there too. Even though he was a year ahead of me, I recognized him from back in the day when his mom used to drive me and my old best friend, Bee, home from the art center where we had pottery class and Jam took piano lessons. He’d grown strange and serious, always had a look on his face like he was shocked to be wherever he was. But I found it comforting to be near him. He reminded me of the melting crayon smell of the old heaters in the art center building and picking dried bits of clay from my fingers in the back seat of his mom’s blue Volvo, slipping them in my pocket so I wouldn’t get her car dirty.

Mostly I sat at that lunch table, taking tiny bites of my peanut butter and jelly sandwich, while I read books that weren’t for English class. Jam was always reading too. One day the OM kids had a field trip, and it was just me and Jam at the table in the corner. He had his back to the wall, feet on a chair, drinking a Diet Pepsi while he turned pages faster than I thought anyone could process words. I wasn’t sure if he remembered me from carpool, but it felt warm to sit there reading together.

When he finished his book, he looked over, gestured to mine. I was a few pages from the end. “Want to swap?” he asked.

I nodded.

He waited for me to turn the last page, then gave me his copy of Contact by Carl Sagan in exchange for my copy of The Thorn Birds by Colleen McCullough.

“My mom always liked you,” he said.

“I always liked your mom.”

“She said you looked like you had interesting things happening in your head.”

I blushed, remembering how she smelled like incense, always played the same Marianne Faithfull cassette on repeat in the car, and said “Bye, honey” in her sweet, smoky voice every time she dropped me off at my house. Sometimes she’d add, “Don’t forget to make a little trouble,” and my face would flush over the idea of trouble on purpose.

“I’m really sorry,” I said. “About…”

Jam flashed a sad smile. “Thanks.”

A few days later, he gave my book back and said, “I never would have read that. But I liked it. So much happened.”

“Yeah.” I dug his copy of Contact from my backpack. “I wouldn’t have picked this one either, and it was beautiful.”

“What should I read next?”

So, we swapped books back and forth and talked about what we liked and didn’t. I learned more from being friends with Jam than I did in English class. Sometimes we got duplicate copies of a book from the library to read at the same time. We read The Odyssey for fun, and one day when I asked Jam how he was doing, he shook his head, pretending to be mournful, and said, “I seem to be caught between Scylla and Charybdis… like a motherfucker.”

When Jam didn’t have to go to the city for piano lessons after school, he’d come over to read with me in my rowboat on Deans Pond. On the nights when he had lessons, I rode my bike to his house and snuck in through the window to read his books in his bed until he got back from the train station. He didn’t care that I never invited him to my house. He didn’t care that my mother hated him.

What Jam needed from me was exactly who I was. And the risk of making my mother angry was worth it, because being with Jam felt like the moment when you plug in a string of Christmas lights and every bulb still works.



I am dead to the world when the bed starts moving, and at first, it’s a part of my dream: the ground shifting beneath my feet, a sinkhole about to swallow me. But then I hear Jam humming under his breath, and the threads of reality sneak in to save me.

“Where are you going?” I ask.

“Work.” He opens the blinds. His face is still puffy from sleep.

“Where?”

“Butcher counter at Gristedes.” He searches the floor of his bedroom, grabbing one sock, another. “I like the gore,” he says, wiggling his fingers at me.

I laugh, then realize he’s wearing khaki pants and a blue polo shirt with a G embroidered over the pocket. “You can’t be a butcher!” I shout, panicked about the state of Jam if he’s taken a job with such obvious hazards. It makes no sense at all.

He ignores me, sitting at the foot of the bed to pull on his socks. They don’t match and one of them is definitely not clean. In the daylight, I can see lines like quotation marks in the space between his eyebrows, the slightest bit of slack in his jawline. Last night it was easy to forget how long it’s been, but that doesn’t mean I understand where he is now. I have no right to show up in his life with opinions.

“Sorry,” I say.

He shrugs it off. “You can hang here while I’m gone.”

I shake my head against the pillow. “I have to do something about the fennel situation.”

“It’s a fennel fiasco!” Jam shrieks, clapping his hand to his cheek like a child actor in a cheesy movie, and it makes me laugh despite my roiling nerves. “Wait. Would removing the fennel from the fridge be defenestration?”

“I think only if you throw it out the window,” I tell him, trying my best to play along.

Jam considers this with mock gravitas. “I’m not sure you have the votes.”

“God, I don’t want to deal with this house,” I say, panic spilling over, breaking the joke. The point is to agree and amplify—yes and yes and yes—but I am out of practice with Jam’s brand of banter, and terrified to find out who put that fennel in the fridge.

Instead of chiding me for killing our riff, he says, “Stay. I’m off at four. I’ll go with you.”

“Maybe.” I’m not sure I want him to witness whatever’s waiting for me.

“My dad’s home, but he won’t mind.”

“Did he retire?”

Jam grins. “Works here now. Turned the den into an office. I can hear his sessions through the air vents.”

“No!”

“One of his patients is an actual nymphomaniac. It’s amazing.”

“You can’t listen,” I say, nudging his butt with my foot.

“I can’t not listen,” Jam says, without a whiff of remorse.



After he leaves, I drift in and out of sleep. I don’t mean to, but I’m exhausted and the low chatter from Mr. Olbrich’s office sounds like a TV show playing in the background. I snuggle into the blankets, trying to make out the words echoing through the air vent. Maybe it is just human nature to want to know what the people around you are saying.

“There’s only so many times I can try,” a man whines.

“Have you actually tried?” I recognize Mr. Olbrich’s faded Brooklyn accent, like Larry David run through the wash, consonants fraying.

“Yes, I’ve tried!” The man’s voice rises. “Are you saying I haven’t?”

“Have you?” Mr. Olbrich asks calmly.

“Shit,” the man says. Then he’s quiet. I think he might be crying.

I want to know what will happen next, but my eyes are heavy. Whatever words follow are low and sad. The next thing I know, it’s one-thirty.

When I get up to use the bathroom, Mr. Olbrich walks past me in the hallway like I’m a ghost he can’t see. He has a history of ignoring me. We guessed it was so he wouldn’t feel the need to have “the talk” with Jam.

Even though most of the time I like being ignored, I’ve always seen Mr. Olbrich’s lack of attention as a challenge. So I call out, “Hi, Mr. Olbrich!” And when he still tries to pretend I don’t exist, I wave. “It’s good to see you.”

“Hello, young lady,” he says, averting his eyes even though I’m clothed enough. He’s wrinkled, paunchy, and has a thick gray mustache now. He looks like a character from one of those children’s picture books where a walrus could be a psychiatrist and drive around town in a car made from a pickle.

“It’s me. Freya.”

He gives me the once over, but his face is blank.

“Benjamin’s friend from high school…”

“Oh, Freya,” he says. “Hello. I hope you’re well. How are your parents doing?”

I stare directly into his eyes, waiting for him to catch himself. But he either doesn’t know about my parents or doesn’t remember me at all. He was drinking a lot when Jam and I were in high school.

“My parents are great,” I say. “They retired to Tampa.”

“Good. Good. May need to do that myself one of these days. Winter is exhausting.”

I flash a smile I’m sure looks fake, halfway hoping he’ll call me out. “Definitely. It’s been good for them. They feel so alive.”

“Well, you send your folks my best, will you?”

“Of course,” I say.






— Chapter 7 —

I wish they’d retired to Tampa.

I wish they’d fixed the house and sold it, used the money to buy a condo someplace warm, taken up golf, or canasta, or compulsive beachcombing. It would be easier to forget them if I knew they were alive and happy. It would be easier if I weren’t standing on their crumbling front stoop, key in my shaking hand.

I breathe deep, searching for an undiscovered well of courage somewhere in my body, but I am stuck in a swirl of exhaustion and vertigo like when I climbed Cadillac Mountain the summer after I moved to Maine. Same racing heart and wobbly knees.

I retreat to the landing and catch a hint of cigarette smoke in the cold damp air. It seems to be coming from the backyard. There’s a little path between the side of the house and an outcropping of bedrock. Sumac trees have grown through the spaces between the stepping stones, breaking them loose. I feel like I’m trekking through a jungle. I watch my feet as branches smack my face, trying to move quietly, even though whoever is smoking must have heard my car.

This intruder likes fennel, and Pepsi, and Camel cigarettes—same as my grandfather smoked. Babbo has been dead for over a decade, but whenever I get a whiff of the nutty scent of a Camel, I think of his rough hands smoothing my hair and the gravel in his voice when he called me sugar and asked what I was reading. So even though I know it’s not him, and I’m sure there are serial killers out in the world smoking his brand, by the time I make it to the overgrown juniper bush at the edge of the patio, my nerves have calmed enough to keep my knees steady.

There’s a teenager lying on a moldy deck lounger, staring up at the tree branches, blowing smoke to the sky, her dark hair falling all the way to the ground.

I stay behind the juniper and watch her in the careful way I used to observe deer in the yard, holding my breath, worried a sudden movement will send her running. But same as the deer, she’s fenced in. So am I.

She has a tarnished stud in her cheek like a dimple, silver rings pierced all the way up her ear, thick eyeliner smeared far beyond her lash line. Her layers of black clothes are held together with safety pins. This girl is trying so hard to be hard, but she hasn’t outgrown the plump of her cheeks, the soft slope of her shoulders. I can still see the roundness of her.

I remember her always covered in ice cream. Chocolate fingerprints all over my car. She called me “Aunt Frey” and whispered sticky secrets in my ear—things like “Did you see the ocean in our dream last night?” And when I drove away, leaving her was the thing that broke my heart, because I loved every inch, every moment, of her being. I could look at her face and know she was feeling a way I’d felt, like we were the same kind of human. And even though she was a little kid, she seemed to feel that way about me too.

She doesn’t look up when I clear my throat, but lowers the cigarette, holds it beneath the chair, as if I won’t see the smoke curling. I think she knows who I am too, that she saw me coming and chose to stay.

“What’s with the fennel?” I ask. “Aubrey.”

She flinches at her name, tries to pretend she hasn’t, sits up slowly like she’s deciding whether she wants to give me her attention, even though I already know it’s mine.

“It settles my stomach.” There’s a warble in her voice that could be nerves or could be the way she sounds now. “What are you doing here?” she asks, before I can ask her, in a tone that sounds so much like my sister it makes me reflexively angry.

“It’s my house.” The words are too loud and thick. I wish I’d whispered, or not said them at all, as if the upstairs window could be open a crack, and my mother might hear, and later I’ll get hell for running my mouth.

“Where were you?” Aubrey asks. This time she sounds sad and so much like my memory of her that it makes my throat ache. I search her forehead for the tiny divot just below her hairline. She scratched that chicken pox blister on my watch.

“Maine.”

Aubrey lets out a breath that’s almost a laugh. She flicks cigarette ash on the patio and shakes her head, but maybe just to feel her hair move.

“So, what, you break in and hang out here?” I ask. I want to eat her cigarette. I can taste the heat of it on the air, particles like warm sand.

She doesn’t answer. Doesn’t look at me. She drops her foot from the lounge chair, kicking the flagstone with the heel of her boot, letting her leg bounce after each strike.

I take the chair next to her and try not to wince as I lower myself onto the faded vinyl bands, feigning faith that they will hold me, even as they creak against the metal frame.

“Give it,” I say, reaching toward her.

Aubrey angles the tip of the cigarette toward the ground, about to stub it out.

“Don’t! Give it!”

She passes the cigarette with shocking obedience. Her fingers are cold and rough. When she was a baby, she wrapped her tiny hands around my thumbs and took her first steps.

I take a drag, blowing clouds toward the trees, feeling calmer for it instantly.

“You smoke?” she asks, eyes wide.

I’m sure I’ve been maligned in my absence. I bet her mom accused me of everything from arson to animal sacrifice if it suited her anger in the moment. Smoking shouldn’t be a surprise, except I can’t imagine any adults in Aubrey’s life smoke anymore, at least not that she would see.

“I don’t.” I take another drag, pass it back to her. “But I worked in a bar and soaked up so much secondhand, I get headaches when I’m away too long.”

“You can’t smoke in bars anymore.”

“My boss didn’t care about rules.”

She shakes her head. This time I’m sure it’s not about her hair.

“We’re both quitting,” I tell her. “Next week.”

“Yeah,” she says, with the tiniest hint of a smile.

My promise is just bar chatter. An affectation I picked up to cover for being shy. Somewhere along the line I figured out that when you talk to strangers like you’re already lifelong pals with a past, present, and future, they respond as if you are. But Aubrey’s smile makes me want it to be true. Like we might pinky swear and x out boxes on a calendar at the end of every day we don’t have a cigarette. I can’t get over that she’s Aubrey and she’s grown and right in front of me and her smile can still turn me inside out.

The first time I saw her, all pink and wrinkly in the hospital, hours after she came into this world—her eyes already dark as mine, like she didn’t need any time to sort out what color they’d be—I thought, Oh, I know you, kid. I know you. And she mattered more than anyone else had before. Or after. There was hope in the world all of a sudden. Someone who felt like kin.

And I still left.

I didn’t think of her getting older after I left. I never let myself calculate her age or wonder if she liked horses yet, if she knew how to tie her shoes. I left and it hurt so much that I couldn’t stand to feel it anymore. I couldn’t stand to believe Aubrey existed past the last time I saw her. So, I may as well be sitting next to a unicorn, and my mind can’t make sense of it. She keeps watching me in sideways glances. Maybe she can’t make sense of me either. Only I’m a really shitty unicorn.

“So, you hang out here?” I ask again.

She hands the cigarette back instead of answering.

We’re having this conversation in the wrong order anyway. There are more important things I should be asking, saying, but my body aches, my thoughts are slow. Her nose looks like Steena’s nose, like Steena’s dad’s nose too.

“You probably can’t hang out here,” I say, blowing smoke away from her, passing the cigarette. “Your mom hates me.”

Aubrey’s face clouds over, eyebrows drawing in—the same expression she’d get as a kid when someone told her she couldn’t have a toy she wanted. Her pensive look would melt most mortals. “My mom hates everyone.”

“Well, she hates me the most, and she’ll crucify me for getting anywhere near you.”

“She doesn’t care where I am.”

“I’m sure she does.” I put my hand out for the cigarette.

Aubrey rolls her eyes at me but gives it over, watches me smoke.

I pass it back. “It’s really good to see you,” I say. “You’re so… grown up.”

Aubrey’s stare intensifies. Her face goes red. “Fuck off. I don’t need you to notice me.” She turns away. Plants both boots on the ground. Stubs the cigarette, even though there were a few puffs left. “It was fine here without you.” She storms off, around the other side of the house, her boots squishing in the soggy grass. Doesn’t look back at me at all.

It’s probably for the best.

Aubrey didn’t fully extinguish the cigarette, so I watch the smoke fade into nothing. I miss my grandfather. I’m sure if Babbo were alive, he’d be disappointed in me. He wouldn’t care about the books I’m reading. He wouldn’t call me sugar anymore. But I miss him as if he would. As if I could still be his good little girl, and he’d smooth my hair and let me drink his coffee.



Aubrey left the patio door unlocked, so I go in that way. The sunroom runs the width of the house. It’s part of the addition my parents had built when I was born. There are tall crank windows lining the back wall, staggered glass block at either end. They never got around to buying curtains. On sunny days the warmth and stagnant air always induced a specific kind of nausea that crept into my head, making my upper lip sweat; but even on an overcast day, to be in this room is to feel exposed.

There’s a sitting area at one side of the room, dining area at the other. And on the dining table, there’s a huge rat in a huge cage. It gives me a funny kind of hope to see him. If Aubrey keeps her contraband pet here, it’s likely she’ll be back soon. That’s not something Steena can pin on me—she’s the one who can’t keep track of her kid.

“Hey, buddy,” I say.

The rat chatters at me with so much purpose it feels like we’re having a conversation. I’ve never liked rats, but this one is disarming.

“I wonder what your name is,” I say.

He climbs the bars to get a better look at me. He is most definitely a he. His large, furry balls bob as he moves. Behind him are the ruins of a shoebox castle with paper towel roll turrets, stuffed with timothy hay and halfway gnawed to pieces. Beyond the castle are two full water bottles attached to the bars, a plastic bowl filled with pellet food, and another overflowing with baby carrots and wispy fennel fronds. The surplus makes me think that Aubrey worries about leaving him behind, doubts her ability to get here every day.

Other than stray bits of chewed cardboard strewn around the cage, the table is empty. The sunroom is relatively clean. There used to be leaning towers of The New York Times stacked against the walls. I wonder if my mother finally found the courage to part with her papers, or if Steena threw them out like she always threatened.

Across the room, on the glass coffee table, there’s a potted cactus that doesn’t look deprived, and the exact same biology textbook I had in high school. I open the cover and see Aubrey Wells written on the inside in messy, looping handwriting that looks a lot like mine.

“I think there’s been some updates to science since this came out,” I say to the rat.

He chatters again and sounds so happy. When I look over, he’s holding a baby carrot in his little hands, gnawing at the smaller end.

My stomach rumbles. I have not eaten since the risotto last night. Nicotine dulled my hunger, but not enough.

I check the fridge. The fennel is gone, but the unopened can of Pepsi is still there, and there’s half a bag of baby carrots. Stealing carrots from a rat and soda from a teenager feels like a miscast cliché, but I’m dizzy and aching, long overdue for a pain pill that will bring bad news to my empty belly.
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