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CHAPTER 1


Erratic orange light licked across the black pond. That was the first thing I noticed. Flickering water striders moving over the surface of the water. But if I care about remembering that night accurately, which is my intention here, the first thing had to have been the smell. The unmistakable scent of wood burn in the air differed from a summer bonfire. This burn went deeper. It cut through centuries-old framework and foundations. It tore through the beams and rot of the long-buried secrets my family tried to keep protected between the four walls of my cabin.


When I approached the land, driving the truck slow through the dark, the red wine from my twenty-fifth birthday dinner dulling my thoughts, the windows rolled down even though the night air lay heavy and sharp with the pull toward winter, I must have been able to hear the devastation. The steady hiss punctuated by pops of wood splintering. And wasn’t it strange that Vincent, the dog you got me, who should have been asleep in the cabin, paced at the end of the drive, circling and whimpering, watching our home succumb to the heat?


In a sudden burst of effort, flames bit a hole through the roof of my cabin and shot up toward the night sky, reaching like a tentative hand testing the direction of the wind. The voices of the ghosts inside the cabin screamed as something buckled. The wood-burning stove’s black smokestack remained gallant and sturdy as the compromised exterior simmered around it. It seemed like hours before my senses collected and rearranged themselves in an order that made sense.


My cabin was burning.


I left the truck door hanging open, ran to the pond, and grabbed the bucket out of the canoe. I filled it with the cold water and sloshed its contents toward the flames rising from the corners of the porch. Up close, the hot rage of the fire was shocking. I tripped, backing away from it with a gasp. Thick smoke choked me. David, do something, I imagined my grandfather’s voice demanding. I yelled—maybe for help, maybe for the fire to stop. But who could hear me out in those New Hampshire woods? Fire is an unwavering thing. But you already know this.


I remembered the hose just as the back window shattered. A siren whined in the distance. I cranked on the water full blast and aimed the stream at the flames, hoping I could save something. That despite everything that had happened that year, there was something worth saving. But the fire told me otherwise.


This was your way of cleansing the palate of what once was. That much I understood. This was your good-bye.


Before I met you, I was twenty-three, sure of the world and my place in it, and bored. You were this mystery, a question, an unmarked box I had to open because whatever was inside, I had to see for myself. And so began the year of opening and uncovering the things I didn’t know about myself, you, or my family.


I wanted to blame you for all of it—but I couldn’t, could I? Because too much was owed. So, instead, I wrote this in an attempt to understand.


Hope, this is my good-bye.
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CHAPTER 2


You ran by me with your red hair waving like a fire drill. It was the summer before I turned twenty-four—August, and hot. You wore a dusty pink dress with white polka dots. A thrift-store something. It would be one of the few times in the two falls I loved you through that I would see you without a scarf.


I stared after you for almost two blocks. You appeared so unselfconscious—a rarity for women in their twenties—despite those scars.


I was still at my old job at the local Boston news station. I wrote copy for small news stories, got paid a low hourly salary, and rode around the city in a sweltering van with the camera guy who smelled like salami and the broadcast journalist who went through cans of hairspray by the day. We were covering the opening of a new restaurant on Newbury Street by some big, famous chef.


The camera guy saw you, too, but not in the way I had.


Women with shiny, straight hair and large purses teetered past us in high heels. Small groups in business-casual attire huddled around outdoor metal tables, sipping lemon water and dipping forks into their Nicoise salads. It was the first nice day of the week after a relentless string of heavy thunderstorms, so everyone in the city with legs was out walking. The red Duck Tour buses quacked down Boston’s narrow streets as tourists peered over the edge at the cobblestone sidewalks below.


I spent another thirty minutes talking to diners and the manager at this new restaurant, all the while scanning for that shock of red hair. The crowds started streaming in for that night’s game at Fenway. Red Sox hats dotted the sidewalk and a line snaked out the doors at J.P. Licks’s ice cream shop. Customers emerged smiling, slurping from cones wrapped in soggy napkins.


“What are you guys filming?”


When I looked up, my mouth opened to speak but only air filled the space where words might have been. The skin on your left cheek and down your neck wrung itself out into twisted pink scars. It would be months before I ever got up the courage to ask you about them. It will be a lifetime before I’ll be able to forget your answer.


Even that first day, you surprised me in a million ways. That you came back. That you must have noticed me, too, despite the truth that I was so average back then, before you . . . or maybe that was it: maybe I looked reliable even from a distant glimpse. Like someone you could lean on for balance.


“It’s a news thing about this restaurant opening,” I finally said.


You never seemed to mind silence.


“Can we get a shot of you going by again?” asked our cameraman.


“Sure, I guess so. What do I have to do?”


“How about what you were doing before?” I asked.


“What do you mean?”


“Running down the sidewalk, around everyone, with your dress flaring out behind you.”


You shrugged. “I suppose. I was late for this engagement party thing and then as soon as they made the announcement, I skipped out of there. So stuffy.” You rolled your eyes and I laughed, overwhelmed by what I then mistook as an enviable, carefree spontaneity.


After we got the shot, emboldened by the fact you were still there, still watching me, your body twisting slightly side to side as you smiled like a much younger girl, waiting for something more, I asked for your number.


You bent at the waist and leaned in toward me. For a shocked moment, I thought you might kiss me then, right there on the sidewalk, with the cameraman pretending not to be watching us over his shoulder. Instead, you whispered your number into my ear. “Better not forget,” you said.


I still haven’t.


Later, we watched that footage of you back in the studio—something I did a lot, long after the restaurant and its famous chef were old news—and everyone’s eyes in the room softened and narrowed with focus as they tried to remember a time when they had been like that. Been that light.
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CHAPTER 3


I punched the numbers into my cell phone and waited for something else to happen, something beyond me to push the call into motion. The ceiling fan I kept going year-round whirred overhead. I decided to call because it was a bolder, more direct approach than texting. Fitting for this type of girl, I thought, back when I thought you might fit into a type.


I’d planned to call you the night we met, but I’d decided to wait. I didn’t want to appear too eager. So I’d waited two days, and then three. Now I was a week out, and this was my last chance. A day longer, and the window would be closed. I would be forgotten, relegated in your mind as just some guy you’d met once. I could be any other twenty-three-year-old, five-foot-eleven male with brown hair and a general interest in outdoor activities.


“Bro, you coming with us? Get off your ass!” Mark’s loud holler carried up the stairs.


Mark and I grew up together. We met our other two roommates freshman year of college at the outdoors group’s first meeting. I was the only one to continue beyond that first meeting and attend the events they organized—ski trips at the school’s chalet in Maine, group day hikes through New Hampshire’s White Mountains. Mark complained that the girls in the outdoors group didn’t shave their armpits, and the other guys were too lazy to wake up before noon on Saturday mornings to ski.


That morning, my roommates were going to brunch—the usual boozy Saturday-morning ritual in Allston, consisting of bloodies and burnt home fries and making plans for later that night.


I pressed call without pausing to think.


“Hello?”


You had to repeat yourself a few times. That red hair. That pink dress.


“Hi, um, it’s me. David. I got your number from you. We met last week. Well, I was just calling to say hey and to see if you wanted to hang out sometime.”


I hated myself for the slight tremor clinging to the end of my sentences. For sounding like a middle-school student. For Christ’s sake, I had called girls before. Met them at bars or on dating apps and brought them to dinner or noisy parties or home to my bed. But the pull of this felt different.


There was something like a sigh on the other end of the line.


“Hello?” I tried again, a little softer.


“I’m here!” You laughed. “David with the sweet eyes. And yes, I want to hang out sometime. I was wondering if you would call.”


“Oh, really? Okay. Great. Let me think of someplace—”


“What place?”


“I thought we could go to that new Thai restaurant that just opened up on—”


“Oh, no, that’s not the deal.”


“What deal?” I kicked the rumpled sheets at the end of my bed to the floor and propped another pillow behind my head.


Mark appeared in the doorway. You coming? he mouthed. I shook my head no, pointing to the phone in my hand. He picked up a flip-flop from the floor and hurled it in my direction. I dodged it, tossed it off the bed, and turned my attention back to you.


“The deal! The deal that says you invited me to hang out, so I get to pick the spot.”


“Where do you live?”


“In Cambridge. But I’ve got a thing for first dates. So I’m going to open the phone book, flip to a page, point to an address, and that’s where we’ll go on our first date.”


“You own a phone book? I didn’t know they even still made those.”


“I keep them on hand for this very reason. Besides, you can bring me to any Thai restaurant in the entire state any day of the year, but, David, let me ask you something: Have you ever been to”—I heard a shuffling of pages—“185 Oakdale Street in Cambridge, Massachusetts? Because I sure haven’t. And I think it’d probably make a fabulous location for our first date.”


“And what then? We just show up at this person’s house?”


“Just pick me up tomorrow night at six. I’ll text you my address. We’ll take it from there.”


After we said good-bye I stared at the cell phone in my hand. I shouldn’t have called. I didn’t know anything about you. Your last name. Your age. Even now, I still wonder if I ever really knew you. There was so much history that lived below the surface that I was too naïve back then to prod.


Regardless, I had to see you again. There was a hook hanging up inside me somewhere, waiting to carry your coat.
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CHAPTER 4


We sat in my truck outside of 185 Oakdale Street in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Black shutters hung against dingy green vinyl siding. The house was dark. Early evening sun shone down on one of those chipped bathtub Mary statues—the Virgin Mary shadowed by a ceramic concave of blue—in the front yard, a relic from the droves of Irish Catholics who flooded the nearby towns a few generations back.


Beside me, you radiated heat, although we didn’t touch. Not yet. Do you remember that? The feeling of sitting so close for the first time? I was very conscious of my hand placement—limp on the gearshift, waiting for you to say or do something. You wore your red hair piled on top of your head and that yellow scarf high around your neck, covering the scars that had been so flagrantly visible the first time we met.


Your green eyes, light and shiny, focused on something out the windshield. I glanced up at the house once more. Anxiety nipped at my ribs. I waited for someone to ask us what we were doing, to demand I move the truck before they called the police, but the street remained quiet except for our breathing. I wished we were in a dim dive bar, a beer in my hand, where I could relax a little and things wouldn’t be so exposed.


You wore tiny silver rings on your fingers—one with a waning moon, another with a small oval of turquoise. I thought about reaching out and touching them, but I didn’t.


“Now what?” I asked.


A small smile lifted the corners of your mouth and you turned to face me. “My mom and I used to play this free-association game all the time when I was little. So, what does the number 185 make you think of?”


“Um, let’s see . . . Just past half the number of days in a year?”


“So, what were you doing about six months ago?”


I tried to think back. I couldn’t remember anything before this moment. The warmth of the truck’s interior, your faint vanilla smell, the pressing vibrancy of your red hair. And then I remembered. “Actually, my grandfather passed away about six months ago,” I said, and amended, “Sorry, that was kind of depressing.” I fidgeted, shifting on the cracked leather seat. This couldn’t be where you meant to take this.


“No, that’s honest. I’d rather we be real, David, than just nice. I’m sorry to hear about your grandfather.”


“What were you doing six months ago?”


“I started my new job at the hospital.”


“That’s awesome. What do you do there?”


“Nursing assistant. Were you close with your grandfather?”


“Um . . . not by choice. My parents sort of forced my brother and me into these monthly visits with him in New Hampshire.”


You laughed and the tension eased through my jaw. Your cheeks were pink and you wore a glossy lipstick. You reached up to touch my hair and—surprised by the intimacy of the gesture, almost maternal—I sat perfectly still.


“There’s just something so innocent about you,” you said, “so clean. I like it.”


“Thanks?” I said. “I do try to shower regularly.”


A dumb joke. You smiled, watching my eyes.


“Okay, next question: If you could have any superpower, what would it be?”


I closed my eyes to think, allowing myself to relax into the moment a bit more. “Well, if you had asked me at seven, it probably would have been Spiderman-related, but now . . . maybe my superpower would be great knowing. I could touch a tree and see everything that tree had experienced.”


“That’s a good one. I was going to judge you if you said x-ray vision.”


“Give me a little more credit,” I said. “And you?”


You turned to face me and smiled a little. “To be a maker. To be able to make anything in the world. Including people.”


I stared at you for a beat. “Isn’t that something you can technically already do?”


“Exactly. I think the superpowers we really want are actually the ones we already have, making their way up from inside.”


“Interesting,” I said, but I hoped that wasn’t your way of saying you wanted kids soon. I was too young for that kind of commitment.


“I read that you can tell if someone is right for you after answering twenty specific questions.”


“What number are we on?”


“I can’t remember. But I have another one. What do you want most from your life?”


I paused. This was more difficult than any job interview I had ever been on. I wasn’t sure how specific to be. I had a good family and a job and I was sitting in my truck with this interesting, beautiful girl. “I don’t know. To be happy?”


You didn’t smile this time; you pressed your lips together and nodded, as if seriously considering my response.


“What do you want?”


You turned to me again and smiled, but your eyes moved beyond me, out the window and to that street in Cambridge. “To be understood. To be truly seen.”


I had no understanding then of how deep that longing pitted you, how much it tormented and transformed you. If only you had explained everything to me in the beginning, on that first date, in my truck on that street in Cambridge. But maybe that wouldn’t have worked. Maybe if you had told me, we wouldn’t have gone through anything together. I would have been too afraid to continue with whatever it was we had started.


“Do you believe in God?” I blurted to change the topic.


“Only when it suits me.” You smiled and shifted slightly closer to me on the seat.


“Which is when?”


You leaned closer. “When I meet people I feel like I was meant to know. Even for a moment. Even for a single day. Even in front of a stranger’s house on Oakdale Street in Cambridge, Massachusetts.” You closed the space between us by pressing your small, wet mouth to mine.
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CHAPTER 5


We spent the extra few dollars to rent an apple-picking arm. I would have been embarrassed to ask for one myself, but you were impossibly short in a way I found impossibly sexy. It was one of our early dates. So early I was still hyper-aware of my body in relation to yours—my leg touching yours in the grass, my arm holding your waist as you stepped on branches to reach the reddest, juiciest picks. I just wanted to be close to you. Touching. Your hair, that warm vanilla smell again.


I hadn’t been apple picking since I was a kid, but with you it turned into this textured, sensory experiment. The cinnamon spice of homemade cider donuts wafted from the farm down into the orchards. Soft steam rose from the Styrofoam cups of hot cider in our hands. The early fall sun landed on the apple trees in a way that made them tempting. Parents shepherded small children through the petting zoo area, the ice cream stand, and the pumpkin patch.


“Do you see those? Up there?” You squinted, one hand shielding your eyes, as you gazed at the top of a particularly tall Macintosh tree.


“Mm-hmm,” I said. “Macintosh is your favorite, right?”


“They are. My mom has some secret pie recipe she says you have to use Macintosh for. I could live off that pie.”


Our bucket was nearly full. We slowed down and rubbed the dusty skins on the hems of our shirts before cracking into the bright white interior of the fruit.


“We’ve got a good amount already.” I wanted to be lying together in the grass and brushing cinnamon off your lips.


You stepped up to the trunk and disappeared into the tree, scuttling up the branches, lithe and fearless. I figured you must be an athlete—a dancer, maybe, or a gymnast. You were good at most things you aimed your intensity on. You made it to the top and perched on a flimsy-looking branch. Your head poked above the leaves.


“Hey, careful up there,” I said, frowning. “I don’t think that branch is strong enough to stand on.”


You angled your face to the sun and stood. Your brown loafers—so small!—balanced on the branch. You wobbled and stretched your arms out like wings. You had forgotten the apples. It was the tallest tree in the orchard.


I stepped in closer, my eyes trained, my arms ready.


“Do you ever have those flying dreams?”


“I can’t remember,” I said.


“Dare me to jump?” Your lips pulled back until the gums above your teeth showed. You liked this. I could tell. The making-me-nervous part. It was almost uncanny how you sniffed it out in me—my aversion to risk-taking.


“Throw me those apples and then come down.”


“What a romantic way to go,” you said, your eyes shut. “Taking a fall from an apple tree.”


“Romantic? There’s nothing romantic about a fractured tibia. Why don’t you—”


But you were already in the air. A bright, airborne thing. A meteor. You landed with a thud in the matted grass and fell back on a scattering of old apples that lay in the dirt, half-eaten by worms.


I ran to you, expecting tears, a desperate clutch of an ankle. Your hair spilled over your face. I brushed it away, saying your name.


You sat up. Your face twisted in anguish. “It’s not that easy to break when you’re invincible.” A bubble of a laugh erupted from you. Not anguish, but laughter.


My chest heaved, my adrenaline spiked. “You’re not invincible. Jesus Christ.”


“But your face, David,” you said, running your thumb along my jawline. “It was worth it.”


Later that night at my apartment, I brushed my lips against the thicker skin of your scars. I would pour myself into you. Open up and fill in the parts that had been gutted or burned away. I wanted to push my lips in between the ridges and tangles of rope that wound around your neck and chest and cheek. Your eyelids fluttered as if shooing away a fly. As if they refused to block out all the light for a moment. As if you couldn’t let yourself be defenseless by feeling good. Not even for a moment.


My fingers lingered in the hair by your ears, but I couldn’t shake the need to see it—all of you—as I had the first time on that summer street. I started to unravel the soft fabric of the mustard-colored scarf, but you grabbed my hand to stop me.


“Will you tell me?” I asked. “What happened?”


“It was an accident,” you said, “when I was young.” You stood, leaving me sitting on the living room floor. A few seconds later, I heard the tap turn on. You returned and sat on the couch, sipping from a water glass without looking at me, just staring through the window to the street.
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CHAPTER 6


My mother answered the door. “Honey!” she said. “Happy birthday! You brought a friend! Wonderful!” She ushered us inside. My brother was showing my dad something on his iPad. My dad stared at the iPad as if my brother held an alien’s heart. When they gazed up, their eyebrows lifted in simultaneous amusement and interest.


“It’s so lovely to meet you.” My mother pulled you into an embrace and you pressed against her in a slack-armed hug. “Dinner’s just about ready. Go relax, and I’ll have it on the table in ten.”


She vanished into the kitchen and I introduced you to the rest of the family.


“Who got me the iPad?” I asked


“You’re way too old for gifts,” said my dad.


“Is anyone going to help your mom?” you whispered to me.


I shrugged. “She likes cooking. Don’t worry about it.”


The house smelled great: roasted meat and a sweetness hinting of the dessert to come. My mother cooked often, and well. It’s my meditation, she would say, standing over the cutting board with a pile of vegetables before her. But really, it was a necessity. If she didn’t cook, the rest of her family wouldn’t eat. My father always worked extra hard to counteract my mother’s constant motion by taking long naps in his chair and bringing home grease-stained bags of fast food when it was his turn to “cook.” Mom didn’t do well just sitting. Dad, however, had perfected it.


My mother always made a fuss over birthdays during our childhood. Handwritten invitations and elaborate homemade cakes with edible soccer balls. Her birthday themes were innovative, elaborate—Robinson Crusoe, Pirates of the Caribbean, Jurassic Park. There were scavenger hunts and obstacle courses. I couldn’t help but feel a bit like we’d disappointed her by growing up. I liked that she liked the special occasions so much—the details, the fringe, the colors, the things that the rest of us would never have noticed.


I showed you my old bedroom, the one Taylor and I used to share before I left for college. Faded posters of athletes and some old drawings from my graphic-novel phase were still thumbtacked above my desk.


“You drew this?” you asked. “You should have gone to art school.”


Taylor poked his head into the room. “Can you imagine if Dave had gone to art school? He’s already too emo as it is.” A smile teased his lips. “Dinner’s ready.”


Taylor was counting on this dinner going as awkwardly as possible. Although we’d always had friends in and out of the house growing up, we’d never brought romantic interests home. Taylor had announced he was gay during one similar such family dinner when he was in middle school, but he had yet to introduce us to anyone special. Neither had I, up until that night.


We ate pork chops with roasted vegetables and homemade applesauce around the dining room table on the leaf-covered placemats my mother had pulled out of her autumnal decorations box. My parents’ house was always cold; I scooted my chair closer to yours. My family watched me to see how I acted with this woman I’d met only a month or so earlier.


“Red or white?” my mom asked, a bottle in each of her hands, ready to pour.


You shook your head. “No, thanks, I’m fine. I don’t drink.”


I wanted them to hear you laugh and watch the expressions on their face move to a place of charmed amusement when you spoke about the things you loved—watching people dance, collecting things from nature to turn into art, and poetry that made you cry. Instead, you kept your head down and your scarf up, speaking into the soft material in a quiet, mumbled voice. You know them, I wanted to whisper. If you knew me, you knew them.


“So a bit of news, David,” said Dad, interrupting a long, awkward silence with a mouthful of half-masticated pork. I caught the look that passed between my parents. “Your grandfather left you the rotting cabin in New Hampshire. So, happy birthday.”


I laughed with surprise, coughing around my potatoes. I glanced around to catch my family members’ eyes. They had known about this for a while, clearly.


“Seriously? Grandpa’s shack?”


“Hey, that ‘shack’ is the house I grew up in. He knew you loved the place.” My father’s mouth squeezed into his trademark, thin-lipped smirk. Taylor and I used to dread going up to the cabin, despite the promise of a weekend fishing on the pond, because Grandpa was scary. Six foot four with a long beard and a hard-set grimace.


I can still picture Taylor in his footie pajamas, crying, begging our parents not to make us visit Grandpa without them. He ordered us to carry rocks to build up the sides of the fire pit, collect sticks for kindling, and wash our pale, freezing bodies in icy, spitting showers. And he didn’t even have television! Visiting him was a kind of hell we coddled boys felt far too young to be subjected to.


“Isn’t that sweet of him?” asked my mother. She fiddled with the arrangement of her bangs, picked up the cloth napkin on her lap, and pressed it to her lips as she looked from my father to me.


“But Grandpa didn’t even like me,” I said. “Why would he leave me the house?” I imagined his wingtip ears and the feathery flap of hair across the dome of his head that opened like an angry mouth when a gust of wind shot across the pond. His hands of stone were never clean and he referred to my brother and me as “the lazy boys” no matter how much effort we put into casting the line, raking his lawn, or helping him work on his old truck.


“Because your brother is too young to get it,” said Dad, his eyes on his plate. “And Lord knows he never liked me.”


“Oh, Frank, that’s not true,” said my mother.


Dad cut another huge chunk of pork, shuttled it into his mouth, and, chewing loudly, pointed his fork in your direction. “I couldn’t wait to get out of those woods. You wouldn’t believe how stifling an open forest can be until you live in one. Turned eighteen and never looked back. But my father thought a son should stay close to help support the family.”


“You’re lucky you had a father,” you said. Your pupils looked small and tight.


Taylor and I exchanged glances. A pause settled. My dad chewed some more.


“Don’t I get anything?” asked Taylor, breaking the silence. “He made me massage his feet once when they were turning purple from the snow. I think I still have PTSD. I at least deserve some sort of cash inheritance.”


“He left you his collection of tools. He always was a very talented carpenter,” said Mom.


“Now you can become the handyman you always dreamed of being,” I said to Taylor. “And you can start by helping me fix up my new cabin.”


Taylor leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest. “Imagine you living up there, driving a tractor and raising chickens. Maybe knock out a few teeth? You do look your best in flannel.”


“I do, don’t I?” I asked.


“Boys,” said my mother, as she had done for two decades.


Taylor still lived at home; he’d been largely unemployed since graduating the previous May with a mountain of debt. I was the responsible one: I paid for my own room in a shared apartment in Allston and had just started a new job making fairly decent money as an incredibly boring technical writer.


“It’s not like David’s going to live up there,” said Mom. “It could be like a fun weekend-getaway cabin.”


I was offended. “Why couldn’t I live up there? Grandpa obviously thought I could.”


“You’ve been saving to buy a condo in Boston since you were, like, ten. You’re not moving to New Hampshire. It’s not in your five-year plan,” said Taylor.


Your eyebrows hitched upward. It was the first you’d heard of my five-year plan.


“Actually, I could probably save a lot more money living up there. Aside from property taxes, I wouldn’t be paying rent.”


“Honey, don’t be ridiculous. What about your job? Or your friends?” My mother looked—a bit desperately—to you for support. “He’s a writer. He needs to be near the city. Near where the jobs and newspapers are.” She addressed the table as if I weren’t a part of the discussion.


“Newspapers barely exist, and I’m not even working as a journalist anymore.”


My mom, leaning in toward you, woman-to-woman, ignored me. “I always knew David would end up being an artist or something. Always so observant, those big brown eyes, always watching. Even as a baby. I knew he’d see things and would have stories to tell. I wanted to work for a newspaper myself, you know, even though they tried to get all us girls to be either nurses or teachers. Except I got pregnant with David, and, well, luckily Frank made enough in sales at the time that we could get by with just the one salary.”


“I’m not telling stories, Mom. It’s technical writing. Plus, most of the people in my office already telecommute. We can work from anywhere. I don’t know,” I said, working it through in my mind as I spoke. “It might be kind of cool. Something different.”


“Dad also owned a few books on rabbits, I think. Taylor, you can have those too. Hunting books and a few fictionalized dramas or something,” said my father, trying to pull a strand of something out from between his molars.


“Do you mean John Updike?” Your plate was empty, aside from a few light swirls of potatoes and applesauce. The rest of us had been too busy ribbing each other to have taken more than a few bites. You blushed under our gaze; the top of your cheek—the side without scarring—turned rosy as you burrowed deeper into your scarf.


“Yes, Updike,” I said. But my mind had already moved on, trying to recall the sound of the wind moving through those New Hampshire trees. The young maples swaying as dusk settled. The creak of the cabin door banging shut against its frame. The tiny pricks of raindrops on the calm pond at the start of a storm. I thought of my brother and me trying to build tree houses to play Robinson Crusoe, imagining being entirely on our own—feeding and fending for ourselves.


I would do it. Try living up there. Even if for just a year. An experiment of sorts, to experience a dialed-back way of life—slow and syrupy in its lack of distractions.


I squeezed your shoulder, excited now by the possibility of change, but you didn’t meet my eyes.
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CHAPTER 7


Back then you lived with your mother in an apartment in Cambridge. I wonder if you still live with her or if you share a warm, cramped apartment with roommates. Home-cooked meals followed by wine and romantic comedies in your small living room. Or maybe you’re living with a new boyfriend now. The walls bare. You press against him at night underneath the rumpled sheet that covers the mattress on the floor. You don’t leave room for the light to get in between the two of you.


The entire apartment you shared with your mom was painted beige or tan or eggshell. I wondered if it was your mother’s attempt to make you stand out even more. Your dad left when you were little and your mom had a rotating door of boyfriends. She never wanted to marry, you said. Never wanted to be someone else’s property. I wondered if you felt the same.


Your red hair and pink skin blazed against the neutrals. A single photo of you as a child sat on an end table in the living room. A purple leotard with gold sequins, your skinny arms held above your head in a triumphant and graceful finish. So I was right—you had been a gymnast. No other pictures decorated the walls, shelves, or credenza. The clean lines and furniture all gave the appearance that neither of you intended to be there long. Maybe you both knew the place was merely an intermission, a pause before you settled deeper into someone else’s life.


After your skin graft surgery—another in a long line—you lay on the couch in your living room, a cup of chocolate pudding resting on a coaster on the coffee table. I positioned myself on the edge of the couch where your stomach curved in.


“Do you feel okay?” I asked the stupidest questions during critical moments.


You turned your head slowly, your green eyes soft. “This is just what it feels like.”


“Do you get scared?”


“I’m used to it.” You pulled the knit blanket with waves of bright greens, purples, and yellows up to your chin. This time, they had taken skin from your thigh and moved it to your left cheek by your ear. Heavy white bandages cradled your chin in a place where I would have liked to place my own hand. Without thinking, I moved to touch the gauzy badge. My fingers hovered. The pain medication coated your high child’s voice in a thick syrup; your lids were weighed down by constant transformation. A face that never stayed the same.


Your mother kept the apartment cooking at a balmy eighty degrees. A burnt-toast smell lingered in the air—left over from a cooking endeavor long since abandoned—and I felt as if maybe I were burning, too.


How did you deal with it? Looking in the mirror and constantly watching the reflection change as you healed, as the skin tightened, as the scars moved? It took on a personality of its own, the one thing in the room everyone tried to but couldn’t ignore. It bothered you; it had to. The stares. There was no way it couldn’t.


Sometimes, later, when you were really down, you’d ask me how I could possibly love you—love a face like that. Throughout that year, especially after the accident, I never questioned my attraction, only the level to which I was losing myself to you.


Your mother shuffled out of the kitchen with a mug of tea in her hand and sat in the beige chair next to the couch. She had just returned from her night shift—two generations of nurses, living in an apartment sterile enough to be a hospital room. Despite having worked the overnight shift, she still looked beautiful. High cheekbones and a pretty mouth with painted red lips. Maybe she colored her hair dark to make herself appear younger, but it worked. She held an unlit cigarette between the manicured nails of one hand. She could have been your sister. Tall and thin, she wore a huge purple stone ring on her middle finger and an intimidating wash across her face. She didn’t look like any mother I had ever known. She’d had you at twenty and wished to protect you from the world in a way that she had never been able to do.


She gave you a few pills to take and you swallowed, sipping the tea. She rested a hand on your forehead, the other around her mug as if hoping to transfer its warmth. She flicked her gaze to me but didn’t say anything. I waited there for minutes, holding my breath, not moving and not sure where to look. Your breath slowed and eventually deepened with sleep.


I waited for . . . I wasn’t sure what. I stood and paused for a minute, sure your mother would say something. Thank me. But she remained silent, her lips in a tight line. I backed up around the coffee table and moved toward the door. I glanced back once more at your face, obscured by blankets and gauze and warm palms.


You still hadn’t told me how it happened.
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CHAPTER 8


On the way to the cabin, we drove past cows at the neighboring farm. Tails eternally swishing away flies. The town consisted of a small brick schoolhouse and a white church where cars still lined up outside on Sundays. My heart raced like it did when I was a kid on the first day of school—giddy with that clear ring of new binders and beginnings.


When I took my first steps into the cabin as its owner, I imagined the familiar signs of my grandfather from when I was younger—his heavy canvas jacket hanging on the back of the door, the rifle leaning up against the window of the front porch, a few hardcover books stacked neatly on the small wooden table next to his bed. I remembered the old empty whiskey bottles huddled together in the plastic crate underneath the front porch, the smell of last night’s modest campfire hanging in the air, and the squeak of the outhouse door when it slammed shut, swallowing me in total darkness. Back when the world moved on fast-forward.


The modest cabin had been built well over a hundred years earlier—an old logging shack that had served as my grandparents’ home for decades. Supposedly, it had been dragged across the pond over the ice to this spot from its original location at some point. The structure stood precariously, elevated off the soft earth by cinderblocks and heavy wooden stumps. Fresh-looking fingerprints patched the dust of the small folding table on the screened-in porch. I wondered if my parents had been to the cabin before they gave me the keys. Or someone else? A hunter stumbling across what looked to be abandoned land? Kids looking for a place to drink or hook up?
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“A moving, emotional, and unpredictable drama.” —Kirkus Reviews
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