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CHAPTER 1

Winter returned. The first time he’d appeared in national consciousness was eighteen years ago, after he spent the decade of his twenties living as a member of a wolf pack whose territory ran from British Columbia to the Yaak River Valley. When he entered the spotlight then, no one had yet heard of him or missed him while he ran the miles, pissed the boundaries, howled the moon, attacked the elk, slept the afternoons. Then he stepped out of the woods, muscled, wary, and sharp, and fame was an umbrella that opened over him. First, the book of his wolfdom caused a sensation. Then the movie, a foraging cookbook, and an endorsement of a low-impact footwear line whose launch he didn’t care about enough to stick around for. By the time it was released, his farewell letter was in the hands of the press. They reported its contents: he had a date with isolation. He needed to save himself so he’d have something left to give his new secret project.

And he was gone.

The world moved quickly on. It met the grizzly bear man, the horse woman, a crocodile wrestler, the migration simulators, and the cat woman with whisker implants. It was crowded. The goat walker, the hyena trainer, the man who orchestrated braying.

They had to move over when Winter reemerged after spending ten years on his secret project. The shine-producing light of the studios made him glow. His hair scattered light like a new season. The world held its breath and adjusted the volume to hear him better.

But what he said made no sense. Syllables of mandates and urgings, coalescences of them until they became long strings of ideas that had nothing to do with wolves. There were no mammals anywhere in his new project. Now it was all about people being numbed by overdependence. Enfeebled by outsourced memory. Adopted by corporations. He was asked for a sound bite, but produced a critique.

So what if people had “lost the fluency that had once positioned them as highly sensitive receptors of earth consciousness, capable of reading tiny vibrations, wind shifts, and bark flakes as a language which held deep personal significance?” Wind shifts? Bark flakes? Why was he talking about the feelings of trees? People turned their television channels back to the grizzlies. They were feeding on something large and steaming.

People no longer spoke bark flake. So they weren’t good at living without a store nearby and should turn off their lights earlier, get some sleep, try dreaming in the languages of other species. When Winter said such things to the interviewers, they usually responded with blinking, a repurposing of attention as their eyes wandered off to consider his moss-toned shirt, what the fiber was, who made it, if there were more in stock.

But Winter said one thing that stuck, a name: Lin Strickland. She had written the book that called him away from his project; indeed, away from himself. He needed to talk to her: Lin Strickland.

The moment Winter said her name, Lin’s books sold and sold, the presses of them suddenly churning out piles that dwindled and reappeared each day. Few people had heard of her before, but in Winter’s wake, she was said to be a writers’ writer, a readers’ writer, a writer of the ages, a benchmark writer, a writer who carried a compass that pointed to truth’s perfect north, a writer of internal calamity and certain recognition. A writer Winter had read, though it had nearly destroyed him to do so.

That, from a man who had endured years of winters naked, worked among his pack to take down grown elk and deliver the death press to the flexion of their necks, torn mouth-first and ravenously into the body, run miles of territory daily, and been swept down a mountain in a landslide. He woke up to darkness which gradually sifted into a slow tunnel of brighter and brighter white as his pack dug him out, curled around him and licked him until he understood that to stand on your own is to die. That the man who stands most firmly is the one who has died of darkness and been restored by belonging.

“But Lin’s book,” he said, “it left me uncertain. My plan is to meet with her to see if I can regain my confidence and so become whole again. I need to assess whether I truly know myself or not.”

He wouldn’t say what his new project was, but it demanded such self-knowing. Whatever it was, he was willing to say that it involved entering realms of a once-foreign dimension, which one could only do if one were truly and only oneself. His agent revealed a bit more, if one understood what it meant to be “dedicated to accessing ancient consciousness.” Winter believed most humans had a buried capacity to do what he was doing, but lacked the proper channels to access the ability. It was like a room with no doors, a sky in a box of sky.

Nevertheless, the project was going well. Or had been, he said. Until Lin Strickland’s book.

And now Lin was invited to her students’ parents’ time-share islands, to deliver keynote speeches, and to spend weekends on sunny coastlines teaching workshops for the ecology and arts centers. Talk shows, guest appearances, cook-offs, ESP posters, international conferences dedicated to consciousness in the age of the corporation.

Lin was available, her schedule one of possibility, large and small. If someone crossed campus with a soccer ball, Lin had time to kick it, her inexperience made adorable by how just getting close to the ball increased her joy, her usually steady gait becoming a feisty pitch of elbows as she closed in on the ball. If a student brought a dog to campus, she’d teach it to stay. When students stopped by her office, they’d chat for hours about—what? Recipes for steamed pumpkin. The recurrence of teeth in a dream. The how-do-you-say I feel awakened in Urdu. Her door was always open, so from his office next door Roal Bowman heard it all.

She and her students talked as if the afternoon clock were a field of sky, nothing beyond those hands but the everness of atmosphere, an amnesia of numbers, no purpose in its pointing. Her office glinted with bright voices. When the reporters came everyone wondered how much longer Braddock College could keep Lin, how much longer she would stay before moving toward greater prestige.

By then, the award stickers crowded the cover of her book and her interviewers asked where she’d go next. It could be anywhere. But instead of moving to watch the sunrise of her next ambition, she paid the rent on her house and helped the neighbor repair the fence between their yards. She returned from a reading tour, adopted a fish for her office, framed a tapestry, and stayed at Braddock.

She stayed through the winter and into spring as if she didn’t know that Braddock was so remote, so immodest with overwatered green in contrast to the dusty wheat fields around the town best known for its onion festival.

Everyone waited for her announcement, waited until the last minute of the last week of classes when the students climbed the enormous limbs of the Rally Tree to call out for their causes, dropping down their last postcards of the year to urge summer action for their favorite causes. Meatless Weekdays. Ride a Bike. Lose the Lipstick. Recycle Your Life. Get Fertile with Farmers.

But here it was, the end of the year, the Rally Tree cards spent, and Lin with no indication of a plan to go. Instead she shared one of her favorite letters from a local reader:

Lin—

I am wondering if any of the other letters you’ve received have told you joy makes an actual sound? It sounds like cobwebs snapping. But perhaps it’s not the cobweb, but the sound of light breaking, one end of it being separated from the other. I would make that sound if the experience of your book were removed from me. It is one light that connects to my own. People say your book redefines what a book is, but I think that misses the point. A book is only always a book. I hope it redefines focus into fractals, and fractals into tessellations, and tessellations into waves. Because we hear in waves but think we understand in focus. Anyway, congratulations. And thank you for the filaments of light.

Even after receiving letters like that, it was as though Lin didn’t know that Braddock College was where people stayed only when their wilt of ambition revealed the flower of relief.

Margi Wright in sociology stayed, Margi with her mother who pretended to remember.

Or brilliant Dick Lockham in his elegant suits and arrogant beard who could be counted on to be sober during most of the weekday morning classes.

Or Jean Tellar whose decades-old analysis of stuffed animals as porn for children could not find the traction she knew it deserved.

And Roal. Of course Roal stayed too.

Though lately, there had been changes. A few others had begun to stay long enough to pass the stories from one year to those who arrived the next. Quentin Hoover improbably stayed after recalculating the distribution rate of dust-borne viruses. Gary Stone became Division Chair and stayed, and Tony Guzman looked comfortable too, unwinded by his relentless publication schedule and private early morning Pilates. In the past they’d have returned their job like a book they wouldn’t remember reading. But now they said they loved the town, enjoyed the weather, could walk to work, raise a family. And they kept their ambitions: they published, outreached, served. They gathered and procreated, took flexible schedules, formed clubs, installed outdoor kitchens. And stayed.





CHAPTER 2

Time swung a lazier spiral over Roal Bowman. He stacked another pile of papers at the edge of his desk. They would be finished by the end of next week, when school ended and the students spilled from buildings, dropped their sweatshirts on the lawn, and revealed that all along they had been bodies and mouths and pourings of amber.

Roal made his comments in green: there was no other color that would work for these students. They would soon leave for a summer and come back with their insistent, terrifying smiles when they said the words future and hope and want. Roal had tried red pens. And pencils. But the students did not need a crisis of red or the erasability of graphite. There would be life enough for both.

His notes on their papers were crafted as tiny script in the margins of their work. Notes about tone, passages of pieces the work called to mind, semicolons, why etymological origins made certain words incompatible with others, explanations about why the characters ought to reconsider their motives. His notes were copious, labored, nearly affectionate due to the amount of time invested he spent with each word. The precision of his letters, sharp-cornered Es and Rs that flourished where they trailed instead of drooping. His belief that they would understand his allusions and references. He bloomed on their pages and encouraged them to do the same, and so students found touching the rift between his distant in-person self and the intimate proximity of him of the page, touching in nearly the same strange way that the Heimlich maneuver can remind the arms of tenderness.

Roal shut his door gently to the students gathering in Lin’s office, the festival of anticipation. Students used to stop by his office, too. A few of them, anyway, until his own little book went quietly out of print. The last few copies lay on his bookshelf: Every Good Thing Must. The covers were still crisp enough, but the pages’ edges had yellowed like hospital tubing. When students asked him to sign a copy he felt how thin it was.

Twenty years at Braddock, tenured, and with a steadily delivered income, Professor had a certain ring to it. The Bell of Inertia. The Gong of This Is It. Though the college seemed to want a little more. Demanded it lately, in fact. Tagg Larson, the dean, said Roal would need to do something that could be put in Roal’s next evaluation packet.

“Anything—” Tagg said, “a paragraph, a review, an article about writer’s block. A—a satirical cartoon. Just publish something. It doesn’t matter what. It could be a poem.” Tagg rolled his hand in the air as if to usher in more ideas, more possibilities. Tagg was so small and delicately proportioned that he looked like a child playing the part of an ambitious accountant. But his little wrists were creased and hairy just like a grown-up’s, and his suits were expertly fitted. This tiny precision lent Tagg’s authority a chilling quality, like watching children organize a gun cabinet.

Not likely, Roal explained again. His first book had been a kind of mistake, a surprise orchestrated by his wife, Dina. It wasn’t even what Roal had intended with all of its stories cut in half so only their beginnings were left, and then published as a book of lessons for beginning writers. They read the first half of the stories and then wrote the second themselves. Sixteen years later, Roal had recovered from the surprise of the book, but not the sting of it. There would not be another.

Tagg threw up his tiny hands before leaving, “You don’t get it, Roal, I’m not asking. I’m telling you how it is.” Roal imagined tiny confetti coming down over them both.

But Roal knew how it was. He had tenure, one book, decent class sizes, and at a solid six-five stood too tall to take arguments from Tagg seriously.

Plus his students really did almost like him—they couldn’t say why. Something about how he shook his shaggy black hair from his face when he had an idea, like a swimmer proudly rising, chin angling out as his mouth opened for air. When he spoke, his lids remained low and heavy, giving him a reputation for being droll and unflappable. He was rarely funny, but did not seem exactly serious. Solid. Patient as a whale heart. His height was an authority they trusted. And when they searched his dark eyes for a message beneath those lids, for a flicker of humor or a shuttering of displeasure—anything to read what he said—they were struck by the impassive gaze of them, how they accorded all things equally, all things worthy or unworthy of the same kind of consideration. It was the look in the eye of a fish pulled from the water and laid on the bank, the spectacular eye turned slightly to look at the world of air, taking in the overhead birds, the trees, the people, and the grass with the same unblinking calm. When the fish would be done trying, its eye would lose focus, its wilderness congealed.

As for most tall men, particularly those whose looks became more etched than softened over time, people stepped aside to make room for Roal, then looked up to see his appreciation for the favor they’d provided. But the look of gratitude they hoped for was rarely present. Because Roal had always been treated with special consideration, he assumed it must be so for everyone: the world a place where the gifts always exceeded the earnings, where the corrective measure was to guard against the mindless excesses of generosity. A world of the tipped-up, waiting face where people thanked him for the favors they provided.

In this grateful air, Roal loved to sit with the students who brought him their work, silence crepitating importantly between them. In his office, the air felt substantial, and the ticking of the second hand profound. His lamp’s green seep of light siphoned time, and the desktop sand garden with its miniature rake made them giants of possibility.

After students left, Roal’s office stayed with them like a portable sanctuary. They entered it throughout their days of sun and traffic, of tabloid covers, of news from home of dead pets, of the microwave’s timer announcing the readiness of their next meal. It was the important silence of a large and solid man who sat still as he held their work in his own steady hands.

But now it was Lin’s students whose voices Roal heard, beak-sharp on the drywall between their offices. Roal sank onto his cushion in the corner. Another burst of laughter. He closed his eyes and prepared to meditate. His first ohm-hum was weak, a wire-thin sound that was separate from him, that originated somewhere removed from his solar plexus. He started over, locating the center of the next humming ohm inside his head. He pushed it deeper, down into his chest where he wanted to feel the vowel gather his body around it. He intoned again, this ohm extending past the sound of Lin laughing as she told a student how to catch a taxi in Prague. It filled his office, inhabiting one second’s clock tick and then spreading into the next and so on until each ohm was an elastic length of hum.

Roal loved these moments—the imagined nowhere and nothing on either side of him. Not his growing unease about how his father would sometimes call too early just to talk about how beautiful eggs were, not Tagg’s overeager interest in his upcoming evaluation, not the way Dina seemed to go still and lost when he reached to smooth her hair. Ohmmm—the sound was tantalizing: enduring, stable in a world that kept rearranging the furniture in the room of his comfort. The distance between one ohm and the next got farther and farther away, eventually stretching impossibly. Into sleep. He slept.

The knock on his door woke him, his office still dream-crowded and warm. The delivery woman peeked in, bashful to find him sleeping on his cushion. She had deliveries for Lin, but Lin had gone to class. She asked Roal to give them to Lin when she returned.

“Flowers,” he called, when he heard Lin’s key in the lock. He took them to her: “For you.”

Lin beamed, “Dahlias! Thank you, Roal—oh, they remind me of a little place I used to go that had nothing but dahlias and bagels. How lovely.” She cleared a tangle of twine and set the flowers on her desk, then read the card as Roal waited to hand her the package. Lin laughed, “Ah, I see. Ha—I thought these were from you! No wonder. But thanks for delivering them.” She tucked the card back into the flowers and reached for the package.

“No wonder?” asked Roal. “Why’s that?” Lin turned her face toward him. It was clear and ovoid, pulled slightly sharp at her chin. She reminded Roal of a boat, of something headed for a vastness of blue. Her faded green eyes, the sturdy prow of her upturned nose, even some silver in the spray of the springing curls of her hair. She had water in her past.

She looked at him quizzically.

“You said ‘no wonder.’ No wonder what?” Roal looked down at her.

“Oh.” Lin gazed at the flowers, thinking. “I guess I meant it literally—as in, if the flowers were from you, it would make me wonder. But they’re not, so there is no wonder. No. Wonder.”

When Roal handed her the package he saw his own return address in the corner of it and made a move to try to grab it back. His elbow caught the edge of the mask next to Lin’s door, and that in turn hit the rain stick above it. It clattered onto Roal and then to the floor, the sound of its rain sullen. The return address was clearly Roal’s, written in Dina’s firm-pressed writing.

Lin watched him with an openness so frank it engaged her whole body. She set one hand squarely on top of the package and the other under her chin. She did not lean over to pick up the rain stick or offer to show Roal the package. Roal hesitated, then picked up the stick himself and hung it on the ledge where it rained for a few seconds. Lin’s crowded office was exactly the kind of room he tried to never enter. Things balanced atop other things, the cascading potential for shift and slide enormous. Entering further would make things wobble, and trying to steady them would set off an avalanche of falling. He would have to back up to get out.

“Anything else?” Lin asked.

“No. Maybe. I wonder—” he paused. He and Lin rarely spoke. Time, schedules, closed doors, then his long habit of nodding at her in the hallway which had at first been intended as polite recognition but had come to stand for entire conversations. The nods were almost the only words they shared. He glanced at the package again.

“Just, congratulations. On your book,” he said. “I mean, you’ve been so busy I haven’t had time to congratulate you. I’m sure once I read it it’ll be worth flowers. Then you may have to wonder after all.” He smiled down at her uneasily, ready to back away. He needed to call Dina. Except Lin was looking at him with something like amusement. The intention of being amused.

“Oh,” said Lin. “That was awkward.”

“Awkward?” said Roal. “What?”

Without a trace of the awkwardness she suggested might be present, Lin said, “I think what you said was awkward because now I know you haven’t read the book—I’d assumed you had. I wonder if you will. I’ve read yours. And everyone’s who’s here. But,” she continued, warming up, “what I think is really awkwardly interesting is why your reading the book would in any way determine whether or not it’s worth flowers—for me, that’s actually the most fascinating part.” And she went on, testing awkwardness as a doctor might test a muscle to determine its precise source of pain. “Also, maybe this conversation feels awkward because it’s rare. You know, we haven’t had a personal conversation yet, and I’ve been here for three years. And all because of dahlias.”

Roal’s laugh was brief, embarrassed: “Fine, I won’t get you flowers.”

“No?” Lin mock-fluttered her eyelashes and pressed her hand to her chest.

“No.” Roal said irritably, “Or if I do, it will just be to deliver them to the name on the card.” He returned to his office, firmly closing his door with a satisfying click. It reminded him of his mother’s cigarette case, how he used to feed her cigarettes so he could feel the click of the case: open, shut, open, shut. When it snapped shut, it always felt so final, the last answer the silver box might ever get to give. He didn’t want to send Lin flowers. He would not send Lin flowers. He reached for the phone as Lin opened his door and poked her head in.

“No harm, I hope?”

“None,” Roal said. “ Everything is fine.”

“Anyway,” Lin continued, “Tell Dina thanks for the package, and what I can bring tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Roal turned to Lin. “What about Dina?”

“We’re having dinner at your house. At six. But I can’t stay long because the next day I go to meet Winter Patent at his yet-to-be disclosed wherever.” With that, Lin waved and disappeared. Roal stared after her. Dinner? He called Dina.

“Lin says she’s coming to dinner. What does she mean?” He heard water running. A metal spoon in a metal bowl.

“We invited Lin to dinner tomorrow. Wait. Just a minute.” The water turned off. “Okay. I need to go. I’m feeling a pull toward the not-phone world.”

“I mean,” Roal explained, “how do you know Lin?”

“Really?” Dina’s voice caved a little. “Lin’s my walking partner? Around the reservoir?” The reservoir sounded familiar. So did Lin’s name as soon as Dina said it. Lin. Lynn. It clicked. He had heard it, but as Lynn, a random neighborhood anybody. To hear the name fixed to Lin, his colleague, it was startling. How long?

“Plus,” Dina said, “we should celebrate her book. I mean, it’s a little late but still.”

“Have you read it? Do we even have a copy?”

He doubted Dina had mentioned that she and Lin Strickland were friends. He’d have remembered that. It seemed, anyway, like the type of thing he thought he would remember. If he had heard it.

Dina was saying. “It’s sort of absorbable, really, more than readable. It makes you feel permeable.”

“Also Lin had a package. From you.” Roal said. He was not yet sure what he was asking.

“That was fast. I’m glad it got there.” Dina said.

“What’s in it?”

“Just some things for a book she’s working on. A photo I found at the thrift store, a pamphlet from the chiropractor that seemed to relate. Oh, and a funny cheese stick wrapper. Just random things that will be useful.” Sound of a cutting board being set on the counter.

Roal was horrified. “A pamphlet that ‘seemed to relate’? You sent Lin Strickland a funny cheese stick wrapper?”

“I know. Strange, right?” She paused to consider, “But who knows how these things work? I need to get dinner in the oven and get back to the yard. Something is going on out there. Everyone is quiet. I’ll see you soon.”

When Roal walked through the front door later, Dina stepped into the kitchen doorway, giving a quick wave, her hands wet and flecked with cilantro. Roal regarded her as if this were something new.

But then she speculated that someone in the neighborhood was spraying their lawn so the grass was withdrawn and she was herself again. Roal studied her with a question he felt he could answer purely by looking: but nothing had changed. Her plants, her cilantro hands, the way she spoke as if they’d been having a conversation all day long.

He was grateful later to have looked for so long at her, to have worked to see something he might have missed before. It was this vision of Dina that Roal would remember after she’d left.

There in the doorway of the kitchen, her two braids were wrapped neatly up over the top of her head and then around the back. She looked at him directly with her wide-set eyes, gathering great expanses of space with her gaze. The scar on the side of her face puckered the skin and pulled the left side of her face into a slight permanent smile. She wore an old button-down shirt of Roal’s over a summer dress, with an apron over that, and she looked spare within the layers. The house smelled like dinner. Like lemon chicken and green beans and layer biscuits. It smelled like there should be a swing on the backyard tree and a dog running in with slippers.

Roal poked around in the living room brushing aside the trailing plants. Dina called that if he was looking for Lin’s book, it was in her project room. He found it near her chair, nestled into the piles of notebooks and papers that lay in soft sloping mounds, animal and quiet.

Lin’s book felt thick and substantial. No author picture. He wondered why. Lin was strong looking, with good, deep lines around her mouth that suggested a habit of humor.

Her bio stated she had grown up in Wisconsin. This was her first book. Double major in Psychology and Physics, then a degree in Creative Writing. One reviewer noted that the book’s “narrative sequences allow readers to experience dimension and space as a set of lived properties.” Her acknowledgments thanked a writing grant, a dog, the amygdala, her parents, and the university lab where she’d done research on sound and vibrational resonance. 582 pages, ending with the words “imprint of a double.” The first word was “According” and there were 118 chapters, a few of which began on the same page. Roal sat down and leafed through: some single-sentence chapters, some equations, a picture of sheet music. The paragraph he started reading alternated between the phrases, “Night pitch dropping” and variations on the word “Resonance.” It seemed to him like the kind of book where you had to keep going back to the beginning.

“Take it—I’m done,” Dina said from behind the chair, startling Roal.

He accidentally upset a pile of papers that slid in layers sideways, like an archaeology experiment.

“Whoa, a landslide!” Dina’s surprise sounded guarded, the way one might say give happy hello to a friend’s ex-husband before remembering you’d already agreed to despise him. She kneeled down to gather the papers. But then she turned to Roal and said, “Well here you see it—my life’s work I guess!” She indicated the scatter in her hands.

Roal nodded with a look of apology. Papers littered the floor. Scraps of paper, really, some with Dina’s writing in the margins: annotated recipes; yellow-page service listings for heat installation; white pages with street names and last names circled; musical scores; an invitation to join the Episcopalian church; grocery store receipts. Lists. Roal had an aversion to the inanity of scrapbooking, artifacts useful to no one alive, mundane details of those whose archived pages increase in value the longer they remain forgotten.

Scrapbooks defeated the now of Roal’s Zen by looking over the shoulder of is for another glimpse at was. He didn’t want to sift through an evidence pile of their life. But he’d plundered the space and did not have the right to comment on the scrapbook as a pedestal for the moments he believed had earned the right to disappear so there was room for the present. He helped her shuffle the papers together, gave them a final pat, and stood up.

They looked at each other, Dina’s lip raised in a permanent question of collaboration, and Roal smiling back, though as the moment stretched he became less certain of what he was smiling about. The moment grew rather than shrank, as if Roal were approaching the moment rather than leaving it. Something was required of him, a guessing game he hadn’t read the rules for.

“So,” Dina said, “that’s my latest project. I can tell you where it’s heading if you’d like.” Roal turned to her with mock seriousness.

“We already are where it’s heading—I was there the first time. I am sorry I messed it up though. I hope I didn’t completely undo the timeline.”

Dina looked puzzled, “What do you mean you were there the first time?”

“Just that I’m here now. You know what they say: ‘The past steals from the present.’ I’m not much for reminiscing with scrapbooks. But you can—it’s just not for me. I’m sorry though, that I messed it up.”

Dina gazed up at him. Roal later tried to recreate her expression, but it was a mix of two things he couldn’t quite place together. Relief and pity? Distance and longing? It was the look given to those who can’t possibly guess how their life will change. Her hair was a loose frizz near her temples. When she spoke again, the expression had faded.

“Oh no,” she said, sounding certain, perhaps thankful. “No, don’t worry about that. You didn’t mess it up. No,” she said, still thinking, “your answer is . . . useful. I think it is good now, so thank you.”

The way her eyes took him in was tender, but they also looked far past him, as was her way. Perhaps she saw a faraway Roal on a horizon. Perhaps it was just that she always seemed to enjoy the solitude of distance. He remembered later how lightly she’d taken his elbow to lead him from the room, how she squeezed his arm once and tenderly, then closed the door behind them.





CHAPTER 3

On Thursday, Lin complained that the reporters were getting in the way of her “exploration halls,” a term Roal objected to because it disregarded the beauty of “lecture”—a beautiful word rooted in legend, a word which tied Roal to an ancient practice.

The reporters wanted to scoop the Winter Wolf Reintroduction, though Lin knew no more than they did. She’d been told only that she would get in a car, be taken to a location, meet Winter, and later be driven home. The end.

But the reporters came anyway: the stakes were high. They pretended to lounge on campus, disguising themselves as students and springing into aggressive chumminess upon a sighting of Lin. At the end of the day, she jumped into Roal’s office and closed the door breathlessly behind her.

“Hey—saw a reporter closing in just as I tried to escape. Mind if I take a second here until he leaves?” Roal waved her in, okay, okay.

They heard the knock next door. “Professor Strickland?” he called, “I just saw your light a second ago. You in? Miss Strickland?” Then, more softly, “Professor?”

Lin exaggerated a grimace and mouthed My light? Roal shrugged in commiseration. They waited, their eyes on the door. The reporter sighed and knocked again. Then they both jumped when they heard the knock on Roal’s door. Lin pressed herself to the wall behind it. Roal leaned back and called, “Yes?” The door opened. The reporter looked in and rubbed his pale chin pointlessly, then looked again down the hallway toward Lin’s office.

“Yes?” Roal repeated.

“Dr.—” The reporter looked at the nameplate on Roal’s door. “Dr. Bowman?”

“Professor Bowman.” Roal corrected.

“Really? I wouldn’t have known.” The reporter sounded surprised.

“Yes,” said Roal, “just Professor.”

“Okay—do you know where I might find Lin Strickland, the author of . . . ?”

Roal’s interruption was swift: “Yes, I know. You just missed her.”

The reporter groaned, then wrote down his contact information. When Roal reached for it, the reporter said, “You look different.”

“From what?” Roal looked more closely at the reporter.

“A class about twenty years ago, I think? I almost didn’t recognize you—you had long braids then and taught writing.”

“Still do,” Roal said. “Teach writing, that is.”

“Yeah. And Indian too, of course,” the reporter joked. Roal flinched, grateful the door was between him and Lin. The reporter clearly assumed that Roal was, in fact, still an Indian, and the joke would therefore be funny. But Roal had cut his braids, and hoped that his phase of allowing others to believe he was Native American had been severed as well, a forgetting that was possible given those early days of the faculty’s rapid turnover. Aside from Dick Lockham, there was no one else around who could hold him to his old habit. And who knows what Dick remembered? Less and less each week. Roal had wrapped that chapter of his life, along with his braids, in tissue paper and laid it in his dresser drawer, perhaps a dare to his own future reckoning.

Roal pointed to the small sand garden on his desk and the low cushion in the corner, “Well, now I simply am what I practice. I’m just working on being where I am.” He began to close the door.

Lin’s choked snicker was likely mistaken by the reporter as Roal settling back into his chair. Without looking at Lin, Roal thrust the reporter’s contact information toward her and wished her luck getting to their place for dinner. When she left, he breathed until the breathing did not scrape his stomach like a spoon accusing an empty bowl.

* * *

When Lin showed up, she held a giant bouquet of forsythia and two bottles of wine.

“I wasn’t sure which to bring,” she breezed, “good white or bad red. So I brought both.” Dina ushered Lin into the kitchen, the forsythia bouquet an armful of light. Lin complimented Dina’s apron, and then remarked how quickly Dina’s little jade plant was putting on leaves. Roal froze. Lin had been to the house before. She knew Dina’s plants—how else would she notice a change in the leaves? He paused inside his study so his surprise would not be on display.

From there, he could hear Lin talking about the car parked in front of her house, how it hadn’t moved since Tuesday. Dina said she’d already walked by the car but couldn’t see anyone through the tinted windows, and Roal listened, trying to absorb that Dina and Lin were friends. Really friends. Friends who noticed when each other’s plants put out leaves. Friends who scoped out each other’s stalkers and mused about mixed flatware and whom among the people they knew was most likely to live on a boat with a lover for one week of each year and tell no one. Friends.

“Wine!” Lin called out from the edge of the kitchen. And Roal went in.

All night Roal felt himself standing just outside the circle of light cast by the conversation. It was a conversation laced with familiarity and understandings of how things worked from the inside. He could not find a way to ease himself in, so sat like a newcomer at his own table. He reminded himself they should have company more often as he was out of practice. Or less often. He wasn’t sure which.

When Dina served Lin ice cream with her pie, but gave Roal a piece of pie without it, Lin recalled that Roal was lactose intolerant. When Lin suggested that they all visit the lavender farm at the edge of town, she quickly apologized, saying she’d forgotten that Roal was allergic to bee stings, so the trip might not be a good idea. Dina took no special notice of Lin’s little claims to knowledge, as if Roal’s medical history were not an intimate history opened now by Lin. Lin’s questions to Roal were conversational. Casual. Close. Have Epi-Pen injectables gotten any easier to self-administer? It’s been years now since your mom died, right?—do you think your father will date again?

After a while, Roal stopped cataloging the things Lin knew about him. The answer was evident: everything—his mother died from a cancer she didn’t try to beat, his father was alone, his wedding gift to Dina was the reading chair still in her project room, his first bike still hung in their garage, their backyard tree had begun as a start that Dina took from the yard of Roal’s childhood because, as Dina said, it already knew him, so would grow better than a stranger. Roal and Dina had no children, didn’t travel, kept separate bedrooms because Roal needed to fall asleep to television and Dina needed to have her glaring full-spectrum light blast on at four a.m. so she could be properly awake by five, and together they needed new carpet in the living room. All of it. Lin was in on it all.

Lin wanted the story of how he and Dina met, and Dina nodded toward Roal so he could tell it. He began stiffly. He couldn’t remember the last time they had told he story. He started with graduate school when he would finish classes and head to Kenner’s Lounge. Dina had been part of Kenner’s since, what? Twelve? Dina nodded. She was twelve and the school bus dropped her at the wrong place, which happened often with all of her address changes. She had no idea where she was, but Kenner’s was open, so she went in, did her math, and fell asleep in a booth until Big Ken found her. She couldn’t remember her new address or the names of her new foster parents, but she had the name of her case worker who came to pick her up. By then, she and Big Ken were friends, and he had a list of jobs he needed help with. She became his unofficial assistant and, later, when she was released from the foster system, Big Ken gave her a job and the room above the bar.

“She hadn’t thought what to do next,” Roal said, “She’d been there forever.” Dina nodded. As her addresses and the people she lived with changed, her family was Big Ken and the dim gloss of the bar. The thin cushions. Chessboards in the corner, Ribbit the dog chasing birds in his sleep by the jukebox. Roal was often there after class, in part because he knew Dina would be—something about her, he said. One day he handed her a story and told her that since she had inspired it, it really belonged to her.

“I don’t think I’d inspired anyone before—it felt daunting,” Dina confessed.

Roal smiled, then explained to Lin, “It’s not one of the stories in my book.”

“Was it her hair that inspired the story?” Lin asked Roal, though she was looking at Dina. Roal nodded, surprised. Lin was right. Those impossibly coiled braids.

“I can see it,” Lin said. “Those are some impressive braids.”

“Heavy anyway.” Dina looked like a woodcut from an old-world storybook. Twenty years ago, her braids had glowed nearly gold. Now, silver streaks cast a halo of white. Roal was grateful the topic of his own braids had not come up. He finished the story of how they met. When Dina continued it, he was surprised there was more. He hadn’t heard her version before.

Dina said, “Anyway, when I gave his story back to him with some comments I couldn’t tell if he was compelled or offended. We started dating.”

“Oh, so that’s where you got your start,” Lin said, looking at Dina.

“Yes. Roal’s story. It was the first time anyone gave work to me—just specifically to me. It made me feel specific. It felt, I don’t know, grand. I was indebted for being seen that way. I really owed him for that.”

When Roal replayed that sentence later, he heard Dina’s use of the past tense, the soft thud at the end of “owed” like a bird hitting the window from a room away. But he could not have known just yet to select that one sentence from among the many. That is the regret of regret.

Roal smiled, casting back into the memory of Dina’s studio apartment where she began to read more, then wrote letters to writers about their work, beginning with those long dead. At night she read aloud her letters to Proust and Dickens about where their lines were over-stuffed or where they had made an obvious statement when the more subtle one had already done the job. Roal listened to her read—the outrage and subversive hilarity of her attempts. He fell asleep as she read, his own hair unbraided and mingled with hers, a dark shadow in light water.

The night Dina met Roal’s parents, he lay down exhausted as Dina unwound her braids from their coils. They hung past her waist, the ends of them twitching as she unraveled the braids while staring at the wall. This ritual meant nothing to her, simply one of the thousands of times her hands had traveled the path. When she came to bed, Roal draped her hair over him. It’d been a long night, he said weakly, drained and drifting off. He later woke to Dina pushing him off her hair, which he had pinned beneath him when he rolled over. After that, she kept her hair braided and piled above her pillow as she slept, which prompted Roal to ask her to marry him. It was the logically irrational move of a man who did not want to lose her and so thought he should marry her before she declared other parts of her life out of bounds.

His professors had already assigned him a new depth because of his relationship with her. His classmates analyzed it with the open wonder of foreigners who witness the tossing of bones. His father welcomed it as a sign of maturity, and Helen, his mother, was relieved Roal would not be alone when she died.

Helen shared her relief a few evenings later. She liked to speculate that somewhere in her ancestry there might be a Native American who was buried, she thought, in Vermont. Roal wanted it to be true so he could stop pretending it was. But Roal’s father, Chet, cringed.

“Helen,” he interjected, “all of my relatives are from Michigan, and Latvia before that. We have dark hair. All of us. That’s where Roal gets it.”

“Yes, but they weren’t much for running, now were they?”

“Neither is Roal.” Chet insisted.

“But he didn’t stick with it!” Helen protested, her chin drawn toward her chest. “He could have been really good if he had stuck with it.” Chet didn’t argue. Not over something that brightened Helen as she spoke about it. Helen was a few years from fifty, which was a few years past the time the doctors had given her, so it seemed uncharitable to correct her.

But Helen’s sister Nettie, the dark one, swore they were not Indians (Native Americans, Helen corrected) and didn’t care that Helen remembered something about Vermont and a treaty—which one? Helen wasn’t sure. When Nettie heard Helen going on about high cheekbones, she’d mutter, “Jesus, Helen! Come on.”

The night Dina met Helen, Helen nodded tepidly, and then looked at the glass of water just out of reach. She cleared her throat to make an announcement, her eyes on the glass of water as she spoke.

“It’s nice to meet you,” she began. “You should know that if Roal is part Native American, there isn’t any paperwork. So if you have children they probably won’t get a break on college.”

“Mom!” Roal spluttered.

“That’s alright, Mrs. Bowman, it’s nice to meet you, too,” said Dina.

“I’m not an Indian,” Roal protested.

“I don’t know where I’m from, either,” said Dina.

“Native American,” said Helen.

“Fine, whatever,” Roal said to Helen. “But I’m not,” he said to Dina. Helen’s face sank at Roal’s betrayal, and Chet stepped in to show Dina the back yard, leaving Helen and Roal alone.

“Mom?” Roal asked, his shoulders suspended in a shrug of disbelief.

“Sorry, honey.” Helen’s chin trembled. “I just got so wound up trying to think of how to explain.”

“Explain what? I never told her I’m an Indian.”

“I didn’t want her to think you were lying. That can put a lot of strain on a marriage.”

“Marriage? Our kids getting college scholarships?”

“It’s coming. I can tell.” Helen frowned, annoyed, “Oh, why is it that the people who are going to get married are the last ones to know it? It doesn’t make sense.”

“Mom, when Dina comes back in, let it go. Please. We’re here for dinner. Let’s have dinner with regular conversation. Please?”

“She’s young. Who did you say her people are?”

Then Chet and Dina stepped back in, and Helen was ready to talk.

When Helen asked Dina what she did, Dina told her: she took care of her plants, twenty-seven of them now, most of them from starts she got from people who had been kind to her when she was in foster care. She had rigged up a little irrigation system that ran from her kitchen and bathroom sinks throughout the studio, along the shelves and ladders and tables.

When Helen asked again what Dina did, Dina told her: she listened to music a few hours each day before work. She thought the music might help to build an internal structure like a Jesuit memory palace. She thought it could help for when her work seemed mundane. Helen looked at Roal.

When Helen asked if Dina did anything else, Dina told her: she liked to walk in the evenings when the air temperatures shifted and changed places. She liked the currents of that hour. She knew every block of the town, every alley, every dumpster. She knew when the food for the restaurants was brought to the back doors, and who would sell their house next based on what types of repairs were under way. Roal smiled encouragingly as if he didn’t notice Helen’s gaze stuck to him.

Though Roal cringed when Helen pushed, “Anything else, dear?” Dina was calm, and told her: She wrote letters to writers, and credited Roal for the inspiration.

And finally, desperately, Helen exclaimed: “But what do you do, dear? What do you do?”

And Dina understood: “Oh. I work at Kenner’s. Kenner’s Lounge where I met Roal. I’ve been there forever.” Helen, who at last received the answer she already knew, sat back.

“I see,” said Helen. Dinner was served.

As Roal now listened to Dina and Lin talk he knew with certainty—had known for years, if he had to admit it to himself, which he knew he should—that he didn’t know Dina well. The small pieces of conversation Lin and Dina traded seemed so small, such intricate ornaments of knowledge. He couldn’t find a way to enter, though Lin asked him questions and Dina’s talking included him. He waited for them in the living room feeling like an overlarge cellular presence as Dina and Lin tidied the kitchen.

Roal had assumed that to live with a person was the same thing as to know a person. He knew the taste of Dina’s cooking and the sounds of her mornings. But he had not known she would walk by a stranger’s car to get a glimpse of who sat inside or that she tested melons by closing her eyes and feeling the water-dense heaviness travel from her hands to her shoulder. That was another Dina. What did one say to a Dina like that?

If Lin and Dina were a story he and his class were studying, the class would describe their conversation as the essential work of building interstices, the supports to hold them together across the spaces between themselves. If they built enough such spaces, they would, eventually, have a structure that could support them.

Roal felt something swing into a new position inside himself. The essential work.

He heard Dina exclaim in the kitchen, “Really? Yes. Yes. This might be the answer to asking what might happen next. This is perfect!”

And Lin answering, “Oh, thank God. But tell no one.” And Dina said of course, the timing was incredible, she had no plans.

When they came out of the kitchen they were glowing, certain of something. Roal would ask Dina about it after Lin left, a small question toward building the interstitial on a night that was clear from his house to the stars.

When they were alone Roal turned to thank Dina for the evening. They rarely entertained, and he hadn’t known what to expect from Lin, but was happy the dinner had happened and that Dina was friends with someone he knew.

“Quite a surprise, though,” he said. “To find out so all of a sudden.”

Dina looked at him swiftly. It was late, and her eyes seemed to have faded from a snappish, inspired blue to one paler within just a few seconds. He wondered if that happened each night, to everyone, or if it had happened years ago and he was just now catching up on her face. Dina searched Roal’s eyes, and he understood she was trying to see if he had been joking. He was not. When he broke her gaze, Dina turned to head other room and said it hadn’t really been very sudden.

“I mean,” said Roal, “I just didn’t connect it before—I didn’t know you meant the same Lin. I thought you meant a Lynn—like a general Lynn with a y. A different Lin.”

“It’s strange,” she yawned, “why you thought that. Oh well, I better get going. Lots to do and I’m already tired! Good night.”

He tried to explain further, “I think I hadn’t connected that your Lin and my Lin were the same person because I didn’t know you knew her—like really knew her. I don’t really know her.”

Dina stopped. “Does it make you curious,” she said, not sure how to ask it, “I mean, about all the rest of it? All of the hours in the days? Do you want to know?”

He was grateful the weekend was so close and there would be time to get into it. He could do that: step into the details of another life. But at that moment, halfway to hungover, and early asleep, the thought of answering yes right then would mean more than he had time for. It would mean the floodgates. The hours.

Do you want to know?

“Dina,” he said. “Right now I’m beat. Let’s go there later. When I can really pay attention.”

Dina smiled and gave a single, slow, generous nod of understanding, “I loved it too, Roal. You are dear to me. Good night.”

He was warmed by the tenderness. Tomorrow, he would tell her he understood finally that knowing is demonstrated by awareness of what is small and intimate, and he would like to get better at it. He could say that. He believed he could.

He could also admit that it is embarrassing to come by these moments of enlightenment so late, and to see that everyone else already knew what he only just discovered. If he were feeling particularly fearless, he might reveal his main insecurity, which is that there are so few people in the world who allow us to get to know them deeply, and he might not have what it takes to survive the depth.

He would develop these thoughts. At the edge of sleep, when the world is both possible and far away.

When Dina later came to say goodnight, her braids were down, and he saw by the light of the television that they were thin but lovely. He told her he had much to tell her. She leaned down to kiss his cheek. He reached up to touch her shoulder. One of his eyelids drooped more than the other with wine, and the news was terrible behind her.
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