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Chapter 1

There aren’t many people who know my real name.

But he does.

As I start to draw the big fancy loop of the S in my signature, I can see that he’s staring at me. Lawyer looks up, maybe because I have suddenly stopped writing.

“Problem?” She asks, wiggling a pen between her fingers, back and forth like a synchronized seesaw.

He looks down, but I can still sense his impatience. I can feel it crawling across the table, poking me in the ribs, and I shift like I am trying to avoid being hit by a dodge ball. He never looks up, never checks on me, and it is at that moment I feel the first twinge. I hold the pen for a few more minutes and Lawyer busies herself with something as the sound of shuffling papers echoes throughout the room.

Windows that extend from the floor to the ceiling surround the office and I wonder whether anyone has ever sat in my chair and contemplated jumping. I imagine the initial crash through the glass and then the few minutes of freefall. Lawyer clears her throat, bringing me back to the room, and the man tapping his fingers on the table, waiting for me to sign the papers that will allow him a similar freedom.

Tap. 

Everything is quiet except for that sound, suddenly magnified in my ear.

Tap. Tap.

I work on the lower case a and then the l. When my mother is angry with me, she stumbles across that letter, making it sound like Solomon. A king, known for his wisdom who later betrays his people. A solo man. Maybe that is what she should have named me instead. I stop, and this time Lawyer looks at me funny and I decide that I hate her, which maybe she knows, because just then she stands up and walks into the hallway. Now he looks smaller, shrinking as if, without her by his side, he cannot hold his shape.

I click the top of the pen repeatedly, and then because the ticking noise makes him shift in his seat, I click more. Lawyer returns with a bottle of water and places it down on the table. I lower my head, and when I look through it, everything appears distorted. He has gone back to tapping and I go back to working on my signature. Perfecting every curve of every letter making sure that my name is written with clarity and strength, maybe as if someone else has written it. I can tell they want me to finish and to stop stretching things out, but I finally have his attention.

And I like it.

I wish my name had more letters in it, I wish I could go on writing it forever, but I cannot, and before I am ready, before I want it to end, it does and we are finished.

Fractured.

As we stand to leave, he smiles perhaps in gratitude or relief, but I am not sure which because just then I push myself away from the table. I need to get out, to run from this room and get as far away as I can.

Part of me wishes he was following, but the rest of me knows that he isn’t and that he never will again. Streets and faces and honking cars blur together until I stop running and realize that I am sitting on a park bench, the tears rolling down my cheeks like a toddler who has just dropped her lollipop on the ground. I cry harder, as if somehow that will make everything go back to the way it was but it is at that moment that I am suddenly overcome by the realization that nothing will ever be the same again.

Because I have allowed him to destroy me.

To break me.

As the shaking intensifies, I am overwhelmed by how damaged I have become. I try to take deeper breathes to calm myself. I probably look as though I am hyperventilating but there is no one around to witness my breakdown. The panic starts to recede but returns with a vengeance when I suddenly realize I can feel myself collapsing and literally crumbling away.

Because I am.

I look down at my hand. My fingertips have started to disintegrate, to slowly but undeniably disappear. I tell myself I must just be in shock and try to ignore the sensation of watching myself slip away. It’s as though, instead of cells, I am made up of hundreds of little mosaic squares that begin to topple in onto themselves, and when I look down at my lap, I realize my hand has completely vanished. I know I should feel terror but all I can feel is relief. And then, because I can’t make it stop, I don’t. I softly tilt my head backward so that I can more comfortably fall into the act of disappearing, and then I take a deep breath and close my eyes because I know.

There is no turning back.





Chapter 2

When I opened my eyes, there was blackness.

Before I could determine if it was real, it vanished like a cube of sugar in a hot cup of tea and then I was surrounded.

By light.

As things cleared and I looked down, I saw that my knees were slightly bent like I had jumped from somewhere.

I was clutching a book to my chest.

I was standing beside the shore of a lake.

Next to a man who felt strangely familiar and yet completely unrecognizable. I tried to rewind my brain, to grasp the thread of memory that teased like a tickle, but it was too slippery, and when I reached out, it disappeared like a wisp of smoke and then I was left with nothing.

Nothing from before.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t remember back or then or since—all I could see was now.

The man beside me was poking with furious intent at something protruding from between the dried brown weeds. Morning light glistened across the water as he plunged the branch he was holding into the sludge, scraping away at the debris, trying to set free the thing that was trapped. A bit of mud gave way and when I looked down I could see what I thought was the neck of a swan, curved like the arc of a question mark.

Maybe it was the result of what I had just experienced, or maybe it was simply the idea of a bird forever trapped never to take flight again that shook me from within, but I suddenly lost my footing. He put out his hand to steady me and left it there even after I was no longer in danger of falling.

And we stayed that way, connected.

Attached.

Because all my memories had vanished, the only thing I could rely on was my intuition, which told me without a doubt that I had been here previously, beside this lake in this moment with this man. I looked at him again and realized that his face was so familiar, I could trace the curve of his profile with my eyes closed. Even though I knew we were strangers, there was no question in my mind that I knew him.

Intimately.

He gasped, this time as if he was in pain, and when I looked down I saw that he had managed to dislodge the thing further, and it was clear that it was not a bird. Even though it was still covered in leaves and dirt, there was no mistaking what it really was.

A bone.

When he spoke, his voice was soft, almost like he wasn’t speaking at all. “I think it’s human.” Then he turned and vomited into the leaves at his feet.

When he finally looked at me, I felt a flood of heat that ended abruptly when I saw the woman.

She was walking down the path with a child strapped to her in one of those knapsacks. She was singing softly into the baby’s ear, and the delicate way her hand cupped his little egg-shaped head filled my heart with the most excruciating ache. She smiled at me and instantly I knew.

I had to run.

I let go of his hand, surprised at how easily he let me slip from his grip. I raced past him, past the swan that wasn’t, past the lake and the leaves and the birds. I ran out of the park as fast as I could until I was panting, each breath stinging more than the last, making my chest feel so tight I thought it might actually be my heart breaking into a thousand different pieces.

And then I ran faster.

Sometimes you end up where you should only because you have let go of where that is supposed to be. When I finally stopped running, I was standing in front of an apartment building, and I wondered if the amnesia was starting to lift because the building I was standing in front of felt compellingly familiar.

I’m not sure how it was that I knew this was where I lived.

The key in my pocket slipped effortlessly into the door.

“You okay?” She pointed to a hole in my pants. I must have fallen without even knowing, but I was too busy staring at the coffee table in front of her to answer. It was covered in red lipstick prints of her lips. “I was doing an art project with the kids. Folded butterflies and I thought lips would be cool too. A more interesting way of signing my name than just Susan.”

Of course, her name was Susan, and she was an art teacher at an elementary school and she was my roommate. Maybe it was just a question of time? Maybe if I started to calm down, the effects of my blackout would pass and I would start to remember. Like my name? How could I not remember my name? I could have asked Susan, but something told me that she was not someone I could trust, and since all I had to go by was intuition, I decided to listen.

“You sure you’re okay, Sam?”

“I’m fine.”

Susan shrugged and went back to mashing her lips down onto the paper napkins. The light was on in the room nearest to where she was sitting so I guessed the other one belonged to me. The door stuck as I pushed against it, and when I nudged harder I heard something topple over. There were towers of magazines everywhere, some piled so high they were careening into walls and taking up every inch of free space in the room.

I pushed a pile off my bed and sat down to think. She had called me Sam. Was it short for Samantha? No, that wasn’t my name. I closed my eyes and thought harder and then it came to me: it was the lie I told people when I didn’t trust them with the truth. There are some things that even memory loss could not erase.

My name was Salmon, and my mother named me that because salmon always knew how to find their way home and she never wanted me to get lost.

How ironic.

I walked over to the desk, which was sloped like the kind an artist would have. There was a half-finished collage of The Birth of Venus made with what looked like magazine ads cut up into hundreds of tiny mosaic squares. I lifted it up to the light, which made it seem as though Venus’s head was tilted to one side and, even though I knew it wasn’t possible, it felt like she was disappointed in me. I put the collage back down next to an envelope that was stamped and sealed and addressed to a law school in New York, and because it looked important, I folded it in half and slipped it into my pocket.

“Forgot to tell you.” Susan was standing at the door of my bedroom. “Your mother called. She said not to be late.”

I nodded because I knew I couldn’t ask more, and when she looked at me strangely I knew I made the right choice. I didn’t know why, but she made me uncomfortable and I wanted her to get out of my room. She wasn’t very good at reading my mind; instead of leaving, she took two steps forward. “Nice.” She was pointing to Venus.

The line between where I had come from and where I was now started to blur, and I fell backward against the bed. I knew that I didn’t want to share my Venus with her. I didn’t want to share anything with her.

It took everything I had to smile because I thought it might get her to leave, which it finally did, and once she was gone, I propped Venus up on my desk and admired her. Had she actually come from somewhere inside me? Was this who I was? Someone who had the talent to make something so perfect? I couldn’t stop looking at the way the shapes worked together to create movement and how angelic she appeared and how, if I squinted and turned my head just the right way, it almost seemed like she was smiling at me, like she was welcoming me back.

Like she was forgiving me.

I put on my jacket and walked out of my apartment building. I could feel the panic welling up inside me and I felt lost and alone. I forced myself to take in a few deep breaths, and then I closed my eyes. Once it was quiet, I could picture it.

My mother’s house.

Maybe the first things to come back would be the important ones and the little things would come later. The house my mother lived in was pale blue with black shutters. Even though I couldn’t remember the others we had lived in, I did remember that the one thing they all had in common was that every one of them had a white picket fence. If there was no fence, she would save up her money and have one installed. If it was not white, as soon as we got our things settled, she would go to the hardware store to buy paint.

White.

Always white.

This house was no different. The fence was so bright it hurt to look at, and as I ran my hand along the sharp points of the pickets, I was comforted by the fact that remembering this detail had to be a sign that I was getting back to normal. The front door was open, so I let myself in, and when she came out of the kitchen, she had a dishtowel in her hand.

“Finish up. I am going to take a shower.” She sounded breathless, as though she was flustered. But I knew, just by looking at her, she never was.

The kitchen was painted yellow and filled with light. A drawing hanging on the wall triggered another memory: when I was little, my favorite things to draw were flowers, which my mother insisted on framing. She put them up and took them down every time we moved. Hanging on the wall now were daisies, drawn with thick black lines that gave no hint of texture or depth or perspective.

When I was in high school, other girls would talk about going to parties and I would listen to them whisper in the gym locker room the next day about how they had gotten so drunk they couldn’t remember a thing from the night before. Which is exactly how I felt now. Whatever had happened to me, whatever was in control, was parsing out my memories as it pleased. Every time one would come, it was just enough to keep me from becoming completely unglued but nowhere near what I needed to answer my questions. I finished washing the bowls in the sink just as she walked back into the kitchen.

She came close and kissed my cheek and I got a whiff of her shampoo. “Trying out a new recipe.” She opened the oven door and pulled out a pie with a perfectly peaked topping. “Have to let it cool.”

We sat down and she placed a salad and a piece of grilled chicken in front of me, and I dipped cucumber into the dressing that had pooled at the bottom of the plate. She looked at me for a moment longer than was comfortable so I looked away.

She unfolded her napkin, positioning it gently onto her lap. “I had some interest in the Larson house. I knew it would go quickly.”

My mother sold houses. I remembered now. She did it better than anyone else in her office. She did it better than anyone else period. And she was proud of it.

“How’s work?” She poured herself a glass of wine. “It was really nice of Randy to give you that job and Anne Marie is such a doll.”

I nodded. I would have to see if I could find a paystub in my room to figure out the address of where I apparently worked. “How was your day, Mom?”

She was looking at me funny again.

“I already told you about the Larson house. Is everything okay, Salmon?”

I flinched for a minute. It was my opening, my opportunity to tell my mother what was going on. Maybe she knew something that would help me understand.

“Where was I yesterday?”

“At work, silly. Where else would you be?”

The bottle of wine on the table was empty, and she walked over to the cabinet to find another.

I stumbled over my words like I was hitting large pieces of furniture in the dark. “Do you know if something happened to me?”

“Something happened? What happened?” Her intense stare made the breath catch in my chest, and I suddenly understood that even if I told her the truth, she wouldn’t believe me. She would think I was crazy and somewhere deep inside I knew that was not something I could bear. I felt a familiar sense of defeat rise in my throat. “Nothing happened.”

She looked at me a few seconds longer, her lip twitching like she was calculating a math problem in her head, but then went back to her salad seemingly convinced, and I went back to mine as well. I didn’t want her to see the truth in my eyes.

“Did you send in the down payment for school?”

That must have been what was inside the envelope. I stopped eating and dug it out of my pocket and handed it to her like a kindergartner bringing her first report card home.

“Why didn’t you mail it like I told you? Never mind, I’ll just do it.” She caught me eyeing the pie. “Sam, honey, one day you are going to pay for that sweet tooth.” She smiled and brought it to the table. The topping had silky, sugary peaks that looked like caramel-colored hilltops. As she cut me a slice, all I could think of was losing myself inside the cloudy softness of that sweet puffy goodness.

“I’ll mail it tonight. I promise.” I greedily stuffed the pie into my mouth, more hungry for the comfort than the taste, and only slowed down when I looked up and realized she was watching me. I shoved the envelope back into my pocket and she nodded, pleased.

She picked up her plate and walked to the sink and I followed. She washed and I dried, and as the water hummed from the tap, we slipped into a routine that felt so natural I realized it was something we must have done often. Except that someone was missing.

My father.

I closed my eyes and waited until I could see him. He used to be here with us. It was the three of us until something happened.

Until she threw him out.

I tried to push down the salad that suddenly came up in my throat along with the feeling of uneasiness that I was somehow to blame. She ran the water so hot that steam floated up from the basin like clouds. I watched as she scrubbed, round and round, and then I waited until she handed me a dish.

“How is Dad?” There, I said it.

She turned and looked at me. “You mean Brian.”

It sounded strange, but she was right, I always called my father by his first name.

“He’s fine.”

The strings of her apron were tied so perfectly they reminded me of a bow on a present. I could tell she didn’t want to talk anymore because of the way her shoulders crept up toward the tips of her earlobes. She continued handing me dishes and we returned to our predictable rhythm. I was back within the cover of familiarity, back where I had stood after so many meals when nothing could ever harm me because I was with her.

Back to being safe.

It was at that moment that I decided that what I thought had happened to me earlier in the park simply couldn’t have. I couldn’t have been with a stranger who felt intimately familiar even though I had never laid eyes on him before or watched him unearth part of someone’s decomposing body. My mother was always accusing me of having an overactive imagination and this was just another example.

Relief washed over me, and I was thankful that I had decided not to share this with her. I was more convinced than ever that it all must have been just a figment of my imagination. I still felt disoriented but maybe I was coming down with something. I had once seen a television program about people who got high fevers that led them to hallucinate. I was sure I would be back to normal after a good night’s sleep. I forced myself to stop thinking about it and to trust that as time passed the details would fade and then everything would return to normal.

Because it had to.

It took a few minutes for me to realize that there was another voice in the room that belonged to neither of us. It was coming from the small black radio she had on the counter. A male newscaster with a deep booming voice and perfect articulation was speaking: “The police have uncovered what appears to be human remains along the banks of Daphne Lake and it could be weeks or even months before the coroner’s office will be able to provide any more information. In the meantime, they are checking surrounding communities for missing person reports and asking anyone with information to call them.”

My mother and I were no longer in sync, and I dropped a dish, which shattered into three sharp pieces and took my breath away.

“You’re not yourself tonight, Salmon.”

I was on my knees collecting the stray shards of china.

She stared at me for another minute, and I was grateful that my memories were so spotty, because at that moment I had the feeling that if she wanted, she could see right through me.

“Take the pie with you,” she said and kissed my forehead.

I walked home.

The air was fresh and cool and I needed to fill my lungs with it to remind myself that I was real. The pie was heavy, and I shifted it from one hand to the other, which probably made me look even more unbalanced than I felt.

When I walked in, Susan was watching television. When she saw what I was carrying, she smiled. Before I could react, she jumped off the couch and removed the pie from my hand. I watched as she dipped the tip of her pinky finger into the topping and stuck it into her mouth. She made a loud sucking noise and then decided that she needed something more effective. As I left to go into my room, I could hear her rattling through a drawer looking for a spoon, and I didn’t care because I just wanted to get away.

Venus was staring at me when I came in. I turned her so she faced the wall. It was just all too much, too loud, for one day. I didn’t even take my clothes off, just laid my head down on the cover of one of the magazines, which felt soothingly cool on my hot skin. When I finally closed my eyes, I dreamt of Venus standing upright in her clamshell, her leg curved and graceful like the majestic neck of a swan.





Chapter 3

If I had hoped I would wake in the morning to the discovery of my lost memories, I was disappointed. I felt as disoriented as I had been the night before about whom or where I was. I tried looking for clues by rummaging through my things and found a stack of photos held together with a rubber band in my nightstand.

Me and my mother, smiling.

The second one in the pile was of me and a man with a beard the same color as my hair with his arm draped over my shoulders.

It took a few minutes of staring at his face and even then, I was just making a guess.

My father.

I put the stack of photos under my pillow.

Maybe I needed to see a doctor.

But it was too much to think about now, and I decided if I just went about my routine, my memories would return by themselves. I continued digging through my things and found an old pay stub crumpled up and stuffed into a corner of my sock drawer. I would go to work today because it was very likely what I did the day before and the day before that and the only way to return to normalcy was to force myself back into my presumably quiet and ordinary life.

It turned out that I worked as a receptionist for a property management company in the basement of a large office building. Because there were no windows, the space was flooded with the unnatural blue glow of fluorescent light that made everything feel cold even though the air conditioning was broken.

My coworker, Anne Marie, seemed much more interested in talking to our boss, Randy, than talking to me. There were donuts in the break room, which were possibly meant to celebrate my last day at the office but no one said anything directly to me, and I couldn’t help but notice that she kept rubbing up against him and coming in close to wipe the crumbs from his mouth. Even more glaringly obvious was the wedding band she wore around her finger.

That afternoon, I watched as she slipped into Randy’s office and closed the door. They were so brazen that I could hear the desk thumping up against the wall, so I finally went to the bathroom to escape. When I came back, a man was standing in the reception area, shifting awkwardly from one foot to the other, but I recognized him from the framed picture Anne Marie had on her desk.

“Is Annie around? I thought I’d surprise her.”

The way he said her name made her sound sweet, like she baked cookies and lived on a farm. I stared at him for too long. He cleared his throat to let me know he was waiting for me to go find his wife.

“Do you want something to drink?”

“I’m good.”

My first instinct was to come up with a lie to cover for Anne Marie, but then something stopped me.

“Have a seat. I’ll find her.”

He ran his hands down his dungarees before he sat. They were covered in grease, and I guessed he was some kind of mechanic. He was too big for the couch and it sunk as he leaned into it.

I walked past my desk and then across to Randy’s office. I knocked softly before I opened the door. Randy’s pants were down around his knees and Anne Marie was bent over his desk with her skirt hiked up around her waist. Her hair had slipped from its bun and he held fistfuls in each hand like the reins of a horse. Her neck was arched from the strain of his pull and her breasts bounced up and down from the force of his thrusts. When he saw me standing in the doorway, he pushed her away and drew up his pants.

“Fuck, Salmon, can’t you knock?” She sounded irritated, like I was the little sister barging in on her date. As she turned toward me, she picked up a file from the desk to cover herself.

“Your husband is here.”

Her face paled and the file dropped from her hand, sending pink requisite slips to the floor. She stood motionless until Randy threw her a shirt.

“Tell him I went to lunch.” She got a compact from her purse and began dabbing at her face. “Tell him I went to lunch.” She repeated.

Randy was sitting at his desk staring at his computer screen as though there was something terribly urgent that needed his attention. He didn’t look at either of us.

“You tell him,” I said. “That’s the least you owe him.” I closed the door behind me and walked away.

I went back to my desk, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw Anne Marie come out with her hair still disheveled and her blouse half tucked in. I could feel what was about to happen like I was watching a movie in slow motion. I could imagine her husband’s cries, broken and raw, and the way he would be holding his hands to his face unsure if the tears would ever stop or if the pain would ever end. He would be struggling to catch his breath, feeling his insides collapse onto themselves as he tried to comprehend how the person he loved most in the world could suddenly just stop loving him.

I don’t know how it was that I could understand his pain so well, but I could.

She was walking down the hall, getting closer, but he still couldn’t see her, and the next thing I knew I was standing in front of him, blocking him.

Shielding him.

“I can’t seem to find her. She must have already left for lunch.”

He hesitated for a moment, but I could see he wanted to believe me and then just like that he did.

“Could you tell her I stopped by?” He twisted his baseball cap in his hands, which for some reason made him seem even more vulnerable. “I’m Jimmy.”

I nodded.

As soon as he left, she came out from the hallway, slipping on her shoe. “Thanks.”

I didn’t respond because she wouldn’t have understood that I didn’t do it for her. I knew somewhere deep inside that this was my way of making amends for something even if I didn’t understand what. I knew that she would never understand that what I had done was not at all for her and maybe just a little for Jimmy.

But mostly for me.

I walked back to my apartment with the few things I decided probably belonged to me sliding around in a cardboard box. There was a book about New York City, a bunch of colored markers, and package of bright purple Post-its that I took just because I liked the color. Susan wasn’t home, so I walked over to the fridge, but before I could get anything to eat, someone knocked on the door. When I opened it, I found the man with the beard the same color as my hair smiling back at me. “Fishhhh,” he whispered and kissed me hello.

I didn’t move.

“Hi, Brian. Thanks for coming over to help me pack,” he said in an overly dramatic feminine voice and a sad attempt at mimicking mine.

I wondered why I called him Brian instead of Dad. Was it because that’s what my mother called him, or was it just because that’s what I had always called him and no one ever corrected me?

He walked into my room and I followed. “Guess we should get started.” He found a box and went to work loading my things into it. I stood there for a few minutes until he nudged some things into my hand, and then I got to work too, losing myself in the physicality of the task, my mind finally quieting to the music of ripping duct tape. It was warm in the apartment, and soon two half-moons formed beneath the armpits of his shirt.

“We make a good team.” When he laughed, his face lit up. He walked over to my dresser and picked up something. “Remember this?”

He was holding a book in the air. “Remember how we rode our bikes to the library every Saturday and took out the same art book every single time? You would stare at those mosaics for hours like they held some magical secrets. Remember I finally bought you a copy for your birthday?”

It was the first time I felt the loss of my memory so profoundly it took my breath away. How could I not remember something so important? How much more was there that I had forgotten?

“That’s coming with me.” I packed it in the bag I planned to bring in the car.

“And what about these?” He motioned toward my stacks of magazines and then shook his head. “I shouldn’t have asked.” He got out a cone of twine and went to work stacking and tying them into bundles.

It seemed to get warmer the harder we worked, so I turned on the fan and left my bedroom door open. When I looked up, Susan was standing in the doorway even though I hadn’t heard her come home. She was staring at Brian and very slowly licking her bottom lip. She was wearing a jogging bra with the price tag still dangling from the corner. I watched as she came in and positioned herself in the seat closest to him. “Need any help?”

Brian must not have noticed her either, because when he saw her sitting there, he seemed surprised. “I think we’re good.”

More lip licking before she stretched out her perfectly bronzed legs and then pointed her toes. “You’re sure?” She wiggled in the chair, and I could swear I saw her push her shorts just a bit further down her hips.

“I think we have this covered.” Brian wasn’t even looking at her.

She shrugged then stood, but before she left, she ran her finger along the edge of the art desk. “You can have this, Salmon. Consider it my going-away gift.”

“I don’t want it.”

The determination in my voice startled us both. I didn’t know why, but I knew more than anything that I didn’t want that desk. “You keep it.”

She rolled her eyes like she didn’t understand and couldn’t be bothered to try, and when neither of us paid her any more attention, she finally walked out. Even though it was warm, I closed the door behind her.

Brian was holding some twine in his mouth. “She’s quite a number.” He grabbed another handful of magazines. “Something going on between you two?”

Of all the people in my life somehow, I knew he was the one I could trust. He was different than my mother, and maybe I should have told him what was happening to me, but if I did, it would make it real, and part of me wanted it to believe if I didn’t talk about it maybe it would just disappear as mysteriously as it arrived. I looked at him for a moment, still uncertain. Before I could find the courage to speak he did.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” I put my hands in front of the fan, feeling the warm air blow between the V’s of my fingers, grateful for the reprieve and vowing that I would answer whatever he asked as honestly as I could.

“Do you want to go to law school? I mean, really want it?”

He was looking at me with such sincerity that I had to look away.

He moved in front of the fan so that he was facing me. “Because it’s important, Sam, that you know who you are and what you want. It’s really important. Do you understand?”

How was it that he knew me so well, but still not at all? There was so much I wanted to tell him, but when I looked more closely at him, I saw the pain and anguish in his eyes. And even though I had no idea why, somewhere deep inside I knew I was the cause. Something I had done before had hurt him, and I couldn’t bring myself to do it again no matter how much relief it might provide. Maybe losing my memory was punishment. Maybe I’d gotten exactly what I deserved. So, I said nothing and just nodded, even though I had just promised myself I was going to be truthful. He looked like he wanted to say more, but then he picked up the twine and went back to stacking magazines and I went back to feeling hopeless and utterly alone.

That night after he left, I sat in my room.

I was restless, unsettled, and I couldn’t find a sense of peace, so I picked up Venus and then I flipped through the art book my father had given me. He was right; the mosaics did feel magical. I found a magazine on my nightstand and began to rip out pages, cutting strips of rectangles and triangles, first stacking and then layering them on top of each other, and before I knew it, paper and glue danced between my fingers and shiny advertisements of cars and buildings effortlessly transformed into the mesmerizing blues and silvers of the ocean. I shifted the pieces downward and back up again, searching for position, and as my fingers flew across the page, I could feel myself slowly disappearing inside the movement of shape and form and color.

It happened in that moment of perfection, when every piece had fallen into place and all things were precisely where they were meant to be. It happened inside that tiny space between a breath and an exhale, so raw and genuine that I knew without a doubt that what I was about to witness would change me forever.

At first, the edges blended together softly like the blocks of color I had just held in my hands. But then as my vision sharpened and things came into view, it was as if I was watching myself in a movie. I was wearing black rain boots and could hear the branches crunching beneath my feet. I was making my way toward the lake, holding a sketchbook close to my chest, and I was there to look at the water for inspiration for the collage I was working on.

It all felt eerily familiar.

Had I been in this moment once before? I looked up and saw the same man I had seen before, poking at the same spot along the banks of the lake. I continued to watch, realizing that I knew exactly what he was going to find. I stared at him for a few minutes, wondering if maybe I knew him from somewhere and that would explain it. But no, even though I had come to Daphne Lake often, I had never seen him before. Not even among the groups of Frisbee players I had to dodge past when I walked along the grass.

He was tall with broad shoulders, and when he looked back, I saw that he was probably in his twenties like me. As he continued to dig, his intensity drew me in and I lost my footing and then just as he had the first time (or was it the last time?), or maybe we had never even met before, he reached out to steady me.

“You okay?”

I nodded, and he went back to prodding the thing that I knew was not a bird with his stick. How could it be that I knew what was going to happen before it did? How could I have gone from someone who remembered nothing to someone who could see what was going to happen next? I was like a rat in a maze that had been dropped back at the starting gate to redo the race. I closed my eyes, letting the images wash over me, lifting through me, and soon it felt like I was living it and it became real and stopped feeling like a movie.

He was still holding my hand, maybe because he forgot to let me go or because he was too focused on what he was doing. From my vantage point, I had a good view of his profile and I liked the dramatic way his brow framed his face. He dug for a few more minutes, and when he realized what he had unearthed, he gasped. He turned and vomited in the reeds behind us.

As if on cue, the woman with the baby strapped to her chest came down the path, but this time when I saw her I felt nothing like I did before, so instead of letting go of his hand, instead of running away, I stayed where I was. It was then that I sensed it, real and profound and raw—a feeling of despair so thick and biting it was almost like I couldn’t breathe, and something inside told me I had to stay, so I buried my face into his jacket and closed my eyes.

I didn’t understand the significance of the choice I made to remain by his side instead of running away. At least, not at the time. All I knew was that he was in anguish and he needed me and that felt more important than anything else.

He didn’t push me away, so I held on even tighter. I don’t know how long we stayed that way, braided together in that strangely intimate bond, but after a while I could hear talking around me. As it got louder and more heated, I realized someone must have called the police because now they were there, and when I opened my eyes and looked down, I saw that we were still holding hands. It wasn’t until the officer began asking questions that we broke apart, but we were still so close that our shoulders touched.

“Which one of you was here first? Did you move anything? How often do you come here?” The officer had his hand on his gun belt, shifting sideways every few seconds as though to balance himself.

The man did most of the talking while I clutched my sketchbook to my chest. After a few more questions back and forth, the officer gave us information on how to contact him and the man started to walk away and I followed.

We still hadn’t spoken, but I followed him into a bakery at the end of the block, and when he sat down at a table, he motioned for me to sit. He ordered his coffee black and wrapped his fingers around the cup, blowing tiny bubbles across the surface. I got a Coke and we stared at each other, drinking in silence until finally he extended his hand.

“Sol.” The way he said it made it sound like Soul.

His hand felt unnaturally warm from the coffee mug he had been holding. “Sam.”

He took another sip. “Short for?”

His jawline was so chiseled it was almost like he was carved from marble. It occurred to me that he was handsome, maybe even striking, and even more so when he smiled because it made the black stubble around his chin soften. I was supposed to meet my mother for dinner soon. I dug my phone out of my pocket and texted something along the lines of how I couldn’t come because I wasn’t feeling myself, which I decided was partially true. He waited for me to finish before pointing to the sketchbook I had placed on the table.

“What’s that book you’ve got?”

“It’s nothing.” I pulled it in closer. “Just some ideas.”

“Can I see?”

“I should get going.”

He seemed to hesitate for a moment, like he wanted to ask more, but then he threw a few crumpled bills onto the table. “Give me your contact information, you know, in case the police need us for something.”

I scribbled my name and phone number and email address onto a napkin and handed it to him.

“Ever going to tell me what it’s short for?”

“My dad wanted a boy.” I had told the lie so many times it almost sounded true and my answer seemed to satisfy him. We stood and walked out of the shop, but then he stopped.

“I don’t want to go home yet.”

There was something about him, maybe the way he looked at me like he wasn’t ready for me to leave either, that made me want to stay. As we walked, I tried matching my step to his, but his legs were longer than mine and it took some work before we were moving in the same rhythm.

“At the lake, you seemed to be looking for something,” I said, breaking the silence that almost felt like a pact.

He shrugged but then he quickened his pace and I missed a step, throwing off the dance I was sure he had no idea we were performing.

“I’m always looking for something.” He was smiling as he said it, which didn’t match the sadness in his voice.

We didn’t talk much after that. Just kept walking until we reached a row of shops. I watched our reflection in the storefront windows and thought about the way we fit. He was tall, maybe even too tall for me, and every time I spoke, he had to stoop down to hear me. Which he did every single time.

“What do you do for work?” he asked.

“I’m a receptionist in a property management office. You?”

“My father owns the Ice Cream Man shop. I work there.”

I had been inside the store before. It was bright and decorated with pink and brown polka dots and I couldn’t picture him working there. “Do you like it?”

He didn’t answer so we just kept walking. He seemed distracted, and I wanted his attention, which is probably why it flew out of my mouth. “I’m going to be starting law school.”

Again, he didn’t answer, so I wasn’t sure he’d even heard me.

“In New York.”

Something about the way he moved changed, and suddenly I found it difficult to match his steps.

We said our goodbyes, and that night when I got home, I felt like I was walking on air. The next morning, the first thing I thought about was how his jacket smelled when I buried my face into it and I imagined how his stubble would be feel against my skin.

I didn’t hear the knock on the door and jumped when Susan walked in.

“Forgot to tell you. Someone called. Sal?”

“Sol.”

“He said to meet him at ten. Said you’d know where.”

She closed the door behind her.

He didn’t need to tell me where to meet him because of course I already knew. The area by the lake where we first met was cordoned off by yellow tape, so I sat on a bench on the other side and waited. Dew had formed along the seat, and I could feel it seeping in through my pants, but I didn’t care because I liked the shocking feeling of the cold. Birds were chirping, but other than that, the air was still. I heard a crackling sound behind me and then he was there.

“Cold?”

I shook my head, but he untied the sweatshirt from around his waist and handed it to me anyway. There was a camera hanging from his neck and he unscrewed the cap from the lens.

“Is that why you came here the other day? To take pictures?”

He got that sad expression I had seen before but didn’t answer, and when he began to walk away, I followed. Whenever he saw something that interested him, he would stand high above it and zoom in to shoot.

“That’s kind of a weird way to take pictures.”

He shrugged. “I like to see what things look like from high above.”

“Like you are flying?”

He didn’t answer.

“Let’s see what’s up there.” I motioned toward a dirt path through the trees that veered off the paved walkway. Sunlight filtered through the branches like a million shiny tightropes. I moved my hands back and forth, slicing through the golden lines. Then I heard the click click click of his camera, and when I turned I saw that he was pointing it at me.

“What are you doing?” I turned away and tried to hide behind one of the trees.

“Your hair. It’s beautiful.”

My hair. Was not. Beautiful. It was thick and orange and suited my name perfectly because it was the exact color of the flesh of the fish.

“Do you ever take it out of that ponytail?”

“No.”

“That’s a shame because it really is beautiful.”

Click. Click. Click. 

A butterfly landed on a tree stump and caught his attention. He hovered over it and then turned the camera sideways as it flew away, and as I watched him, I couldn’t help but remember what he had told me.

About always looking for something.

“Do you like working at the shop?”

He smiled the smile I had come to realize didn’t necessarily mean he was happy. “I’ve always known that’s what I would end up doing. It’s what was expected of me.”

“Why?”

“For the same reason you are going to become a lawyer.”

Maybe it was the moment, or the way the sunlight hit the top of his head making him look like a fallen angel, but I felt like I could trust him, and for the first time, I said the words out loud.

“I don’t want to be a lawyer.”

He nodded like it was obvious, then ran his fingers along the length of the camera strap. “What is it you want then?”

Such a simple question and one I had no idea how to answer. I bit my lip because of how raw I suddenly felt. I wanted to be truthful and tell him about Rome and my dream to see the mosaics from the art books in real life, but somehow it felt silly, and he was special. I knew if he laughed it would break something inside of me, so I said nothing.

“What is it that you want?” I asked, buying myself some more time. The insects flying through the air sparkled like glitter, and as we walked further down the path, my heart quickened because I could hear people talking past the trees and I knew that whatever was happening between us was about to end.

“You first,” he said.

I took a breath, trying to find the courage to speak, to find the words that might capture what was inside of me, but it was too misshapen and unwieldy and I didn’t know how to explain. Then too much time passed, and we were already back on the paved walkway where joggers and elderly couples weaved in and out of each other. We had left the magic of the trees behind and were now back to being just like everyone else, and I don’t think he even realized that I hadn’t answered him.





Chapter 4

When I opened my eyes, I looked down at my hands, speckled in dried webs of glue. It was morning, and even though my heart said what I had just experienced was real, my mind told me it must have been a dream.

The collage of Venus sat in my lap.

I jumped when all of a sudden someone began pounding on my bedroom door. “Have you been up all night?” My mother barged in and began gathering the few things I had forgotten to pack. “I told you I would be here bright and early. It’s time to go, otherwise we will never beat the traffic.”

I felt dizzy, like I had just gotten off a merry-go-round, and took in a deep breath to help remind me of who I was and why I was here. Slowly, I remembered I was going to New York and I was going to become a lawyer and she was there to take me.

Sol was just a dream. I whispered it under my breath like a chant. Even if I’d wanted it to be, none of it was real.

None of it.

“Sam, are you okay?” Her eyebrows were knit in frustration.

I knew that I couldn’t tell her the truth, maybe because I barely understood it myself. So, I nodded and let her push me out the door and into the car. Brian sat in the back seat while I sat in the front with her. But as we started to drive, I could feel myself beginning to shake, and all I wanted was for the thoughts and the doubts and the worry to stop crashing around inside my head. Maybe she read my mind, because instead of making conversation, she began to sing and I let myself slip into the magic of her music, the silkiness of her notes sweet and billowy like cotton candy. When she sang, there was a softness about her that I didn’t recognize.

“You have a beautiful voice, Mom.”

She stopped singing.

We drove in silence before she spoke. “You’ve never told me that before.”

I stared out of the window as cars drove past and Brian snored quietly in the back. I drew in deep breaths to calm myself. She started singing again after a few minutes, like she couldn’t keep it in, like she had no choice but to let it out, and I wondered what had happened between us to make it so I had never told her how lovely her voice was. But then I forced myself to stop thinking, and I leaned back and closed my eyes. Between the steady controlled motion of the car and the clean, pure strength of her music, I fell asleep. I dreamt I was eating donuts dipped in white icing. The mechanical hum of a bus engine finally woke me.

Brian had already unlocked the trunk and was busy filling a cart with stacks of my magazines. I came up behind him to help. I’m not sure what it was he saw in my face, but after the third box went in, he whispered, “It’ll be okay, Fish,” and I wondered how many times before he had said those very same words.

We rode the elevator to the eleventh floor while my mother searched for a parking spot. Brian had to fiddle with the key and push hard against the door, and just as we were about to give up, it flew open as though it was just testing our commitment.

The furniture was standard dorm fare—a desk, a chair, a single bed, and a dining table. There was a hot plate and a sink and a tiny private bathroom beside it. Because the room was so small, the cart didn’t fit inside, so we had to leave it in the hallway and carry things into the room. It wasn’t long before the space felt cluttered.

My mother finally came in, and if she was disappointed, it didn’t show. “Cute,” she said, pulling out a handkerchief from her bag to mop the film of sweat that had formed across her forehead. “At least there’s air conditioning.” She pressed a button and the room filled with the unnatural smell of electric air. She got to work unpacking my clothes into the small dresser next to the desk. I hadn’t noticed the shopping bag she was carrying until she reached inside. “A little bit of home.” Out came a drawing of a rose I must have made when I was little, but because I had added too many petals, it looked flat and misshapen. She hung it above the dining table. “Perfect.”

We had dinner at a pizzeria a few blocks away where the two guys behind the counter spoke the fastest Spanish I had ever heard while simultaneously tossing pies into the air. We sat at a fake marble table in plastic outdoor garden chairs and drank our sodas out of cans.

Afterward, we bought Italian ices that the girl behind the counter scooped into paper cups. Brian and I licked ours, but my mother insisted on eating hers with a spoon. We ate them outside, walking on the street, listening in on other people’s conversations and feeling the rhythm of music streaming from someone’s open window. From the graffiti on the fronts of the buildings to the gum-cemented sidewalks, I felt completely immersed in color and sound and texture. It was the first time I felt at home, and when I looked up, I saw Brian smiling and I knew that he felt it too. It was like walking through a living painting.

My mother took out the handkerchief that seemed to appear freshly pressed even though she had been using it to wipe the perspiration from her face for most of the day. “Make sure that you take care of yourself, Salmon.”

“She’ll be fine, Jay.” Brian smiled at me.

I’d forgotten that was what he called her when he used to live with us. My mother’s name was Jayne, and I liked that he called her Jay because it gave the Y in her name a purpose. It reminded me of a time when all we cared about was who got the best spot on the couch for TV and how many books I could trick them into reading me at bedtime. Memories of my childhood swirled together, spinning so quickly in my head that I stumbled from the dizziness. My mother reached out her arms to catch me. “Remember what you are here to do and who you are going to become and know that I love you, Salmon.” She kissed my forehead with her cherry-stained lips.

I didn’t anticipate how sad I would feel to see them leave.

Brian hugged me while my mother stood beside him smoothing out the wrinkles in her pencil skirt. Her pocketbook was open, and I could see some of her business cards poking out. They had been late meeting me, and I knew it was most likely because Brian had needed to stop and buy peanuts from the street vendor on the corner while my mother handed out cards to the concierge when she checked out of the hotel. She believed there was opportunity everywhere and acted as though it belonged to her. I breathed in her perfume, crisp like a pear and so different than the buttery sweetness of Brian’s beard. I breathed them in even more deeply one last time so I could more fully take in the comfort of their predictability.
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