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The worst part was the waiting. I swear I spent half my life with my chin on my hands, looking out the bedroom window. The summer I turned seventeen we were all waiting—our town was waiting for death to bring it back to life; my sister Trudy was waiting for me to grow up so the rest of her life could happen; Ma was waiting for Trudy and me to disappear.


I waited for Sundays. Every other day was just an empty square on the calendar that I couldn’t wait to put a line through.


Friday night: a pale crescent moon, no breeze. The air was so humid it was hard to breathe, and my pajamas clung to my skin. Even though it meant the world could see in, I switched on a light in every room. The sky was split open, and the stars were a blizzard; in the trees, the high-pitched buzz of the insects was like an electrical pulse. My blood kept time. Sunday was still too far away.


Just before eleven, a car had driven up the dirt road behind our house to the hanging forest. Now it was after midnight, and it hadn’t come back down.


I was good at being alone. I listened to the radio, played who’ll blink first with the possum in the gum tree, or wrote notes to Luke Cavanaugh that I’d never send. I had our old boxer Gypsy for company. She was twelve, arthritic, and half-blind, but her instincts were sharp. Her underbite was so bad we had to wipe her chin after she’d eaten.


Gypsy was lying in her corner of my room, blowing air and twitching in her sleep. I wondered if she was young in her dreams. Could she run again? Could she see?


I picked up my pen and opened my notebook. I wrote: I love you. Next to that I doodled his name over and over, in loops, in capitals, in daggers: LukeLukeLukeLukeLuke. Trudy always said you should never be the first to declare love, but by her reasoning it would never be declared at all. I crossed it out. I’d wait for Sunday and show him instead.


I slid open the window and plugged the hole in the screen with my finger. The air outside was still, but the ground moved—bugs, millions of them, drunk on light. A big Christmas beetle hit the window and landed on the sill, spinning on its back. A smaller beetle, maybe a male, clung to the mesh. I pressed my knuckles into the hole, working my fist until my arm went through, then flipped the big beetle over, unhooked the smaller one, and turned them to face each other.


“Here he is. Look.” I nudged the big beetle with my finger. “He’s right in front of you.” The female turned a slow circle, shuddered her wings, and took off, lured back to the light.


How on earth did they find each other, fumbling around in the dark, half-stunned and blinking?


I saw headlights, but coming from the main road. Gypsy’s reaction was lazy and late, so it had to be Trudy. I was relieved, but the other kind of relief would have been better. A minute later, Trudy’s wheezy Mazda pulled into the driveway.


I closed the window. When she walked in the front door, I was waiting.


“You’re late.”


“Are you my mother?” She smirked.


“A car drove up.”


Trudy’s irises turned flat and black. She shrugged. “I’m exhausted. I’m going to bed. Max kept the bar open way past closing.” She stretched, faked a yawn, and untied herself: hair, shoes, apron. She took too much care undressing, folding, and stacking her clothes on the arm of the couch. When she was down to her underwear, she frowned at the neat pile she’d made. “Were you waiting up for me?” Her tone was breezy, but a mad pulse in her throat gave her away.


“There was only one person in the car.” It was a lie. I was half asleep when I heard it, and by the time I got to my window, the taillights were all I could see.


“You’re obsessed,” she said.


“We can’t sit here and do nothing.”


“That’s what the ranger’s for.  Anyway, cars go up all the time.”


“Not this late. I know. I listen.”


I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I wanted Trudy to stay up. She would never come to look for the car with me, so the best I could do was wait out the dark. Morning arrived late to our town and night came early; it was ten by the time the sun made it over Pryor Ridge and around four when it ducked behind Mount Moon. Everything in Mobius stretched to reach the light: We built our houses on stilts; our trees grew tall and spindly; our shadows were long.


Trudy roughed up the pile of clothes, and they fell to the floor. She went to her bedroom, switching off lights along the way, and came back wrapped in her robe. She poured herself a glass of wine, and I knew she’d stay.


“Just one,” she said. “Do you want to watch a movie?” She climbed onto the U-shaped couch we called the banana lounge and curled her legs under her.


“You pick,” I said.


She chose The Man from Snowy River, like I knew she would. Trudy liked films. I preferred documentaries. It was our version of conversation, and letting the other choose was as close to kindness as we got.


I watched her watching the film. She always mouthed her favorite lines. Maybe she thought I didn’t notice—more likely she didn’t care.


Male company will be a pleasant relief in this hothouse of female emotions.


Trudy snorted. Wine spilled onto her lap.


I didn’t think it was that funny.


It wasn’t often we laughed at the same things, and, considering the man ban Trudy had imposed on our house, it was kind of tragic. Under her rule it was okay for me to come home raccoon-eyed and bowlegged, but I had to come home alone.


Something inhuman screamed out in the forest.


“Have you been feeding that damned cat?”  Trudy snapped.


I shook my head.


She poured another glass of wine but fell asleep before the movie finished, still holding the full glass.


I prized it from her fingers and set it on the table.


When she was drunk or asleep, the lines around my sister’s mouth disappeared. She unclenched her fists and smiled in her sleep. All of her spikes were laid flat. This was the Trudy I’d remembered and missed.


I lifted a stray rope of hair and placed it with the rest.


When the credits rolled, I turned the volume down and started the movie over. I draped a blanket over her.


Gypsy came out of my room. She shuffled to her spot by the back door and flopped down like someone had let go of her strings. Her eyes rolled back. I peeked through the curtains, but the moon had disappeared behind a cloud. The road stayed dark.


Mobius called itself a town, but it was really a populated dead end, a wrong turn, a sleepy hollow. Other towns had histories, natural wonders, monuments, and attractions, but Mobius was only famous for one thing: fifty-three people who had left their possessions in neat piles, gone deep into the forest, and never come out.


Ma used to say that it wasn’t healthy for the moods and fortunes of a whole town to be dependent on that dirt road and what lay beyond it, but the forest didn’t scare me. It was just a bunch of trees as old as time, and if there were ghosts, I’d never seen them.


People scared me.


•  •  •


Only Trudy could make coffee smell bad. My stomach lurched.


I pushed open the sliding door, stumbled onto the deck, and leaned over the railing, gulping air. After a night like the last, daylight always made me feel foolish—for being afraid, for thinking everything was bigger and darker and scarier than it really was.


“What’s this?” Trudy called.


Her foot connected with something. She’d found the box.


“What the hell are we supposed to do with a hundred cans of tuna?”


I didn’t give her an answer because I didn’t have one. That box of tuna accounted for nine hours of overtime—I’d had a choice between taking the tuna and letting Alby feel bad that he couldn’t afford to pay me again. It wasn’t his fault the roadhouse was dying, like everything else in our town.


“Jack, they’re almost expired.”  Trudy stood in the doorway. She waved a tin at me. “What about the pub? I’ll ask Max if you can start some shifts in the kitchen.”


“I don’t want to work at the pub. Alby needs me even more now his dad’s getting worse.” That would be on my headstone: Jacklin Bates. She minded the shop.


Trudy shook her head then turned to stare at our falling-down back fence. “You’re not going up there, are you?” Her gaze traced the line of trees up to the ridge. She looked back sharply. “Are you? It’s not our business. You can’t change anything. All you’ll get is an image you won’t be able to get out of your head for the rest of your life.”


I shrugged and flicked a dead beetle off the railing, onto the lawn. The backyard needed weeding. If you weren’t paying attention, the forest would take over; pull out one new shoot, and three more came up in its place.


I sighed. “I won’t go, okay?”


“I heard Alby’s old man was standing in the middle of Main Street the other day.”


“When you have dementia you don’t know what you’re doing.” I frowned at her.


“I heard he flashed Meredith Jolley and that’s why she’s in the psych ward. She’s never seen one before.” She laughed.


“She has a son. I’m pretty sure she’s seen one.”


“God, Jack, you have no sense of humor.” Trudy spun on her heel. She stopped and turned suddenly, one hand on a hip, the can of tuna cupped in the other. “Are you still seeing that Luke?”


“Yes.” I didn’t have to lie to Trudy. Apart from the man ban, she gave me plenty of space.


“You should end it,” she said. “He’s not the one for you.”


She had good reason for saying that, but it still hurt. We’re kinder to strangers and people we don’t live with. By the time I went inside, Trudy had gone back to bed. She worked so many late shifts, she was mostly nocturnal.


I stood in the shower until the water ran cold. I wouldn’t see Luke until the next day, so I left my hair unwashed and ignored the stubble on my legs. I turned off the taps and stepped onto the bath mat. One of Trudy’s hoop earrings was jammed between my toes. Strands of her long, white-blond hair were caught in my brush, tangled with my own darker, shorter hair. My tweezers were missing, my deodorant, too. I made a face at my reflection and, not a second later, forgave her again.


When my sister blew back into town a year ago, it was like she’d let the light back in. I was desperate to live with her. Trudy made anything seem possible. She was six years older; she’d been to Europe, liked it, stayed. Five years had passed without a phone call or a postcard, but I couldn’t blame her—I blamed Ma for making her go. I missed Trudy so much I slept in her bare room for three months. Ma had packed away her things within a week.


I loved Ma. She made me feel like all my edges were tucked in, but she had a hundred ways to make a person feel shame. Dad was always there but not quite present. I think we were all picturing Trudy’s adventures in our imaginations, but we never talked about it—we simply gave in to the peace that settled when she left.


And I had to forgive Trudy when she came back. She refused to miss another second of my growing up, and if that meant being stuck in the same town as Ma, she could live with it.


I felt as if had to choose a side. It seemed impossible to have them both.


While Trudy was gone, Ma gave up trying to make me be all the things Trudy wasn’t. The day I moved out, I had just turned sixteen, and Trudy and I shoved my few belongings into her car as quickly as we could. Trudy didn’t go inside. Ma didn’t come out. She just watched from the window, blank-faced, like she wasn’t surprised I’d left her too. Ma always said the wrong thing and did the right thing; Trudy was the opposite. I occupied the space between, the unclaimed land between trenches.


I stopped going to school partway through Year Eleven, a few months after I moved in with Trudy—I kicked my schoolbag into a corner and never went back. I got myself a job at Bent Bowl Spoon, bought a second-hand queen-size bed with my first paycheck, went to Ma’s, and picked up Gypsy.


For the first few weeks I was like a bird sitting on the floor of the cage, unsure what to do once the door was open. My dreams seemed close enough to touch now that my sister had come home. I was in a hurry to grow up, yearning for things I didn’t understand. I craved epic love and my name in lights. I was tired of waiting. With Trudy, I would soar beyond my life so far.


I’ve never been careful what I wished for.
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Sunday came. I woke early. I cocooned myself in the hammock on the front deck, swinging my bare legs on either side. Across the street, the neighbor’s house was waking: one light, two, followed by the shrill whistle of a kettle. In a few hours I would meet Luke at Moseley’s Reservoir. It was our six-month anniversary, and I wanted him to remember, to bring me something nice.


I waited for the butterfly feeling in my stomach, but for the first time it didn’t come. The world seemed a little off, and there was a flicker at the edge of my vision, like a hair on an old film. The breeze smelled of snow, or how I imagined snow would smell—bright and cold and faintly sweet—but it had never snowed in Mobius. I shivered.


The stray black cat crept out from the shadows beneath the house. It had started showing up a couple of weeks before. Trudy called it Ringworm—giving something a horrible name, she said, was a sure way to make it leave. She said it worked for Ma.


“Cat.” I clicked my fingers. It was close to starvation, all eyes and ribs and patchy fur. Trudy hated all cats and this one in particular. Its screaming kept her awake. “Come here, Cat,” I cooed, but it slunk away.


I went inside, showered, and put on makeup. I rolled my jeans around in the dryer to make sure they were tight, then changed my mind and pulled on shorts instead. I killed two hours this way—changing clothes, putting my hair up and taking it down again, rewashing, redrying it—until Trudy stumbled out of her bedroom and yanked the hairdryer cord from the wall.


“Your hair is going to fall out.”


“Thanks a lot, Gertrude.”


“Watch it, kid.” She headlocked me and rubbed her knuckles on my scalp.


Through a curtain of hair I said, “I’m going up to the reservoir.”  Trudy let go. “Can’t he come here? Please.”


Her expression shifted into neutral. Neutral didn’t suit her, since she was mostly either laughing or furious. “Not here. You know the deal. What you do out of the house is your business.”


“Ma won’t know,” I pleaded. “She doesn’t even care anymore.”


“For once in my crazy stupid life I’m going to keep a promise.”


“I love him,” I muttered.


Her mouth flatlined the exact same way Ma’s did. “You told him.”


“I didn’t.”


She followed me to my room and stood with her arms folded, watching me fuss in front of the mirror.


There was a time when I wanted to be Trudy. I wanted her waist-length, sun-striped hair and her spitfire personality, her ability to be completely wasted and still in control, her chameleon eye color, and her dance moves. My eyes stayed middle blue in any light. My hair was darker blond and six inches shorter, and I would never get the hang of dancing without watching my feet. That day we looked more like sisters than ever, but Trudy’s boobs hung lower than mine, and her tummy rolled over the top of her shorts a bit more. If you looked closely, her hair was frizzing, and her teeth were slightly crooked, and, for the first time, she seemed shorter than me. I hated myself for noticing, and for liking the feeling.


“You love too easy. You know what they say about giving the milk for free,” Trudy said.


I could tell that she realized as soon as the words left her: She sounded like Ma. She covered her mouth as if there might be more.


I let the silence linger, waiting for an apology. Instead, she yanked a tissue out of the box on my bedside table and swiped at the gloss on my lips.


I jerked back.


Gypsy barked, short and sharp.


“Have you been feeding that damned cat?” Trudy asked again. She balled up the tissue, tossed it onto the floor, and strode out.


A whole year and we were still getting to know each other. Somehow we’d gone from a family who said too much to one who said hardly anything at all.


I remembered the box in the kitchen. I made a decision: For the next ninety-nine days I would open a can of tuna and set it on the spare-room windowsill, on the dead side of the house, where Trudy couldn’t see.


•  •  •


I kick-started my trail bike and left an arc of churned-up gravel on the driveway. It was two kilometers to town and work, two and a half to my friend Astrid’s house, and just over three to the reservoir. I went everywhere on my Yamaha. Since I wasn’t licensed to ride on the road, I had worn a path parallel to the highway. The town cop had cautioned me twice already. I rode too fast and without a helmet, but usually there was only local traffic. Ma said it wasn’t ladylike. I told her I’d ride sidesaddle if it made her feel better.


Moseley’s Reservoir was a hole that filled with pale green water bubbling up from an underground spring. Trees grew sideways from the sheer rock walls, clinging by shallow roots. It was always full, even in high summer, and so deep in the middle that nobody I knew had ever touched the bottom. If you floated on your back, it felt like the world was caving in. Treading water, within seconds anything below your waist went numb.


I’d seen old photos of Ma when she was about my age, posing in a bikini top and cutoff shorts beside the reservoir. Two decades later, there was our Trudy, in a similar pose. During the sixties there was a short pier, in the eighties, a pontoon. In 1994 the pontoon had sunk to join the reef of junk underneath, and Ma had stopped taking pictures a long time ago.


Trudy didn’t know the half of it: I’d done my growing up while she was gone, spending drowsy summers at the reservoir, drinking stolen bottles of tequila, driving around looking for something—anything—to do within town limits. The boys found me early. I let a few do the things Ma warned me about, and I liked it, so I let them keep doing them. I didn’t fit in with other girls. I didn’t stand out, either. I’d made a few friends the hard way at school and lost them the same way when I left.


When I reached the reservoir, I left my bike parked in plain view so Luke would know I was waiting. I hiked through the scrub to the opposite side of the reservoir, shook out a blanket, and spread it under our tree. It was a private place, hidden in deep shade, with a patch of soft, sandy ground that still held the shape of our bodies from the Sunday before.


I waited for an hour. Luke was late. Sometimes he didn’t show up at all—it depended on his football coach and his teammates and if he had to work or whether he could borrow his dad’s car. I came anyway. I came early so I could drag out the anticipation, which was beginning to feel better than the arrival, the duration, and sure as hell the leaving.


Overhead, clouds skidded past. Midday heat had settled in the valley, and the steady hum of insects and whooping birdcalls made it too noisy to think. A dead carp was lying on the bank, its eye glassy and scales wet, still fresh. I would have thrown it back in to be eaten and at least have a chance of becoming part of another living creature, but when I got up and flipped it over with my foot, it was crawling with ants and hollow inside. As I stared, the lorikeets squawked and scattered, then the bush fell quiet.


I kicked sand over the carp, slugged from my water bottle, rinsed, and spat. When Luke pushed his way through the trees, I had arranged myself on the blanket, trying to look like he wasn’t the last thought in my head every night.


“Hey,” he said.


“Hey, yourself.”


He took off his shirt.


At school I wasn’t at the head of the line for somebody like Luke Cavanaugh. At school I’d stayed where I was put. Not in the library or behind the sheds, but near the center courts, on a splintered bench under a shadeless tree, or sometimes on the steps by the science lab. My skirts were regulation length because Ma checked. My lunches were homemade, no surprises.


But this was real life, and there were new rules. I was different. In real life I borrowed a short skirt and a fake ID from my new friend Astrid, who was twenty-four; I shot pool using an umbrella at the Burt Hotel and danced with Astrid on a table. I blew my weekly paycheck in a single night and Astrid sang with the band and we lost our shoes.


The next day I woke sprawled on Astrid’s couch. I had a raw rash on my neck, my bra was on inside out, and Luke’s name and phone number were scrawled on my arm. I had no memory of his face. I’d been reckless, buying rounds and dancing barefoot; I’d been somebody else, basking in Astrid’s reflected light, and it had paid off.


Luke had long fingers I liked to tangle with my own, ribs I would trace with my lips, and a smile that turned down. But he always looked happy. I often wondered how that could be. He’d shaved his head for charity, and his hair was growing back darker, in different directions, as if he’d just crawled out of bed. My heart always twisted up with black envy of the family who had him six and a half days a week. People I’d never met: a mother and a father and a sister about my age.


Luke was twenty-one. To him, it made things complicated that I was only seventeen. I thought the difference between our ages wasn’t as great as the distance between our towns and the long wait before Sundays, but it didn’t matter—he wanted to lie low until I turned eighteen. It was almost a whole year away.


He threw himself down next to me. “What’s been happening?”


I didn’t answer. I kissed him and unzipped him, and he was groaning and grabbing me like I was all he’d been thinking about too. I got him off quickly—twice meant he’d stay longer. I could be distant when he was in the moment. I’d look at him with his eyes closed and play through a whole other life: him, buying flowers on his way home from work; me, making dinner with a set of matching plates.


The sex part was easy. I found the before and after more difficult—I never knew if I was supposed to talk or just lie back with the feelings and say nothing at all.


“Jesus, Jack, you’re something.”


Straight after, he could never look at me, as if it was too much like birth or death, those moments when you get so close to another human being you overlap. He’d always find something to say about the weather, or the football, or his mother’s cooking.


“It’s like a jungle up here.”


“It’s summer,” I said. “What’d you expect?” I pressed my cheek to his heartbeat and drew lazy circles on his stomach with my fingertip. “I smelled snow today.”


“I can’t stay long. I have to help my cousin move into a new rental.”


“I could help.”


“Trust me, you don’t want to do that.”


“I’ve never seen snow.”


“Jack . . .”


“So that’s it, then?” I said it pleasantly and focused hard on drawing those circles. “Maybe one day we could do something normal together, like go to the movies?”


“Yeah. Sure. Why not?”


“Did you know it’s been six months today since we met?”


“Jack . . .”


I sighed and ran my hand over the muscles of his thigh. Touch was the only language I could speak without stumbling; touch could always reel him back in. Luke wasn’t somebody I could think out loud with. Sex was simple. Sex and love together left me confused—I would rather freeze, for fear of making the wrong move.


He wanted me again and that made me feel powerful. I pressed myself against him, and he couldn’t help it—he responded, because guys have one thought in their head and another in their pants, and the one in their pants gets the deciding vote. So Trudy said.


“Good?” he asked after.


Always, that question.


“Good,” I said, though he didn’t seem to need an answer.


He lifted himself off me, dipped down to give me a hard, smacking kiss, and rolled onto his back. It was like he counted to ten in his head. He shimmied back into his jeans.


“So that’s it,” I said again.


“What do you mean?”


“Nothing.”


He sighed and crooked his elbow over his eyes, so all I could see were his lips moving. “It’s easy being with you. You don’t expect anything, you’re just—here,” he said. “Other girls want everything. You’re not sitting around waiting for me to call.”


What other girls? I’m no different. I want everything.


But I couldn’t say it. That would make me like other girls.


“Still, I wouldn’t mind a change of scenery every now and then,” I said carefully. “Sheets might be nice. But let’s not think too far ahead.”


He snorted. “See, I love that about you. You live for the moment.”


He was wrong. I love that about you. He loved the one thing about me that wasn’t even true. I couldn’t understand why I craved him, yet he always left me empty.


We were both silent for so long the water birds resettled in the reeds. Luke appeared to fall asleep. A king-size crayfish crawled out of the mud and died, baking in the sun. Its skeleton turned from glossy black to chalk gray.


How quickly I got used to this: sex, the great mystery, him so close, and our skins slipping together. Six months of Sundays and love below the neck. Lopsided love. My eyes ached and my nose burned from keeping too many emotions in check. Grief, sadness, heartbreak—physically, they all felt the same. It was only that your mind gave the feeling a name. There should be a pill to numb the heart so it didn’t hurt anymore.


And while I was thinking, looking at the water, a blank screen with my thoughts upon it like a moving picture, the surface of the reservoir lurched. There was no other way to describe it—it lurched, and a wave of nothing became a bubble, three meters across, that rolled and opened up in slow motion as if the water was thick as oil. In seconds it was gone, and I thought I’d imagined it, except for the sound: hissing and fizzing and a final gulp.


“What was that?” Luke said, and sat up.


“I don’t know.” I stared at what was left, just a few bubbles and a small wake that rolled to the edges of the reservoir. “I don’t know.”


We waited for something to happen, but nothing did.


•  •  •


I stayed there, by the reservoir, long after he had gone. Luke kissed me when he left. It meant we weren’t over. Or did it? I could fake most things, but not a kiss.


Trudy was right: Ask for too much and you might end up with nothing.


More crayfish marched out of the mud, beaching themselves on the bank. I checked for the tinge of an algal bloom, but the water was always greenish. I wandered along the edges where the reeds were thin. An opalescent layer of scum swirled on the surface—proof that something foul could still make a rainbow.


I picked the crayfish up one by one, turned them around, and nudged them back toward the water. They were passive, hardly flapped their tails at all—it was like something had called to them, and they’d given up their lives for it in answering.


I did this for an hour until it was plain that throwing them back wouldn’t save them. I didn’t want to go home to the house, empty except for Gypsy, who didn’t meet me at the door anymore.


I thought I was going mad. I could still smell snow.
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There were probably a million Main Streets in a million small towns all over the world, and, until I got past the age of ten, I believed they were all just like ours. Our Main Street was the stubborn trunk of a dying tree: New shops sprang up to replace those that had closed, but they were feeble shoots feeding off cheap rent and novelty. They withered fast, sometimes so fast they recycled the same CLOSED sign, over and over.


The pub thrived, and the OTB, the newsagent, bakery, and pharmacy. That about summed up the locals: hard-drinking, pie-loving, pill-popping people who were born in Mobius and would most likely die there too—but not before they had read that day’s newspaper and placed a bet. Since the gold-rush boom in the mid-1800s the only sure thing to draw tourists was the suicide forest and only then in the year of a fresh death. Hardly anything was open before ten o’clock. People drove in by accident and left on purpose.


At the four corners of Mobius, like goalposts, stood Pryor Ridge and Mount Moon, Moseley’s Reservoir and the abandoned drive-in. With only one town cop—who didn’t live in Mobius and who knocked off early so he could be home in time for dinner—it wasn’t hard to dodge the law if we were up to no good.


I always got to work an hour before opening. Bent Bowl Spoon had a fruity, overripe smell that triggered old memories: me riding Ma’s hip, Trudy stealing tampons (Ma would only let us use sanitary pads), me bribing the older kids to buy me cigarettes. The Burt Area School bus picked up outside. If I timed it just right, I’d park my bike as the bus was leaving to avoid running into anyone I used to know. Afternoons were a different matter. When the bus pulled in, I’d cross my fingers and hope that Ben Matthias wouldn’t be craving his daily frozen lemonade, and Jenna Briggs, Cass Johnston, Will Opie, and Becca Farmer wouldn’t follow him inside. I went so far as to sabotage the slushie machine by jamming a washer onto the spindle. It grated for a week but kept on turning. Astrid was resigned to me disappearing at quarter past four. I’d find something to do out the back so I wouldn’t have to wonder if they looked up to me now, or if they were still looking down, or if what I suspected was true: that I didn’t exist for them.


Originally, back when it was the general store and Mr. Broadbent’s parents were running it, the neon sign had read BROADBENT’S COUNTRY BOWL & SPOON. Over the years the letters had stopped working and so had Mr. Broadbent’s mind; Alby added a single stuttering gas pump that pumped more air than fuel, and locals started calling it Bent Bowl Spoon. Now he owned the bric-a-brac store and the Laundromat, too. Hardly anybody went to either, so he only opened them on weekends. By age four I knew there were exactly thirty-eight black vinyl diamonds between the entrance of Bent Bowl Spoon and the front counter; by the time I was nine I’d counted four hundred and sixteen in the whole store. I’d heard of people who counted obsessively, but it wasn’t like that for me—I just liked to know that some things didn’t change.


I set up Astrid’s cash register because she was always late. By the time she strolled in, I’d wiped, swept, and counted, checked, stocked, and marked off everything on the morning to-do list, all with my hands and mind on autopilot.


“Oh,” Astrid said, and threw her bag under the counter. “What happened?”


Ma called her “that one with legs up to her armpits.”  Trudy rarely mentioned her, though they were the same age. She thought Astrid was a bad influence—getting me into bars, introducing me to the wrong people.


Astrid was the kind of pretty that rubbed people the wrong way: flicky blond hair, heavy makeup, miles of skin showing below her neck and above her cowboy boots. Around her I stood taller, spoke louder, acted wilder, just to make space for myself.


The locals called her Wrong Turn Astrid—but never to her face—because if you gave her time to draw a breath, she would launch into her story about being on her way to Tamworth with a guitar and a dream, taking a wrong turn onto Mercy Loop, and getting stuck in Mobius. She had a habit of raising her chin after speaking, as if she was used to people finding her disagreeable, a laugh like an automatic weapon, and a five-year-old son called Adam. The way she spoke about Adam you’d think she’d found him by the side of the road, never a hint about where he came from or who else loved him but her. She’d been working at the roadhouse for a year—almost as long as I had—and spent more time picking her perfect teeth with a guitar pick than doing any work. Astrid knew everything about me because I had no one else to tell; she had a knack for divining truth without making it feel like confession. We had nothing in common, and I liked her. I liked her a lot. Astrid had arrived at around the same time it hit me that the Trudy who’d come back wasn’t exactly what I’d wished for.


“What do you mean, what happened?”


Astrid took a banana from the pile I’d just restocked. She hoisted herself onto the counter, tuned her banana, and strummed an imaginary chord. “There’s a heart-shaped hole right here.” She put her hand on my chest.


“You’ve got to stop talking in song lyrics.” I slapped her hand away. “My heart is fine.”


“Can you do my shift on Friday?”


“No.”


“Thanks. I’ve got plans.” She winked.


“I said no. Where’s Adam?” Astrid often brought Adam to work with her.


She peeled the banana and took a bite. “Orientation day,” she said around a stuffed cheek. “He starts school in the new year.”


“Oh. It’ll be quiet around here.”


Astrid looked past me, through the front windows. “Uh-oh. Houdini’s out.”


Across the street I caught a glimpse of a checkered terry-cloth robe. “It’s your turn,” I said.


“He likes you better.”


I sighed and let myself out through the shop door.


It was true; I was less likely to be bitten or scratched. The trick was to let Mr. Broadbent know you were coming—keep talking, sweet and low, until you could convince him to turn around and go home, up the steps to the flat above the roadhouse.


Somehow he’d made it across Main Street.


Alby stuck his head out of the flat window and yelled, “You got him, Jack?”


“I’ve got him,” I shouted back, but I wasn’t even close.


Mr. Broadbent heard me coming. He took off in his strange smooth run—like he had a unicycle under his bathrobe—always in the same direction, east. His robe fell open.


I crossed Main Street. Ahead, Mrs. Gates came out of her salon and held her broom across the walkway like a boom gate. This week her hair was so black there would be no going back, with a perfect zigzag of white scalp, as if she’d been struck by lightning.


Roland Bone pulled up in his old brown pickup, parking diagonally in a parallel space. He laughed, pointed, and honked the air horn.


Mr. Broadbent stopped dead and started spinning.


“Shut up!” I screeched. “You’re scaring him.” I caught him and tried to still his flapping hands. “Where are you going, Mr. Broadbent? Where are you headed this time? Look, Alby’s up there. The kettle’s on. You’ve got no clothes. Let’s get your shoes and you can go wherever you’re going. C’mon, I’ll take you. This way, that’s right . . .”


“Stopped him, didn’t I?” Roly leaned out of the window and grinned. He always looked like an animated scarecrow, pieces of him sticking out everywhere: his shirt collar, cowlick, one front tooth, and a creased ear. “He belongs in an institution.”


“Mind your manners,” said Mrs. Gates, lowering her broom. “The man is a goddamned institution.”


“Thanks for nothing, Roly,” I muttered.


I ran my palm over the stalks of hair on Mr. Broadbent’s head. Alby had shaved him again because his father had a habit of plucking when he was upset. Alby should have let him pull them out—it kept him busy for hours. I closed Mr. Broadbent’s gaping robe and tied a bow, trying not to look. He seemed calm, but you could never really tell. His eyes were a milky blue, like the dead carp’s, and they only ever seemed to focus on something far away. To me, Alby was already an old, old man at fifty. Mr. Broadbent was a child—a wrinkled, naughty, insane child who belonged to our whole town.


“You’re a good girl, Jack,” said Mrs. Gates, nodding. “Trudy says you saw a car go up.”


“Probably just tourists,” I said carefully. Mrs. Gates had a big mouth and reserved seating in the saloon bar. “I’ll take him home now.”


Mr. Broadbent came quietly. I led him across the street.


Roly reversed his pickup and did a U-turn—it was only then that I noticed Jeremiah Jolley in the passenger seat.


I steered Mr. Broadbent up the steps.


Alby met me at the door with more lines on his face than he’d had the week before. “You’re an angel, Jack.”


I nodded and went downstairs to open the shop.


“Who was the hulk with Funny Bone?” Astrid asked.


“The prodigy son, returned.”


“You mean prodigal.”


“I know what I mean. It was before you came.” I didn’t tell her that I used to catch Jeremiah Jolley looking at our bricks with a magnifying glass, or that he would taste everything, including our bricks. I just couldn’t warm to a kid who licked things. “He lived two houses down when I lived with Ma and Dad. Then he went away.”


Astrid started checking for cracked eggs in some cartons on consignment. She would find an even dozen every time and take them home since we couldn’t sell them. “Quality control” she called it. I could never see the cracks, but she swore they were there.


“Now, how are we going to fix this?” Astrid placed her hand over my heart again.


“Oh please,” I said, and shrugged her off.


Across the street, Mrs. Gates had hailed somebody passing the salon. She gestured at the oil stain Roly’s pickup had left behind and pointed down the street. The ones who had stayed were always curious about the ones who came back.


•  •  •


That night I paced from room to room and counted the knots in the oak-colored floorboards. They looked real enough until you matched identical knots in every fourth board. It appealed to my sense of order but made the counting far too predictable.


Outside, the trees rubbed and squeaked.


Gypsy’s breathing seemed too slow, and I found myself tallying her human years. If I ever got to a hundred, I decided, I would not sleep. I’d keep my eyes open until the moment my heart stopped. Dying in your sleep didn’t sound peaceful; it sounded lonely. I’d want someone to know the exact moment I went.


At seven I put another can of tuna on the spare-room windowsill and threw the empty one out.  At eight I opened a packet of cashews, ate them all, and drank half a glass of wine. By nine Trudy still wasn’t home.


That afternoon Ma had strolled past the roadhouse without a glance. Her hair, once pale blond like Trudy’s, was darker and threaded with gray. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her wear it down. I stared at her through the window, willing her to turn around, but she kept walking.


Astrid had been talking all day about how there was nothing for her and Adam in Mobius and she didn’t know why they stayed. When I added that to Ma’s snub and Luke’s distance, I found myself touching wood to ward off a bad omen. Any change in routine made me feel as if the ground had moved beneath my feet. If Astrid left Mobius, the sun might as well not rise the next day.


I washed, dried, and put the wineglass away. I couldn’t stand it anymore, being too close to the person up in the forest and whatever awful thoughts they were thinking or whatever terrible thing they’d already done. I picked up the wall-phone receiver and listened to the dead connection. Trudy hadn’t paid the bill, even though I’d given her the money for half of it.


I rode out to the nearest phone booth, a kilometer away on the outskirts of town, itching to climb out of my own skin.


The phone booth seemed like the only lighted window in town. Moths circled above, some fluttering and dying on the ground.


I couldn’t decide who to call. Astrid would be furious if I woke Adam. Off in one direction, Trudy might have been wiping beer circles off the tables in the pub; maybe Ma was asleep almost exactly the same distance in the other direction. Dad would be in a different room from Ma. That was the only thing I could be sure of.


I was still in the middle, holding two sweaty coins in my palm. I slid down, my back pressed against the dirty glass.


I don’t know what I expected from leaving home, living with Trudy, loving Luke. I’d slipped out of my old life and into a new one. I had memories—some so hazy they could have been secondhand—of sitting on the school steps, listening to the other girls sharing plans for the future, imagining my own. Mine seemed reasonable and uncomplicated: freedom, money in my pocket, my own space, love. Once, when I was a kid, I climbed huge humps of seaweed at the beach, kicked them, felt their solid promise of something underneath—a creature, a treasure, even a dead body—when in reality there was just more seaweed. I had expected my world to open up, but somehow it was only smaller.


I flipped one coin. Tails. I flipped the other. Heads. I still didn’t have an answer. I picked up both coins and did what I’d sworn never to do again.


A woman answered. She sounded sleepy. “Hello?”


“Could I please speak to Luke?”


“He isn’t home. Look, it’s very late. Who did you say you were?”


“I didn’t. It’s Jack.”


“You really shouldn’t be calling at this hour. Why don’t you try again tomorrow?”


“I’m sorry.”


“Well, I’ll tell him you called.”


“No, please . . . ,” I started, but she’d already hung up.


I’d crossed a line. Luke would be furious with me; I was furious with him for not being there and for leaving me to imagine a thousand places he shouldn’t be. Was this love I felt? I still didn’t know. I had nothing to compare it with. If being in love meant being obsessed and irresponsible and desperate and ridiculous all at the same time, then it was love.


I rode back on the road. It was safer, quicker, and I was past caring about being caught. You couldn’t even scream in Mobius—the bugs would fly into your mouth.


•  •  •


Trudy was home, wiping dishes that had been air-drying on the rack for days. Her expression was so carefully blank she must have been practicing.


“Where’ve you been?”


“Phone booth. You haven’t paid the bill. Again.” I wanted a fight.


But all she said was, “I was worried about you.”


“You don’t need to be.” I stomped off to my room.


I was lying on my side with my eyes squeezed shut. I sensed she was there, standing in the doorway.


“Jack, I want to tell you . . .”


“Go away,” I hissed, but I didn’t mean it.
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