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in dazzled memory





prelude one


TRESSA


My mother doesn’t know that Luke comes through my bedroom window. How could she? He never makes a sound.


My room is on the third floor. There’s no trellis, no neighboring oak tree for him to scale. It’s not logical to think he would appear, his hands on my windowsill, followed by an ankle, and then his whole entire self. He leaps through the window as clear as morning, exactly the way I remember him. He lands on my carpet and glides across the floor to sit on the edge of my bed. If there’s moonlight (and when he comes there’s always moonlight) it shines cleanly, without ever casting shadows across his face.


Carlo lifts his sleek head and thumps his tail on the wood floor in greeting. My poor pup used to sleep beside me, on the bed, but these days he’s too old and creaky to haul himself up. So there’s plenty of room for Luke.


In the early days, when Luke first reappeared, we would try to touch each other. I could see my hand pushing his hair behind his ear—it’s always too long—but I couldn’t feel the impossible smoothness except for in my memory. I could see his hand, the uneven knuckles wide across my knee, but there was no warmth, no sense of skin on skin, only the painfully lovely sight of it.


So we’ve stopped trying to touch. It’s just too sad, seeing without feeling. And it’s the opposite of sad, the two of us together again, cross-legged on my bed, facing each other. Our own hands on our own knees, talking through the night.


There’s never any noise from downstairs—no stirring footsteps, no water rumbling through the pipes. When Luke appears, every anxiety disappears. There’s only me. There’s only him. There’s only us. I never recall that exact moment when he exits and sleep enters. I just open my eyes minutes before the alarm sounds, and I know everything else—his presence, his words, his promise of return. I don’t feel tired, though I can’t have slept more than a few hours.


I feel, in fact, wide-awake, far more alert than after nights when he hasn’t been here. I can still see Luke’s fingers, hovering tactfully above the paper-thin skin on the inside of my wrist, and I know that he’ll be back. I know exactly what’s brought him here, and I don’t feel afraid or ashamed. What I feel is alive, and in love, and I am almost ready to start remembering.





prelude two


LUKE


It may feel like I’m back, and I am, sort of. I can tell you anything you want to know about the past. But when it comes to now, or the time just after? I don’t get it, not at all.


Tressa and I try to talk about it but that never works. There’s no problem when she talks about the past. I can understand her fine. Then all of a sudden she must be talking about now, what I’ve taken to calling the after-Luke, because everything gets muffled.


“Tressa,” I have to say. “I can’t hear you.”


When Tressa talks about the after-Luke it’s the same as trying to touch her. I see her lips move but I don’t get the words. She might as well be speaking French. Tressa actually can speak French, and back in the day I used to like that. Sometimes I’d even ask her to speak French, and I would sit there listening without knowing what she said. But now everything’s different, and if I’m honest it drives me crazy. I want to know what she’s saying but I can’t, just like I can’t feel her cheek or her hair or any other part of her body. It’s funny, because when I reach down to touch the dog I can feel him lick me, and I can feel his fur. Maybe if Carlo told me about now I’d understand what he was saying.


I know it must bug her, too, but she never acts like it. Probably she doesn’t want to hurt my feelings. When we were little kids, her grandmother was always saying, “Tressa, gentle!” Not that Tressa wasn’t gentle. It was just the kind of thing you say when a kid tries to touch something breakable. But her grandmother said it so much, I thought that was her name.


“When will I see Tressa Gentle?” I was always asking my parents. At some point I figured out it wasn’t really her name, and I stopped calling her that for a long time. But then when we got older, and things got different, I started again. I called her Tressa Gentle when we walked by the river. Back when I could feel her skin and hair.


These days when I come through her window, I want things to be the way they used to. So I smile and say, “Tressa Gentle,” and she smiles back. I can see the old maps she drew, tacked on the wall. I try not to think about the blank spots, where new ones must be. If I don’t worry about what I don’t have, maybe I can just be glad to see her, and be here in her room, talking about the past.


I can’t visit anyone else, not my dad, or my sisters or my mom. I want to visit them but I don’t know how. I can only get to Tressa.


When I’m not with her I must be somewhere else, but I can’t tell you about that, either. I can tell you about my life, and I can tell you about Tressa’s life, because she pretty much told me everything. I know what happened to both of us from the second I was born right up until those last seconds in the river.


I wish I could tell my mom that those last seconds weren’t so bad. But I can’t tell Mom anything. Not anymore. All I have left is me and Tressa, so I come back to her every chance I get.





part one


piecing it together






( 1 )


TRESSA


I, of course, can tell you about now. It’s everything else I don’t like thinking about. Not that now is so terrific. It just happens to be my only option—a concept that concerned doctors, therapists, teachers, and most of all my mother have worked very hard to impress upon me. So for their sake I am here, in a bizarre limbo, living with Mom and her husband in the southwestern part of Colorado.


Rabbitbrush is a tiny little Christmas card of a town nestled in the San Juan Mountains. My mother grew up here and then spent most of her life—and most of my life—trying to escape it. The town is very pretty, but it has a bit of an inferiority complex. Although we’re not far from Telluride, we’re not quite close enough to share its tourists. Local developers and the town council are always trying to dream up new ways to entertain visitors, especially in the summer, since building our own ski area isn’t realistic.


Paul, my mother’s husband, wants to build a drive-in movie theater on the parcel of land near town that my grandfather deeded to my mom, years ago, so that one day she could build a house there. Now of course she has Paul’s house, but Grandpa says Paul will use that land commercially over his dead body, and then he looks over at me apologetically. I shrug to tell him it’s okay. Nobody likes to say the word “dead” around me anymore, as if avoiding the word will help me forget the concept. I never realized how often some version of “dead” appears in everyday expressions until people tried to stop saying it. Last week my mother used the word “mortified,” then clapped her hand over her mouth, as if that Latin root might send me running for the medicine cabinet, or the graveyard, or wherever they think I’m going.


Certainly not to the graveyard, where Paul had half of Luke’s ashes buried. The other half belongs to Francine, Luke’s mother. It used to bother me, this weird division of something that used to be whole. Used to be Luke. But now that I know those ashes aren’t Luke, not at all, I think: let them do whatever they need. My sister Jill told me that Francine plans to scatter her share from the top of the Jud Wiebe Trail in Telluride on the anniversary of his death. This sounds much more like Luke than the quaint but lonely graveyard, which I haven’t visited since Luke—the real, whole Luke—started coming back. If anybody notices I’ve stopped going, I hope they find it comforting.


But truthfully, nothing could be comforting enough to stop my mother from worrying about me. This afternoon she stands waiting for my school bus at the end of Paul’s driveway. Ordinarily it’s Carlo who waits there, and with a sinking feeling of dread, I wonder where he is. The past few days he’s seemed more sluggish, not at all his usual self.


I can see my mother from where I sit in the very back row. It’s late November, the week after Thanksgiving, and I know I should probably feel embarrassed. I’m eighteen years old and riding the school bus for my second shot at senior year, which I am repeating, not—thank you very much—because I didn’t finish that last month but because the school officials, like Mom and Paul, are determined to keep a close eye on me. Even though I took all my exams and passed them, nobody could stand to let me graduate and go to CU the way I was supposed to. And even though I’ve had my driver’s license for more than a year, nobody wants to let me touch a car. Nobody ever says I’m not allowed to drive; they just come up with some very good reason why I can’t have the car when I ask. So I’ve stopped asking, and they all seem relieved.


All this means that what was supposed to be my first year of freedom has turned into a thinly veiled version of house arrest, which actually is fine with me. “This isn’t meant to be a punishment,” my mother said back in the summer, when I was still at the hospital and she told me that I couldn’t graduate. I nodded, not because I didn’t want to be punished but because if I were to be—and if I could choose my own punishment—it would be a whole lot graver than an extra year of high school.


“Hi, Mom,” I say as I step off the bus. She smiles and presses a steamy mug of hot cocoa into my hands. I look down into the mug and see a fat marshmallow bobbing and floating. That marshmallow looks so hopeful, refusing to be dragged under or melted by the thick, hot liquid surrounding it. Mom must have timed it out very carefully for the cocoa to still be hot and this marshmallow un-melted. This kind of domesticity is new to her, and it always makes my heart hurt a little, especially when it’s directed toward me.


I glance at my mom, who wears maternity jeans and a baggy, wheat-colored Henley shirt that probably belongs to Paul. She’s got one hand resting on her huge, blooming belly. Her hair is long and tousled and bleached almost the color of her youth. Mom has always been a wiry, athletic woman; her collarbones still protrude and her arms are corded and toned from prenatal yoga. She has a good face, my mother, with wide blue eyes and high cheekbones, a face that moves without creasing. If I squint, I can block out the weariness she still carries from last year, and the loss of elasticity along her jaw. I can almost believe the illusion of young mother-to-be.


In reality my mother is forty-five years old with three grown children. Almost as soon as she and Paul remarried, they decided they wanted another baby. This meant a long stretch of fertility drugs and in vitro, followed by two miscarriages, followed by an egg donor and this about-to-be sibling who shares exactly zero of my DNA. My sister Jill says she finds it ironic: our mother, at this late date, having a child she actually intends to parent, and it’s not even related to her. Mr. Tynan, my English teacher, says that “irony” is the most persistently misused word in the English language, but I know that in this case Jill’s using it correctly. Every time my mother turns down a cup of coffee, I picture her pregnant with me—a joint in one hand and a shot of tequila in the other. With Jill and Katie, Paul’s daughters, she was more conventional—probably a cigarette and a glass of wine.


Still. When I see my mother trying so hard—putting so much heart into this latest transformation—I can’t help wishing her well. I know what it feels like to long for last chances, even when you know you might not deserve them.


The bus pulls away, and my mother still stands there, looking hopeful and expectant. I want to ask about Carlo, but I’m afraid of her answer. So I bring the cocoa to my lips and sip. To my surprise, it tastes amazing: rich and chocolaty and exactly the right temperature.


“Thanks, Mom,” I say. “This is delicious.”


“Do you like it?” she asks. “I made it from scratch. I got the recipe off this great food blog.”


I stare at her. There are times, lately, when my mother seems completely foreign, as if some alien being has entered her body and turned her into the exact kind of mother I used to think I wanted. In these moments I perversely want the old one back, and luckily, she has a way of obliging. For example, right now she sees the expression on my face and realizes she’s gone too far, so she laughs—like the old transient Mom making fun of this new Happy Homemaker.


I want to laugh, too, but worry about Carlo prevents it. Mom must suspect this, but she doesn’t say anything, just hooks her arm though mine. We start walking up the hill to Paul’s house. It’s a big place, not too over-the-top but still impressive. Paul made a lot of money buying land in Telluride before its big boom in the late eighties, right after my mom left him the first time.


“Where’s Carlo?” I finally ask. For a second the words hang in the air, and despite everything I learned last year about worst-case scenarios, I can’t stop hoping for a happy answer. Carlo’s sleeping upstairs in that sunny spot by the window. Or, Look, there he is, waiting on the porch.


But Mom says, “Carlo’s at the vet.”


I stop. She stops too, and I try to read her expression. “Why? What happened?” I force my voice to stay calm, then ask the hardest question. “Is he going to be all right?”


“Well,” she says carefully, “he looked very bloated this morning, and he wouldn’t eat, so I brought him in. Dr. Hill said he had a lot of fluid in his belly. He drained it, and now he’s running some tests.”


“Why would he have fluid in his stomach?”


My mother looks at the ground for a minute. She does not love facing reality. For example, she’s had an amnio and a million ultrasounds but will not find out the sex of her baby. She says she wants to be surprised, but I know the real reason. She is hoping against hope to have a boy for Paul and can’t bear being disappointed a moment too soon. When you have three girls, you probably think your body’s not capable of producing anything else. So I know it’s a feat of strength on my behalf when Mom looks me in the eye and tells me the truth. “Dr. Hill thinks it’s congestive heart failure.”


“Congestive heart failure,” I echo. I have no idea what that means, but it sounds so ominous. We start walking again. Mom puts her arm around my shoulders, and we go through the front door in silence. Inside, my eyes travel past the foyer into the dining room, with the long table and its multitude of chairs at the ready for a big holiday gathering, and the sideboard crowded with family pictures. It’s exactly the sort of room I thought I’d never have in a house where I lived with my mom. Most of the pictures are of Jill and Katie, my older sisters, but crowded in there somewhere are one or two of me. There are no pictures of Luke. I wonder if Paul would like to retrieve old ones from wherever they were stashed, years ago. Probably he does want to but doesn’t do it, because of me. If he thought about it for even a second, he would realize that upstairs my computer files are crowded with hundreds of pictures of Luke. I wish I could bear to open them. I could print one out and sneak it into a frame. Place it here with the rest of us.


Even though Mom just told me that Carlo’s at the vet, I realize my ears are waiting for the click clack of his nails across the wood floors. Mom sees the look on my face and says, “Tressa. Dr. Hill didn’t say anything. He didn’t offer any prognosis. But Carlo is old, he’s very old, especially for such a big dog.”


My heart constricts in a panicky way. Carlo is twelve years old, half-Newfoundland and half-collie. I know my mom is right. I also know, standing there in the foyer with the infantile school bag over my shoulder, that I don’t care how old Carlo is, or how long a dog his size is supposed to live. I just want him with me. I want everyone I love with me, well and safe, right where I can touch them. In my head I make a quick and terrible calculation. If Carlo dies now, it will be just about exactly six months between them.


I put down the mug and twist my ring—the pearl ring Luke gave me—around my finger. “Remember,” I say to Mom, my voice verging on wobbly, “when I was a little kid, how whenever I drew a picture of myself, I’d also draw a picture of Carlo standing right next to me? I couldn’t draw me without drawing him.”


My mother hesitates for a fraction of a second, and I can tell she doesn’t remember this at all. My grandmother would remember. Her sewing room is decorated with pictures and maps I’ve drawn; the oldest ones are going yellow and crinkling around their thumbtacks. But Mom just nods, her face completely blank.


“Hey,” she says, steering me toward the kitchen, toward the consolation of food. “Let’s not be all doom and gloom. Maybe he’ll be okay.”


I think—I don’t want to think, but can’t stop myself—how Paul will feel, how he’ll look at me if Carlo dies so soon after Luke. But my mom is staring. She has arranged her face so carefully. She wants so badly to be optimistic, and young. I know exactly how many cracks in that illusion are my own doing. I know this, and I understand that I am far from blameless, and that the least I can do—apart from staying alive—is pretend to believe in her version of our life together.


*   *   *


We go to Dr. Hill’s before closing and pick up Carlo. I don’t want him spending even one night in a cage on cold linoleum. While Mom talks to the girl at the front desk, I go in back where the dogs are kept, half expecting someone to stop me. But nobody does, not the techs or the assistants. It’s a very small town, and everybody knows my story. I imagine they want to sneak peeks at my wrists, which are covered, as always, by long sleeves pulled up to the middle of my palms, but when I accidentally meet a tech’s eyes, she’s not looking at my arms but at my face, and her eyes are full of sympathy. And it has nothing to do with my wrists. I look away, not meaning to be unfriendly, just not wanting to cry. Not here, in public.


Carlo lies splayed out in a large wire cage. As I approach, he thumps his tail and then lifts his head. He knows the sound of my footsteps. He has always been a pretty dog, with the shiny black fur of a Newfoundland and the same breed’s floppy ears, but slender and sleek like a collie, with a long narrow nose. When I open the door to his cage, he pulls himself out and crawls into my lap. He’s too big for this—his limbs spill over mine awkwardly. I can feel his bony ribs and hips pressing into my legs, and I stroke his glossy head.


My grandfather gave me Carlo one summer when I stayed with them. I was six years old, Carlo was six weeks old. Grandpa said we were both puppies. He put Carlo into my lap and the dog flopped down in the circle of my legs. At the time, Grandpa still taught English at Rabbitbrush High, and he chose the dog’s name. He said that Emily Dickinson’s father gave her a Newfoundland named Carlo to protect her on long walks in the hills. I remember nodding as Grandpa told me this. I had no idea who Emily Dickinson was, and I didn’t care what we named the puppy. I only felt so glad to have company—someone who might come with me wherever I went.


“That’s the point,” Grandpa said, “to have someone with you wherever you go.”


“What if Mom won’t let me keep him?” I asked Grandpa, keeping my eyes on the tiny black puppy, the sleek silk of his head.


“Oh, she’ll let you,” Grandpa said, his voice a firm and insistent growl. “She’ll let you, all right.” And I knew that it was settled.


*   *   *


When we get back from the vet, I tell Mom I’m not hungry for dinner and go upstairs with Carlo. Last summer, during my stay at the private hospital in Durango, I received talk therapy in addition to medication. I felt too awkward questioning the psychiatrist, but Dr. Reisner, the therapist, promised me that Prozac was a weight-neutral medication. I have no idea why I packed on so many pounds in the five months I took Prozac; maybe because I just stopped caring. But with Luke coming back, it feels important to look as much like my old self as possible, so now I’m medication-free, and I try to skip meals when I can. Yeah, I know, not the healthiest way to go. So on school days, instead of eating the lunch my mother packs for me, I pick tansy asters behind the baseball field and leave them on the front porch of Luke’s house. Francine, his mother, used to complain that those flowers grew everywhere in Rabbitbrush except her front yard. Midday, when I’m supposed to be in the cafeteria, Francine is safely at work. I like to picture her, later in the afternoon, coming home to the bouquets. I imagine her bending down to scoop them up and arranging them in the lopsided ceramic vase Luke made for her at summer camp. Sometimes I hope she knows it’s me who leaves the flowers; other times I hope she thinks it’s someone else.


Now Carlo and I sit upstairs in my room, the room where—I suddenly realize—I have never been alone, because this dog has always been with me. There’s a bandage across his belly, but I can see already that the bloat is coming back. I kneel and curve my arms around his body to lift him onto the bed. I expect him to be heavy, cumbersome. It surprises me how easily I can manage.


I crawl into bed next to him. I have been curling up beside this dog forever, since he was barely bigger than my head, and since he was nearly twice my size. This dog has lived with me summers at my grandparents’ house. In winters he has lived with me and my mother in tepees and yurts and tents. He has lived with me in what seems like hundreds of apartments, shacks, houses, and trailers that my mother moved in and out of. He even came with us the four years we lived in the Marquesas on a fifty-foot sailboat.


I don’t remember ever facing the world without this dog. “Sometimes I think you love Carlo more than you love me,” my mother used to accuse, and I would duck my face in apology because I didn’t want her to know that she was partly right. I could count on him to always put me first. Now I am terrified to tell Luke about Carlo, even though he won’t be able to grasp it, and I am heartbroken to face Paul. I lie on my bed, curled around my dog, tracing the extra dark lines surrounding his brown and watchful eyes.


My stomach growls, mournful and deprived. Familiar dog breath envelops my face. Carlo’s nose feels cracked and dry, and I recognize the expression on his face, grim but loving. And I know that tonight—for however many nights—he works hard to stay alive, for one reason, for me. I know I don’t deserve his devotion, any more than I deserve Luke—coming back to me, through my window. But come back he does, which must mean something. Right? Maybe it means I have the right to small hopes, like my dog getting well.


Last year at this time I was a girl with things to do. I took pictures and drew maps. I played guitar. I babysat three afternoons a week for Genevieve Cummings. I found ways to sneak out and meet the boy nobody wanted me to see. Now it’s all I can do to move through the day, waiting and hoping that same boy will make the unlikeliest and most welcome appearance. It’s been more than a week since I last saw him, and tonight the moon is on the wax. My window stands open, and the air carries in the first thin strands of wood smoke, and the barest hint of snow. I run my hand over Carlo’s rib cage, treasuring its rise and fall, willing that movement to continue. I know what it feels like to stick around because you don’t want to cause someone else pain, and I almost want to tell him that he can go. But then comes a flood of sadness. And I see Luke, running alongside that rushing river.


Downstairs someone turns on a faucet, and from the way the water gushes—not turned off at intervals—I can tell it’s Paul. I tighten my grip on Carlo, and even though I have sworn to give up everything that brings me happiness, I can’t tell Carlo what he needs to hear.
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LUKE


The first time I saw Tressa, a hundred butterflies landed on her head. We were four years old, lurking in my backyard next to the bush with big purple flowers. Usually the butterflies hung out on the flowers, but I guess they liked Tressa’s white-blond hair.


Land on my head too! I thought. But they didn’t. It made me jealous, so it was hard to like the way Tressa looked under all those butterflies. But I did. She looked like a girl from a Disney movie. I half expected bluebirds to start flying around her head too. Or maybe a fawn would come out of the woods so she could pet it. Our moms were there talking, but I didn’t listen to them until my mom said that Jill and Katie were Tressa’s sisters too. “But Tressa’s not your sister,” she said.


Looking back it seems like complicated information for a little kid. I remember that Tressa and I looked at each other and frowned. We felt exactly the same thing, which was weirded out but also kind of fascinated.


The butterflies started flying back to their bush. Our mothers kept on talking. It turned out Tressa and I were born on the very same day. This is the kind of thing a kid thinks is amazing. Right? We have the same birthday. Tressa was much smaller than me, barely up to my nose. She had blue eyes. I looked like my mom, which is to say I looked like an Indian. Black eyes, black hair. But me and this little blond girl, we had the same sisters. We had the same birthday.


Before I met Tressa I wished I had a twin like Jill and Katie. Then Tressa showed up and I felt like I’d gotten my own, different kind of twin. I just wished her mom wouldn’t keep taking her away. It bugged me to think of Tressa out there in the world. For some reason I always felt like she needed me, even when we were little.


*   *   *


She needed me when we got older, too, just like she needs me now, which I’m pretty sure is why I’m still here. I know I didn’t go straight from the river to Tressa’s room but that’s the first thing I remember. Time had passed, but I still don’t know how much. Maybe I climbed up the wall of the house. But I don’t remember that, so I could’ve just shown up at her window.


Once I got inside her room, I could see her sleeping. It felt like I hadn’t seen her in a long time. She had her brow scrunched up like she was concentrating. She looked like she was worrying instead of resting. I wanted to tell her I was there, but I didn’t want to wake her up. So I backed away toward the wall. Carlo must have heard me because he wagged his tail. His tags jingled and startled Tressa. She sat up.


It’s hard to explain the weirdness of that moment. I can’t really think of a word for it. Me knowing I shouldn’t be there and at the same time thinking, where else would I be? I thought she’d maybe be scared of me, but she just jumped out of bed and ran across the room. It almost felt like the old days, when she’d come back to Rabbitbrush after being away for a long time.


“I knew it,” Tressa said. She hugged me, and for a minute we thought everything was like it used to be, until after a couple minutes we realized that we couldn’t feel each other at all.


“It doesn’t matter,” Tressa said. She grabbed the collar of my shirt. “I don’t care. You’re here. That’s all that matters. You’re here.”


And so that’s when this other life began. Like the old one, what I mostly think about is Tressa. What I want is to get into her room. And when I can’t do that, I concentrate on what I remember about our lives, which is pretty much everything.


*   *   *


Here in the after-Luke I can watch the whole thing like a movie whenever I want. Look. There’s Tressa’s mother. She’s sixteen. Her parents, the Earnshaws, have lived on their cattle ranch for three generations. I’m surprised that Hannah looks pretty perfect, not rebellious at all. What I see is a pretty girl, a good athlete, a straight-A student. Captain of her softball team.


Nobody knows better than me about growing up in Rabbitbrush. Your whole life happens outside. They strap skis and skates to your feet as soon as you can walk. When I think of being a kid, I think of hiking, rafting, skating, skiing, rock climbing. Hannah’s life looks pretty much like mine. She does every wholesome thing you’d expect from a kid growing up in a small mountain town. Not like me, she doesn’t do anything you’d worry about.


Hannah graduated from Rabbitbrush High. It still had a prom back then, and her date was my dad. Afterward they both went to CU, and then they moved to Telluride, and Hannah got pregnant. They had the twins but didn’t get married for more than a year. “About time,” Mr. Earnshaw said when he made his wedding toast. Jill and Katie were there somewhere, toddling around on the hill.


Tressa’s grandfather looks really young, making that toast. It kind of blows me away. I don’t see a single gray hair on his head. Pretty soon he’s going to sell his cattle and almost all his horses, plus a bunch of land. But for now he’s got more than four hundred acres, and cows grazing on the hill.


I can’t stop watching that wedding. I stare at Hannah, trying to figure out if she looks anything like Tressa. By the time Tressa was a teenager her hair’d turned brown. But Hannah always stayed blond. Also she’s taller than Tressa. I think Hannah’s beautiful but not as beautiful as Tressa. If Tressa heard me say that, she’d laugh and call me a liar. Not many girls will admit to being pretty. Once I had a girlfriend named Kelly who admitted it. Hannah would have. But not Tressa.


*   *   *


After the wedding my dad and Hannah came back to Rabbitbrush. Hannah lasted six months. Then one morning she just took off. After my dad went to work she sat down at the kitchen table and wrote him a letter. She left it lying flat on the table and then drove the twins over to her parents’. Hannah told her mother she’d be gone awhile but she didn’t say how long. She didn’t say, Mom, I need to disappear for eight years. She just said, “I need a little time to myself,” then drove down the driveway and kept on driving.


I’m sorry, she wrote in the letter to my dad. I do love you. I just can’t do this right now.


Before the river I’d heard about that letter but I’d never seen it. Now I can look over Hannah’s shoulder while she’s writing it, and I can look over Dad’s shoulder while he’s reading it. There’s nothing in there about the twins so he figures she took them with her. I watch him drop his face into his hands. To me he looks like a kid, even though he’s older than I’ll ever get to be.


Dad looks too young to be anyone’s father. He looks too young to pour himself that glass of whiskey. After the first glass he starts drinking from the bottle. By the time Hannah’s mother calls to ask when they’ll pick up the girls he’s too drunk to go and get them. I can tell from the look on his face that he’s scared. Probably he thinks he’s way too young to be a father all by himself to two little girls who’re still in diapers.


And that’s where my mother comes in.
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TRESSA


I have an appointment to speak with Mr. Zack, the college adviser, which presents a problem. Luke’s mother is the guidance counselor, and her office sits in the same little block of offices by the principal, just a few doors down. Part of me wants to see Francine more than anything else in the world. She was always such a good listener. If I didn’t have to avoid her but could walk straight into her office, I would tell her about Carlo being sick and how worried I feel. But I know how much she hates seeing me, how the sight of my face is like a billy club at the back of her knees. By far the worst thing about school is the risk of inflicting myself on Francine, and that’s saying something. So much about school is awful.


For one thing, I don’t really know anyone. My class has graduated. And even if they hadn’t, I barely spent two years at Rabbitbrush High before Luke died, and I never got close to anyone else. All of Luke’s friends were also friends with his ex-girlfriend Kelly, so even if it hadn’t been for my social lameness, it would have been hard to break in.


“I don’t understand that,” Dr. Reisner said last summer in therapy. “Why couldn’t you make friends on your own?”


I tried to explain that I’d shown up at enough strange schools not knowing how to do the right things, and wearing the wrong clothes, and saying the wrong things. In a way it hurt most of all in Rabbitbrush, which was the one place in the world I should have belonged. But by the time I came back here to stay, I had never even owned a pair of mittens. I didn’t know how to ski, or snowboard, or ice-skate. I could try my best to learn but could never catch up to the kids who’d been doing those things since the age of three. I would always be clearly not a native. This is truer now than it has ever been, because everybody knows the whole story about Luke and me, and how everything that happened was all my fault.


It’s one thing to resign yourself to life, another thing to actually have to live it. With Carlo so sick, all I want to do is hold my breath until I can escape school at three thirty. I don’t want to have to sneak down the corridor to Mr. Zack’s office. Francine’s office door is propped open, and I wish I could make myself invisible for the millisecond it will take me to pass by it. Luckily, within a few feet of her door, I get the feeling her office is empty. I don’t glance sideways to confirm this. I just scoot past as quickly as possible, and land in the chair across from Mr. Zack with a sigh of relief. A too-loud sigh of relief, because Mr. Zack looks at me with an extra dose of concern, and I realize then that I should have knocked.


He doesn’t say anything about that, though, any more than he lets himself stare at my wrists, which are covered by the long sleeves of my cotton turtleneck sweater. Instead he goes right into talking about my academic situation. Last year I took three AP classes, and this year I am taking three more. Even though the school didn’t let me graduate, they are giving me credit for all the classes I took last year, so that when I finally get to college, I’ll be that much closer to my sophomore year.


“You can stick with your deference at CU,” Mr. Zack tells me, “but why not also do a couple more applications and see what happens? You might end up at a better school.”


“CU’s a good school,” I say, slumping in my chair across from him. I pull my turtleneck up over my chin. If I could, I’d wear it up to just below my eyes, my hair spilling down and covering the rest of my face. Hidden.


“It’s good enough,” he says. “But maybe you’d be happier at a small liberal arts school. Your grades and SATs are very strong. You won that photo competition last year. That’s something new for your application.”


I don’t say anything. Last year, when Luke and I were applying, it seemed so stupid that I had a stronger shot at more prestigious schools. Luke was better than me at almost everything. He was better at guitar, and sports, and making friends. Better at just generally living in the world, which is probably why he never bothered too much with schoolwork.


“That photography contest is coming up again,” Mr. Zack says. “Have you thought about entering?”


Last year I won that contest with a close-up of a mule deer munching on the blue mist spirea behind Paul’s house. I’d been going through a phase of just carrying the camera with me, and got a lot of great wildlife shots. Now the camera sits in my bedroom closet, on the top shelf, high enough so that I can’t see it when I open the door. Its battery has likely been dead for months. There’s nothing I want to record. But since saying all this would just alarm Mr. Zack, I tell him, “Sure, maybe I will.”


He goes on listing colleges. “Stanford is a long shot, but it wouldn’t hurt to try. Or Colorado College, if you want to stay in state.”


“Aren’t those superexpensive?” I ask. My inflection rejects the suggestion, even though just yesterday I got an e-mail from Isabelle Delisle—the only friend I managed to collect during all my mother’s years of wandering—who, coincidentally, told me that she planned on applying to these very schools.


Mr. Zack shifts his shoulders. In addition to his duties as college adviser, he coaches the ski and lacrosse teams—both of which Luke competed on. As I watch Mr. Zack gracefully tilt back in his chair, I think how he must miss Luke too, and I wonder if it’s hard for him to sit here talking to me. If it is, he does a good job covering it up—looking straight at me, his brows kind and quizzical, challenging my financial worries. In a town of modest incomes, my stepfather is known for his wealth. I consider pointing out that Paul is not my father. But of course Mr. Zack knows that, as well as he knows that my grandparents have kept themselves afloat for years on the money they made selling pieces of their land to the Nature Conservancy. They would gladly empty out their bank accounts and sell more acres to send me wherever I want to go.


“You could apply for a scholarship,” Mr. Zack says instead of pointing out those other options. “All I’m saying, Tressa, is that your grades are strong enough to get you into a competitive school. And you’ll have this whole extra year under your belt. Boulder is very big. You might find it more daunting than you realize. A person can get lost in a sea of faces.”


Without meaning to I close my eyes. It’s not that I want to go to Boulder. It’s that I really want to stay upstairs in my bedroom waiting for Luke. I can’t think about the future any more than the past. I don’t want either of them to exist.


“Tressa,” Mr. Zack says gently.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Zack,” I say, opening my eyes. “I’ll think about it; I will.”


He places his chair back on the floor and leans toward me. I can tell he doesn’t quite believe me, and I don’t know how to convince him of what’s not true. Sometimes I think the only thing that would make the adults in my life happy would be X-ray goggles. They could stare directly into my mind and see whatever thoughts would indicate progression, recovery, a rosy path ahead.


“Look, kiddo,” he says. “I know applications are a pain, but I also know it’ll be worth it. You let me know if you need any help. With anything.”


I stand up. Mr. Zack’s office has two doors, one that leads back out into the hallway. The other door goes through the faculty lounge, where students are not allowed. From there I could sneak into the hallway between the library and the gymnasium, avoiding Luke’s mother’s office.


“Mr. Zack,” I say. “Do you think it would be okay if I used this door?” I point to the one to the faculty lounge.


He pauses for a moment, and then glances at the other door, as if Francine might walk by and see him grant me permission to escape her. Then he nods, and tilts his head in the direction I requested.


“Thanks,” I say, and duck into the small, bright room. My sneakers squeak over the linoleum, and the smell of hours-old coffee hangs thickly in the air. Only one faculty member sits at one of the four large round tables—H. J. Burdick, the new English teacher. He started teaching here last year. H. J. is one of those natives I’m surrounded by. He graduated from Rabbitbrush High the same year as Jill and Katie. He lives next door to my grandparents, and his sister, Evie, and I played together once or twice when we were little.


He looks up from his book, Lord of the Flies. “Hey,” he says, blinking behind wire-rimmed glasses. I can’t tell if he recognizes me, not only because we’ve had so little contact but because he seems so distracted. His hair is shaggy, and there are stains from dry-erase markers all over his Polartec vest. As it happens, the Burdicks are the only family in town to boast a history more tragic and bizarre than my own, but you’d never know it from looking at H. J. His long legs, crossed under the cramped table, are way too casual and relaxed for a teacher.


By the time I say “Hi,” wondering if I’m supposed to call him Mr. Burdick, he has turned back to his book.


“I have to teach this fifth period,” he says, not looking up. “And I’ve never read it. Can you believe that?”


What I can’t believe is that he’d tell me. I stand there, blinking at him, and then say inanely, “Mr. Zack said I could use this exit.”


H. J. doesn’t blink or shrug, just keeps his eyes on the pages of his book and says, “Feel free.”


I hustle out of the lounge. The door closes behind me with a suctioned whoosh, and I have barely let out my breath in relief when I hear a passing student’s voice, light as trickling water, announcing that I’ve walked directly into what I meant to avoid: “Hi, Mrs. Kingsbury.”


My heart sinks. Francine still uses Paul’s last name, so to my own mother’s annoyance, there will always be this additional confusion between them—the two Mrs. Kingsburys. And of course it’s not my mother coming down the hall but Luke’s, and it’s too late to pretend I haven’t seen her. To make matters worse, the girl walking beside her is Kelly Boynton, who used to go out with Luke. Kelly and I seldom run into each other; someone must have planned our schedules very carefully, one of the benefits of this small-town school, everyone knowing our histories.


Kelly Boynton has short blond hair and wears long sleeves pulled down to her palms, like mine. Her eyes are red-rimmed, and she has her arm hooked through Francine’s, who listens intently as she speaks. I can’t make out Kelly’s words, but I can hear that her voice is laced with tears. The truth is, even before Luke died, I felt guilty around Kelly. Now that I know what it feels like to lose him—lose him for good—that guilt is magnified about a hundred times.


Francine listens to Kelly so gently, exactly the way I imagined her listening about Carlo. They haven’t seen me yet. For a moment I wish myself invisible; better yet, gone. Like the guy in that old Christmas movie who gets to see what his hometown would be like if he’d never been born at all. Only in my case, when I came back to see what became of Rabbitbrush without me, everything would be set right. Kelly would be walking down the hall with Luke’s arm around her, not crying but smiling. And Luke would be not a ghost at all, but equally happy beside her—alive.


All my life I thought of Luke as belonging to me. I always thought I was special because I’d known him so long. But now that I have the chance to think about it, I realize that Luke belonged to Rabbitbrush much more than he ever belonged to me. He went to preschool with these kids, and elementary school. They learned to ski together before Luke ever set eyes on me, when they were chubby little toddlers, bundled up and not using poles. While I was off with my mother, Luke was here. He belonged to everyone. More specifically than that, he belonged to Francine, and to Kelly, at least for a little while, before I showed up. Luke pretty much even stopped going to parties because I hated them, and I wanted him to myself. And now, beware of what you wish for. Nobody in the world can ever see him again, not even his mother, except for me.


Dr. Reisner used to tell me that guilt is a function of grief. “You’d feel guilty no matter how Luke died,” he said. “If he’d died in a plane crash, or from an illness, you would feel guilty. It’s one of the things we feel when someone we love, someone close to us, dies.”


But Luke didn’t die in a plane crash, or from an illness. As Kelly and Francine make their way toward me, I remember a conversation Francine and I had the first spring I came back for good, after one of my mother’s miscarriages. “You have to be very gentle with her,” Francine said, which surprised me, because I knew that she loathed my mother. “There’s not a worse loss. It doesn’t matter at what stage the loss occurs. Children are the only people who can’t be replaced. You can replace a spouse, or a lover, or a friend. You can even replace a mother if you do it early enough. But a child,” Francine said. “There’s no replacing a child. There’s no hope of recovery from that.”


Now here she comes, with no hope of recovery, walking down the hall from the library beside Luke’s old girlfriend. Francine is not a native of Rabbitbrush. She grew up on the Northern Cheyenne Indian Reservation in Birney, Montana, and came to Colorado when she won a scholarship to Fort Lewis College in Durango. Francine’s hair is thick and black like Luke’s, and today she wears it loose. It hangs straight, nearly to her waist. Since last spring the strands of gray have multiplied.


Francine sees me. I can tell by the way her neck stiffens. Should I speak? Smile? Certainly I shouldn’t smile; she needs to see that I’m miserable. It’s only fair that she gets to think of me as incapable of experiencing any kind of happiness or peace ever again.


Kelly’s eyes flitter and land on me. She looks stricken. Francine tightens her grip on Kelly and positions herself more firmly between us, not looking my way even for a second. I can read the avoidance in every muscle of her body. Her eyes don’t move or even blink, they stay so intent on looking at Kelly instead of me. Francine’s eyes are Luke’s in their shape and their dark, dark color. If I hadn’t seen him so recently, if I didn’t feel sure I would see him again soon, those eyes alone would have struck me to the floor.


I lift up my hand and waggle my fingers in the barest, lamest wave. Francine must see it from the corner of her eye; I see her flinch at the shoulders, as if I have prodded her with something electric. I want to whisper, I’m sorry. I always want to whisper, I’m sorry. I wish I could do something for her, and the only thing I can think of is to not say anything, and obey the distance she imposes.


The air between her shoulder and mine is full and terrible as our bodies pass. Francine’s hand twitches, like she’s resisting the reflex to wave back to me, and somehow in that moment I realize she must know it’s me who’s been leaving the tansy asters. The picture in my mind changes. I see her arrive home every day to find those flowers and to her they’re like a bitter practical joke, asking for something she can’t possibly be expected to give.


*   *   *


When school lets out, the sun is shining, and I decide to walk to my grandparents’ house instead of taking the bus to Paul’s. It’s a long walk, but I have my hiking boots on. It’s been more depressing than ever, riding the bus, now that Carlo is too sick to wait for me at the bottom of the hill. Yesterday my mother and I took him to the vet to have the excess fluid drained again. Dr. Hill talked me into letting him stay the night. I hope that Grandma or Grandpa can drive me over there to get him—Mom and Paul are going for an ultrasound in Durango and won’t be home till late.
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