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Just off the interstate at the Greenfield exit, it was humid inside The 99. There was an odor of vinyl and unwashed dishrags as Casch Abbey asked the regulars at the bar table if they wanted anything else.


“Can I use your apron for a sec?” said one with a reddish beard.


“What?” she said. She was used to a lot of clowning but hadn’t gotten this before. The guy didn’t answer, just reached and took a handful of black apron and wiped the last of the buffalo-wing grease from his thick fingers.


Casch took a step back. Keep it cool or they won’t leave a tip. She turned, throat tight, and saw a customer waiting there—he’d seen what happened. And somehow that was even worse, someone witnessing that you were a human napkin. She could see this new guy wanted to say something. His eyes had narrowed, his hands were deep in his pockets. The tongues of his high-tops stuck out over his jeans.


She cleared her throat, gestured toward the empty table in front of him.


“Something to quench your thirst?” she asked.


Their eyes locked. She thought, Please don’t say anything.


“Yeah, could I have a Red Stripe?” he said softly, and pulled out a chair.


She let out a breath. Because he got it.


“Red Stripe coming up,” she nodded, and sidestepped away. In her periphery she saw the men looking at her as they lumbered toward the exit. She needed a cigarette. But she had the entrees coming for her four-top, and this guy needed a beer.


“This might sound weird,” he said as she placed the sweating bottle on a square napkin in front of him.


And Casch felt a bloom of heat in her chest. With the inside of her wrist, she brushed away a strand of hair that had slipped from her ponytail, and waited for what he would say.


“But you have strong hands,” he said.


“What?”


“Your hands, I couldn’t help noticing. Look.”


Tentative, she brought her arms forward.


“See?” he said. “Look at the veins.”


The two of them studied the raised veins that snaked down her wrists and disappeared between her knuckles. She flipped them so her palms faced up and saw his eyes catch on the three blue dots inked inside her left forearm.


“You do some kind of work with your hands? I mean, besides waitressing,” he added, shaking his head at himself.


“When you’re a single mom you do every kind of work with your hands. My son’s seven, my daughter’s ten,” she said, and managed a smile. But social services is trying to take them from me, she didn’t say, and just thinking it made the dread open in her stomach like ink.


“Anyways,” she said quickly, “I’m not sure that has anything to do with my hands. I do also hit the heavy bag.”


His face was blank for a second.


“Wait, you box?”


“Just the punching bag at the YMCA, I’m talking about,” she said, shrugging one shoulder. But she saw his eyes deepen with interest.


“What’s your name?” he asked, sitting forward, and she told him.


“Like cash money?”


“Sounds the same but it’s C-A-S-C-H.”


“Never heard that before.”


“I’m the only one,” she said. My daddy named me before he ran off to Florida, she didn’t say.


“Casch, will you show me how to box?”


“Show you—right here?” Her forehead wrinkled.


“I’ve never boxed.”


“Hold on,” she said, and ducked away.


At the server station, Gabi was tapping an order into the greasy touchscreen, and Casch came up close enough to say quietly, “Some guy wants me to teach him how to box.”


“What? Which table?” Gabi asked, gold hoop earrings swinging as she glanced around.


“Eight but don’t look.”


“Oh he’s cute.”


“I said not to look,” said Casch, hiding her smile as she continued back to the kitchen, where it was ten degrees warmer and someone was shouting at Rick, who washed dishes. She grabbed the two plates that were under the heat light at the window.


After she’d delivered the chicken tenders and fried shrimp that came up next, Casch weaved back to his table.


“K, stand up,” she said from behind, and he jerked around. Then he pushed out his chair and got to his feet. She was half smiling as she said, “I do it like this.”


She looked down at her busted black sneakers as she bent her knees and folded her arms into her chest. Then she swiveled, her left arm emerging and crossing the space between them.


“Jab,” she said, her fist grazing the stubble on his jawline, and she looked at his eyes, brown.


Then she swiveled again, her left arm retracting toward her snug black V-neck shirt, and she pivoted the other way. This time her right arm emerged, came sailing toward his midsection, and tapped his belly. She felt his stomach tighten, the sweatshirt’s bronze zipper pinned between her knuckles. She could just catch his smell, like pine air freshener. He seemed genuinely nice—which meant he probably wasn’t, because she was always wrong about people.


“Anyways, that’s how I do it,” she said, and turned toward the couple that had just sat down at the next table.


After she’d brought his burger, Casch came to check on him and found that he’d eaten and was gone. You’re kidding me, now this guy dined and dipped?


But no, no, here he was. He had only gone outside.


“You need anything?” she asked as he crossed in front of her and sat back down.


“Yeah, could I have a piece of tinfoil?”


She looked at the basket where his burger had been, there were a few soggy fries.


“Okay.”


When she returned and handed him the foil, he said, “This is for you.”


And in the calloused palm of his right hand was the largest reefer bud Casch had ever seen.


“What, really?” she said, glancing to see if anyone was looking.


“Yeah, I’m wrapping it for you,” he said, and crinkled the foil around the nearly pine cone–sized nugget. Then he asked for another beer and she nodded, sliding the gift into her apron pocket as she backed away.


“He just gave me weed,” she said as she printed the check for the four-top and Gabi passed her carrying an order of wings. Gabi’s eyebrows lifted but neither of them stopped moving, Casch tearing off the slip and Gabi already delivering the basket at the corner booth. Casch dropped the bill, refilled their waters, and thought to herself that this guy had done something nice for her.


After he’d paid and she’d brought his change, he said, “You’re going to be a prizefighter.”


“Ha.” All her weight gathered on her right foot as she shook her head and said, “No, actually I’m trying to go to nursing school.”


His faced changed. “Really? That’s impressive.”


“Don’t be too impressed, I haven’t even turned in the application.”


“Well good luck, that’s really cool. I’m Topher by the way.”


“Topher?”


“Short for Christopher.”


“I take it you’re not from Greenfield, Topher.”


“White River Junction.”


“So you don’t know how special Greenfield is.”


“Oh—yeah?”


“Kidding.”


“Right,” he said, nodding, and zipped up his hoodie. “Hey listen, I come through Greenfield pretty often. I was wondering if I could, if I could get your number?”


Smiling from the side of her mouth, she drew the pen from her apron pocket. She flipped over his receipt, started scribbling—and, hesitating, she went with her real number.


“I saw what that guy did to you,” said Topher after she’d folded the paper lengthwise and handed it to him.


“He comes in here all the time,” said Casch. “He got laid off from the silver factory. All the waitresses know him, and we all know who’s doing his wife, too.”


Her mother was snoozing on the couch when Casch got home, head sideways at a funny angle, travel cup out on the coffee table. Casch pulled the door closed and Flora’s eyes came open. She sat up, poking stockinged feet around the carpet to find her red plastic sandals.


Casch watched for a second, that drowsy face reminding her of when she was a kid—often there had still been sliced hot dog on her mother’s dinner plate when she dozed off, gassed from another day cleaning houses.


“I changed the litter box,” Flora said, standing up, “which is something you might want to consider doing. Looked like it was holding every poo the cat ever had.”


“Thanks, Mom, bye,” said Casch. She dropped her purse on the floor beside the taped arm of the couch and slipped into the kids’ unlit room. She could hear the front door click as she sat gently on the edge of Dean’s bed. His sandy-brown hair—same color as hers—was just a little too long and falling in his eyes. In her narrow bed a few feet away, Molly had pushed away the covers to reveal her shooting star T-shirt. Casch watched Molly’s chest rise and fall, then looked back at Dean.


She’d never told anyone, but often she pictured something terrible happening to them—a bus accident, a shooting—and then it got hard to breathe. Because something could take them from her. Only she had never imagined the something would be called Department of Children and Families.


It was only a couple nights ago that she’d come home and there was a manila envelope waiting on the coffee table.


“Some lady dropped that off for you,” Flora had said. And both of them knew good news didn’t come in packages like that.


In the morning she hustled Molly and Dean out of bed, she fixed them peanut butter toast, she flipped on the coffee maker while Dean, still in his underpants, said, “I’m feeding Otis,” and spilled cat food across the floor.


Molly brought a book to the table and sat down to eat. For a second, as the coffee dripped, Casch watched her. She had been a good student, too, when she was that young.


“I could be a detective,” said Molly, her fingers smudging the page.


“Definitely and you can start by finding your Reeboks,” said Casch, smiling into the cupboard as she grabbed a mug.


After she put them on the bus, she got the folder from her bedroom and laid her pages across the table. It was months now that she’d been working on this application, she thought, and sat down to look it over. She knew what she had to do now was bring it in. The day after she’d gotten the DCF notice, she’d gone storming into the restaurant and told Gabi they were trying to take her kids. She suspected it was Dean’s dad who called in the complaint though she couldn’t prove it. She’d made the mistake of letting Dean wear Molly’s old rainbow sweatshirt to his dad’s house one weekend. “You turning my son into a pretty boy?” Jay had asked, and soon afterward, the DCF papers arrived. Jay didn’t even want custody of Dean. But he wanted to mess with her, and there was nothing that mattered more to her than her kids.


“Oh girl, I been there. DCF came knocking on my door,” Gabi had told her. “Here’s what you got to do. You got to show them you’re bettering yourself.”


At the kitchen table now, Casch nodded and began arranging the nursing school application in order. The sheet on top was a checklist. She went down it with a pen, ticking off her items.


“Crap,” she said aloud, pen hovering. She’d forgotten you had to get something stamped—if your high school transcript was more than ten years old, you needed a notary. And of course she was just past the ten-year cutoff; she was twenty-nine now, her last year before thirty. She would have to go into town to have the transcript stamped, then over to the community college to drop it off.


But what if she got it all finished and brought it in, and they laughed at her? She pictured a bunch of suits around a long table, crumpling her application, tossing it in the trash. The fear clawed up her throat. Screw them, you know?


Town hall is apparently the joint if you’re in the market for a notary, or at least that’s what the guy with the ponytail at Main Street Office Supply told Casch when she went in there asking. He shook his head in a friendly way and said, “Not here, try across the street.”


“Thanks,” she said as she turned, and eyeballed, for a second, the random merch. There were patterned socks, there were plush toys—the kids would’ve begged her for them. There was a sign that said We Have Topographical Maps! By the door was a display of maple sugar candy and Vermont gazetteers—stuff that was also available at every gas station—and for a second Casch wondered how the eff this place stayed in business.


She pushed out the door, bell sounding overhead, and trooped across Main in her faux Timberlands, across the triangle of grass that was town common, and up the steps of town hall.


The thud of the heavy door echoed behind her as she squinted in the dark interior. This place could practically be the set of a horror movie, she thought, eyes adjusting. She started down the long hallway. It wasn’t until she got to the back of the building that she saw another soul, an old guy in an orange winter hat coming out of the men’s room, crumpled plastic bag under his arm. She looked at him but he avoided her eyes—who wants to be seen doing drugs in the public restroom? Everyone’s trying to hold on to a little dignity. She retraced her steps and this time stopped at the door that said CLERK, where she could see yellow light behind pebbled glazing, and a shape moving, like a ghost.


But no, no ghost. Just some sour woman who informed her, like it was the most obvious fact in the world, that of course this was the place you came to get some shit notarized. Casch opened the purple folder, filched from Molly’s school supplies, and pulled out the sheet that needed a stamp. A stamp to make her nursing school application valid. A stamp to keep DCF away from her kids.


The clerk stamped and signed the paper and said, “That’ll be six dollars.”


“Six just for a stamp?” said Casch quietly.


“I don’t set the price.”


Casch paid and slipped out. When she was back in her van, she slid on her sunglasses. Her application was done. It was done, it was ready.


“Hey, check that out, DCF,” she said, and punched the radio on. She sniffed and shook her head as she backed out and turned west toward the community college.


At the bottom of the hill the light was green and she sailed through the intersection, and on a whim hit her blinker. She would treat herself to an iced coffee, that’s what she would do, extra cream extra sugar. This was the Dunkin’ without a drivethru, Casch threw it into park and stepped out into the L-shaped lot.


She ordered the jumbo iced from a cashier with a pierced lip who asked her to say that again. Casch repeated the order.


“Sorry I am braindead today,” said the girl.


“No worries, don’t you guys have to get up at like four in the morning?” said Casch.


“Yeah.”


“See, I feel for you.”


And when the girl handed back her change, Casch looked down at it. She’d paid with a ten.


“You know what? You keep it,” she said.


And she had just stepped back into the sunshine and had the first milky sip through the cheery pink-and-orange straw when her purse chimed. She kept walking as she reached in and pulled out her phone and read:


hi its topher really liked meeting u


She was thinking she probably shouldn’t have given that guy her number just as a station wagon came out of nowhere and she looked up to see the pinched nose and droopy eyelids of the driver in the same instant that the car rolled over her foot and she screamed and he hit the brakes and someone else was yelling and Casch was screaming.
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A first delivery to a new guy always puts you a little on edge, he thought, sliding his phone away as the light changed.


Topher eased on the gas and the ketchup-colored Ford Ranger crossed the intersection and entered the mouth of the Metro-North station, passing the long line of exiting cars. It was just after four o’clock, rush hour. He didn’t turn into the parking garage. He drove around and found an open space along the fence. Just like he said he would. He paralleled in and flipped off the engine.


He was early. His foot tapped the mat. It always put you a little on edge, even if the person was vouched for. You go on your instincts, obviously. If everything feels okay, then it probably is. Go on your instincts and carry a Glock.


Anyways this is the right setting, he thought, glancing around. A car alarm blared, drowning out the loudspeaker announcing the next train. He’d figured this out when he first started coming to New York. Do the Metro-North stations at rush hour. Everyone’s pouring off the trains, jumping in their cars. No one’s looking at you.


A white Altima cruised by and parked two spaces up. Topher hopped out and went around to the passenger side of his truck. He stood leaning against the door, facing the chain-link fence, one foot crossed over the other. His lower right periphery registered the canary yellow of a few scrappy dandelions. You have decent options for cover in a place like this. The long chain of cars behind you, a few feet to the garage. Decent cover, if you got ambushed.


And here was his guy, emerging from the Altima. He wore a Mets jacket, had a chinstrap beard, he was saying “Hey, what’s up, man.” They were slapping hands, everything was fine. Topher was handing off a paper bag, the Mets fan patting a warm wad of bills into his palm. “Thanks, man.” “No problem.” And it was over, Topher waiting until the guy pulled away before trotting around to the driver’s side and hopping back in the Ranger.


He’d made good time from the city, he saw, when the first sign for the Greenfield exit popped into view.


Was he getting off here? He was, he was doing it. When the exit appeared, he hit the blinker and veered right, rolling down the off-ramp into the empty rotary. In the parking lot of The 99, he backed the truck into a spot across from the restaurant’s entrance.


Then sat there, rolling a tip between his fingers. He rolled from one side as he looked out and watched a family shuffle toward the entrance, a mom holding the toddler’s hand and dad with a baby in a car seat. Topher unrolled the tip and rolled the other way. Then he pulled the gazetteer from behind his seat and took a fresh paper from the tangerine and gold sleeve of Zig-Zags. With stained fingertips, nails chewed to sunken half-moons, he pinched fluffy weed from the aluminum alloy grinder and sprinkled it along the paper. Closed the grinder and returned it to the center console.


He always felt better once he was back in Vermont—it still felt strange to have business in the city. When he’d returned from Afghanistan the second time, he and Alex used to check in on each other, and on one of those calls Topher said he was growing indoor. Alex, who was from New Jersey, said, “Let me know if you ever want to sell down in the city, we could use better weed.”


“I’ll grow you better weed,” Topher had promised.


Gently he lifted the paper and started rolling.


Connor and Tory had been up in the field today, tilling, adding phosphorous. Of course they’d agreed to certain rules. They parked a distance from the trail, they parked in different spots every time.


He ran his tongue along the edge of the paper and sealed it closed with a fingertip. Then spun the unlit joint in his fingers.


Was he just going to sit here? His mind flipped to her fist grazing his cheek. Rugged, but cute. He was certain Gram would like her. In fact, if she weren’t ten years dead, the two of them would start chitchatting, and it would be him that was the odd one out.


He dropped the joint in the empty cup holder and got out. Locked the truck, crossed the pavement. The sun wasn’t even down yet but floodlights had the place lit up like a prison yard.


It was only after he’d drained a beer and ordered another that he asked the bartender if Casch was working.


“Nah,” said the guy, drying a glass with a gray dish towel, “she didn’t show up for work today.”













3





“CASCH, I KNOW YOU’RE HOME. I SEEN YOUR VAN,” said the voice outside, and Casch’s shoulders jerked forward. There was a hard knock on the door.


Gripping the taped arm of the couch, she hoisted herself and limped, left foot in a hard-plastic boot, to unlock the dead bolt. On the step Gabi was wearing sunglasses and a velour track suit, the color of strawberries.


“Girl, tell me why you’re not replying to my messages?” said Gabi.


“Oh,” said Casch, and she looked toward her phone on the couch.


“Let’s go to the community college, where’s that application?”


“Yeah, no, I was planning on doing that today, actually. What time is it?”


“It’s like one.”


“It is?” said Casch, touching the back of her neck. Where had the time gone. “Okay, yeah, let’s do it.”


“Boom, I’m driving,” said Gabi.


Outside it was warmer than in the apartment, Casch squinting in the April sunshine as she maneuvered her crutches down the walk. She had wedged the folder into her brown pleather purse, which swung from its thin strap as she descended the curb to the passenger side of Gabi’s rusty Blazer.


“Here let me help you,” Gabi said as Casch tried to get the crutches into the back seat—which looked just like Casch’s van, one black booster seat and coloring books with the covers torn off. But she couldn’t get the crutches to slide in far enough.


“Here, I got it,” Gabi said, taking them from her.


“Thanks,” said Casch softly, and climbed in the front seat. The car smelled like something apple-cinnamon—Gabi didn’t smoke.


“Now we’ll be all running into each other at school,” Gabi said, grinning as she turned right out of Greenfield Terrace, “and the first thing I’m going to do is introduce you to Frances. I call her Frankie, she’s the head of student advising. I’m like half in love with her, honestly. She sucks back Diet Dr Pepper and out of nowhere she’ll be like, ‘Gabi have you ever thought about maybe one day being president of this college?’”


“She really said that?” said Casch, swiveling her head to look at Gabi, whose dark hair was pinned up in a plastic clip.


“She totally said that! And I’m like, I fucking love you, and meanwhile she has a sign on her desk that says You don’t have to be crazy to work here, we’ll train you. I’m like, Frankie, we were meant to be together!”


Casch was laughing as Gabi crossed under the highway. The community college was in a stretch of flatland, not far past the rotary and The 99. Gabi parked in the horseshoe by the main entrance.


“I’ll wait here,” she said, “but if you happen to run into a lady with a blond perm, call her Frankie and drop my name.”


Casch grinned as she climbed out and pulled the crutches from the back. Inside the building, she followed the arrow for Admissions down a long hall with a gray-blue linoleum floor. She turned right and went through an open doorway into a brightly lit office. The woman at the desk glanced up from her screen.


Casch opened her mouth—then felt her face get hot.


She was finally here. After all this time, she was here. She was turning in the application. And it was in a purple unicorn folder. If you’re applying for the fourth grade you’ve really nailed it, babe. She felt her cheeks blushing. You’re such a joke.


“Can I help you?” said the woman.


“I—” said Casch.


Afterward Gabi drove up into town, and Casch rolled down her window for the breeze. On Federal Street they pulled in at the twenty-four-hour Grab-N-Go and parked in front of the window with the sign that said Gallon Milk $2.59.


“Special requests?” Gabi asked as she swung open the car door.


Casch shook her head and watched her friend hop out, the back of her red sweatpants disappearing into the store. The two of them had started working at The 99 around the same time, right after it opened. In a busy dinner shift it only takes a minute to see who can handle themself and who’s in the weeds. Gabi had all her tables dialed in and started helping this guy Aaron—he didn’t work there anymore—and Casch saw that Gabi could run the whole floor. At the end of that night, when they were closing out, Gabi had nodded at her and said, “You know how to hustle.” That was when Casch realized they’d been watching each other, thinking the same thing. A couple weeks later, when they were rolling silverware, Gabi told Casch that she and her mom had gone down to the casino in Connecticut and Gabi had blown $200. She’d needed that money for snow tires. At the time, Casch had a few hundred bucks in her bank account.


“I’ll lend it to you,” she had told Gabi, “I’ll go over to the ATM right now.”


“What? No,” said Gabi, waving a hand like she was saying goodbye. “I wasn’t trying to fish for anything, I just needed to tell someone.”


But Casch was glad to do it—she almost never got to help anyone. She set down a roll-up and marched across the street in her blacks to the ATM in the Price Chopper plaza and took out $200. “No big deal,” she’d said to Gabi when she handed her the money. And it wasn’t; Gabi paid her back the next week, straight out of her earnings from the restaurant.


Just now Gabi came out of the store with an orange bag of Cheetos and a couple shiny scratch tickets.


“One for each of us,” she said as she climbed in the car, and handed Casch the one that said Wheel of Fortune.


“Whoa thanks,” said Casch. She looked down at the ticket’s green sparkle.


“You know how Mike Tyson said, ‘Everyone has a plan till they get punched in the face’?” said Gabi, pulling off her gold-rimmed sunglasses. A couple flecks of mascara had smudged beneath her large brown eyes.


“Yeah,” said Casch.


“Well, I’m like, everyone gets punched in the face occasionally, right? In this world? I mean, you’re doing pretty good if you don’t get punched every day.”


“You’re saying just to keep getting up after you get punched?”


“No, I’m saying treat yourself like a million dollars regardless,” said Gabi. Then she reached two fingers to the open ashtray that was full of change, plucked up a nickel, and offered it to Casch. “You deserve a winner,” she said.


The woman who stood on Casch’s front step the following afternoon was younger than Casch had pictured, with short hair and a stud in her nose.


“Social worker,” she said, all friendly and chatty, “Department of Children and Families, we spoke on the phone?”


She stared expectantly at Casch, whose pulse knocked in her throat. This is my home visit? You can’t come in my house right now—my house is a disaster.


She hadn’t realized they would come unannounced. She’d told them about the broken foot, and over the phone the woman had sounded genuinely sympathetic. Casch had thought there’d be an appointment, that she’d have some warning. Gabi had told her to clean up the house really nice.


Could she say no? Could she say not right now, come back another time? What do they do if you say no?


“Can I come in?” said the woman, smiling as she hugged the papers to her chest.


“Uh, sure,” said Casch, glancing over her shoulder, stepping aside. And the social worker was in her home.


“I was so sorry to hear about your foot,” she said, looking down at the plastic boot as she entered. “Has it been healing up okay?”


Casch pulled the door closed and stared at her own living room—crusty dishes on the coffee table, crumbs across the carpet, a mound of laundry in the chair. One of her stretched-out bras had fallen from the pile onto the floor.


“Why are you here?” she said, turning to the woman.


“This is a Chapter 49 assessment,” she replied, like it was so obvious.


“What does that mean?”


She cleared her throat. “Concern about potential neglect.”


Casch felt herself freeze. The woman kept talking.


“My only priority is the child,” she continued, “and the purpose of the home visit is just to ask a few questions, look around the domicile, see the child in his home environment. Then I’ll be on my way.”


They thought she was neglecting her children. Her throat was dry as she tried to swallow. They thought she was a person who would neglect children. Her face burned. They thought she didn’t understand that having Molly and Dean was the best thing she’d ever done.


The woman kept chatting while Casch’s eyes darted and caught on all the things she would find wrong. She would report it all, the kids’ dirty home.


“So why don’t we get started? I’ll ask some questions, you’ll show me around, I’ll meet Dean when he gets home—he is coming home on the bus, I assume?”


Casch nodded.


There were so many questions, Casch gaping as the woman asked one after another. Some of them were easy: What grade is Dean in? What is his teacher’s name? Like she was being tested on her own child. But some of them were hard to answer. How do you meet Dean’s daily needs? How do you handle difficult situations?


The woman asked to see his room.


“They share,” said Casch, mouth dry, as the woman went poking around the sloppy bedroom. The floor was covered in clothes, there was a tear in the window screen. On each twin bed the sheets were tangled, Molly’s checkered comforter wedged up against the wall. Beside her bed was an old Chips Ahoy! box that she was planning to use for a birdhouse.


“Do you think Dean has enough age-appropriate clothing?” said the woman.


“Age-appropriate,” said Casch.


“I know they grow so quick,” she said, nodding her head like it was an offer of kindness.


“He does have enough. Yes.”


The woman insisted on coming out to the curb to watch her get the kids off the bus, and Casch’s face seared with embarrassment.


“Who are you?” said Molly after she hopped to the curb. Dean took Casch’s hand.


“Does anyone else live here?” the woman asked when they were back inside, glancing at her papers. “It’s the three of you—or is there someone else living here too?”


“No, it’s the three of us,” said Casch firmly.


The woman asked to speak with each child individually. Casch waited at the kitchen table, leaning, trying to hear any of it. But it was so quiet, the woman’s voice soft and each kid hardly saying a word.


“All set,” the woman said cheerfully when that was done. “I’ll just have a look at the kitchen, then I’ll be on my way.”


Casch watched her examine the dishes piled in the sink beneath the dark brown cupboard doors that drooped crooked on their hinges. The only sound was the hum of the old refrigerator that was the color of American cheese. By the back door, Casch saw the woman note the kitty-litter box and the overflowing trash—she’d known it needed to be taken out, but it was a hassle with her foot. The dumpster was on the other side of the parking lot.


“Do you mind if I have a look in the refrigerator?”


Casch stared at her. Please leave, she didn’t say.


The woman looked at her expectantly.


“Okay. Sure.”


Pulling open the fridge, the woman bent down and peered inside, then jotted something on her paper.


“Okay,” she said, standing up, “I’m all set.”


When the front door clicked behind her, Casch’s head was pounding, her foot throbbing.


“Why was she here?” said Molly, standing in their bedroom doorway, arms folded over her chest.


“I don’t know,” said Casch. Was it her fault?


“I’m going outside,” Molly said, taking the elastic off her wrist and holding it in her teeth as she used both hands to put her wavy brown hair into a ponytail.


“Me too,” said Dean, squeezing past his sister.


Casch nodded and limped into her room. The meds for her foot were on the nightstand. She took two and then stood staring at the bed.


Finally she turned and went through the kitchen and out the back door. Molly was just down the sloped lawn, her spiral notebook open in one hand. Dean was gathering sticks at the edge of the forested embankment that buffered the apartments from the highway. Gently Casch lowered herself to the grass, which felt pleasantly cool through the seat of her leggings. She lay backward and cradled her head with one hand.


Soon the kids drifted over and sat beside her. They listened to the muffled whoosh of cars, and a bird calling. The call echoed.


She would never think of coming out here if not for the kids. Like the sweltering day last August, when they’d asked her if they could walk up the river. Casch had taken them swimming that day—but not to the sandy beach, which was the town rec area; you had to pay to park there. She had taken them farther north, to the old pumping station. She’d pulled over by the covered bridge where there were only a couple other cars, and the three of them went scrambling down the dirt path in their rubber sandals. Most of the river was only about ankle deep, but here you could swim. Molly dove around rapturously in the cold pools while Casch and Dean held off in the shallow part, blue floaties on his arms, Casch’s cotton shorts and T-shirt soaked and cleaving to her skin. She’d been so concerned about whether the kids’ swimsuits still fit them that she hadn’t even realized, till they were practically out the door, that her own suit was so old it had disintegrated. But who cares? She swam in her clothes.


It was after the three of them had waded out of the clear water, back to the pebbled shore, that Molly looked up the riverbed and said, “What’s up there, Mom?”


“What do you mean?” Casch had replied.


“If you follow the river where does it go?”


“I, uh. Don’t know.”


“Let’s try it.”


“What?”


“Let’s go there, let’s walk up the river.”


“Yeah, Mom!” said Dean. “Let’s walk up the river!”


Casch peered upstream to the place where it bent gently and disappeared in the greenery. Why not? she had thought. Why not walk up the river and see where it goes?


They had left their towels in the grass on the bank, their sandals and Dean’s floaties in a sandy pile, and started walking.


And as soon as they were around the first bend, it seemed they had traveled somewhere else. Ordinary Greenfield, baked in the August sun, shut behind them. This new place was cool and dark under a forest canopy. The kids fell quiet as they studied unfamiliar surroundings, and the only noise, besides the splash of their own feet, was the river itself, moving over the rocks.


They walked for a long time looking at the crowds of ferns, and on one side, a muddy flat where skunk cabbage grew. At a moment when they were all peering up toward the next bend, a little bird came diving from a tree into the water in front of them. They startled back. Then, just as quickly, the thing emerged and fluttered up into the tree branches.


“Mom, what was that!”


“What was that?” said Casch. They all looked at one another, charmed.


The river world had seemed so private, so completely theirs, that Casch was surprised when they came out to a sunny curve and there was a family having a cookout. Dad was tall, wearing Bermuda shorts, holding a spatula over a charcoal grill. The wife, standing with a little girl, wore a ruby swimsuit. A bigger girl played in the water. They’d set up lawn chairs, there was an explosion of beach toys. The smell of cooking meat hit her nose and Casch realized she was hungry.


The parents had waved a polite hello. Casch herded the kids onward—such a perfect family, you know what they thought looking at her. And soon they were past.


They came to a dark pool, and as the kids bent over to look, two frogs leapt from the rocks into the water. Molly reached in and caught one in her fist, like it was the easiest thing.


“Look,” she said, opening her hand, and the thing jumped away.


They stayed by that pool because Dean wanted to get one too. By the time he’d caught his own and showed it proudly in his hands—it sliced immediately back into the water—Casch saw that his teeth were chattering.


“Dean, you’re freezing,” she said, and now she noticed his lips turning bluish.


“No, I’m not.”


“Baby, you’re shivering.”


“No.”


“It’s time to turn around,” she said, taking his hand, and this time he didn’t protest.


But when they started back, the riverbed seemed less forgiving than before. Casch’s feet were raw against the slick rocks, and Dean slipped around and held tight to her hand. Though she had been grateful for the shade when they’d set out, now Casch felt a chill under her wet shirt. She glanced at Molly, who was no longer looking for birds but just plodding ahead, staring at her own feet.


They came to the other family and Casch wanted to hurry by. But the pretty mother had looked at Dean and frowned. “Does he need a towel?” she’d asked.


“We have towels back this way,” said Casch. “Thanks, though.”


“No, please, take one. Look, we have a whole stack.”


And the woman had unfolded a striped beach towel, luxuriously thick, and walked out into the water to wrap it around Dean’s shoulders.


“You keep it, we have a million,” she said.


It was a while still before they rounded the last bend—Casch couldn’t believe how far they’d gone—and saw the covered bridge up ahead. Her van, its rusted wheel wells covered in duct tape, was the only car. At once both kids said how hungry they were. Of course they’d been hungry all along, but they had not complained. The three of them grabbed their things and hustled up the path. It felt good to climb in the hot airless car, and they went zooming home for food.


They had not gone swimming again after that. The kids started school; August turned to September. But they still had that coral-and-white striped towel in the pile in the bathroom, making all the other towels seem crummy and thin.


Out in the backyard now, there was a tapping sound.


“What’s that?” said Molly, lifting her head from the grass. She sat up. The sound came again, like a drumroll. Casch watched her daughter peer into the trees.


“There,” Molly whispered. “There, Mom, look.”


She pointed but at first Casch didn’t see. Then her eye caught the splotch of red and the black and white stripes of the bird in the tree.


“I see it,” said Casch softly.


“Where?” said Dean.


“Right there, baby,” she said, pointing. Molly lay back down. For a minute the three of them listened to the bird hammering its beak into the tree.


“Does it live here, Mom?” said Molly.


“I—don’t know.”


“I think it does, I think it lives here.” Molly sat up again and reached for her notebook.


“What are you doing?” Casch asked, rolling her head to look.


“I’m adding it to my map.”


I


It was a Friday afternoon when Casch tossed the overfull trash bag into the dumpster on the north side of the apartment complex and stood for a second, watching steam rise off the rear of the county jail that was just uphill from Greenfield Terrace. Then she climbed back in the van, engine running, and drove a couple seconds to the mailboxes. Hers was stuffed—electric bill, notices from the kids’ school. And a long envelope from Greenfield Community College.


Her pulse spiked. They already—?


She tore it open. Dear Casch, We are delighted to inform you—


Shut the fuck up!


She jumped in the van, drove four seconds. Back in the apartment, she called Gabi.


“GUESS WHO GOT INTO NURSING SCHOOL.”


“Of course you did,” said Gabi, and Casch could tell she was smiling.


Next she called Marylouise—her mother’s friend had helped her with the application, she should be the next to know. Years ago, Marylouise had been the only person who’d said anything kind when Casch was pregnant with Molly, and Casch still remembered: If anyone can do it, it’s you.


The machine picked up. Of course Marylouise was sleeping, she was an overnight nurse.


“I GOT INTO NURSING SCHOOL,” she gasped, then tossed the phone aside. Just recently Marylouise had told her that seeing her with Molly and Dean was how she knew Casch would be a great nurse. And she had given her a tattered softcover book, Folk Medicine and the Spirit of Nursing. Casch had opened the book to the middle and read one passage: The human body has all the elements it needs in order to heal, if given the right conditions. Intuiting what those conditions are for each patient is a central inquiry of nursing. Casch had read that same bit over and over. When she knew it by heart, she shut the book and put it away.


Now, standing over the couch, she shadowboxed, a jab and a punch. She, Casch Abbey, was going to nursing school.


She was standing outside grinning when the kids got off the bus.


“How was school, you guys? What happened today?”


She accepted the featherweight Spider-Man backpack that Dean pressed into her hands.


“Nathan peed his pants,” he said.


“Okay.”


When they got in the house she said, “Hey, guess what?”


“What?”


“What?”


“Mom got into nursing school!”


“You’re going to be a nurse,” Molly nodded, like it was settled.


When it was time to make dinner, Casch brought her old clock radio into the kitchen and flipped it on. You need music, tonight you need to jam. And they needed something good for dinner.


She stared into the empty fridge, at the wilted iceberg that was turning orange along its spine. She looked in the cupboards, at the cans of soup, at the crumbs scattered across the old floral shelf liners that were curling at the corners. She went back to the fridge. There was a jug of milk with a couple inches in the bottom. She took off the cap and smelled it.


Then she was lighting a cigarette and making biscuits. There was a little flour, there was a thing of Crisco, she was pouring sour milk into a bowl and making batter.


She and Molly and Dean ate the biscuits around the table that night with steaming bowls of chicken noodle soup, little bits of carrot floating in the oily broth, while the radio crackled.


After the kids were asleep she read the entire letter about Twenty-First Century Nursing. The color brochure had a glossy picture of a cluster of girls in pine-colored scrubs outside on a sunny day, their arms linked.


There was an intimidating list under ACADEMIC PROGRAM – ASSOCIATE IN SCIENCE – NURSING (NUR), which Casch did not look at, because, Jesus. And there was a back page, Philosophy. Patients are physical, intellectual, and spiritual beings. It is impossible to separate the person from the environment. Health and illness are dynamic and ever-changing; they are separate but co-existing. She read that several times. Then she noticed a card tucked inside a preprinted envelope.


Return with $200 deposit (non-refundable).


She stared at it. Of course there was a deposit. What did you think, it was free? Slowly she slid the card back into the envelope and pushed it aside. Last time she checked, she had fifty-eight dollars in her Greenfield Savings Bank account.


Why did she tell the kids? She wished she hadn’t told the kids. You’re not sending in any deposit. You’ll never be a nurse.


Where were her meds? From the plastic bottle she shook two round yellow tablets into her palm and swallowed them dry.


“CONGRATULATIONS,” said a voice the next evening, soon as Casch picked up the phone.


“Oh, hey, Marylouise. Thanks, yeah, it’s not really—”


“I am so proud of you!” said Marylouise.


“Well we’ll see what happens,” she said, glancing at the door to the kids’ room. She had just tucked them in.


“What do you mean, we’ll see what happens?”


Casch slipped into her own room and shut the door.


“Honestly I’m not sure I’m even gonna do it.”


“Not sure you’re gonna do it! Why on god’s green earth not?”


“Well for one thing they’re asking for a $200 deposit. And I can’t work right now, with my foot—”


“It’s on me.”


“What?”


“It’s on me, girl. Let me put up the two hundred.”


Casch, her back to the shut door, stared at her bedsheets and her old comforter, the color of wine, that had fallen to the floor.


“You, uh. Really?”


“You bet. In fact, it’s an honor. I’d invest in you any day.”


Casch felt the words in her chest.


“Thanks—thank you.”


“You know I work nights, I’m about to head to the hospital now, matter of fact, so most of the time I’m asleep during the day. But we’ll make a date when I have a weekend, okay, and you come over for a cup a coffee?”


“For sure. Thanks, Marylouise.”


Casch hung up and held the phone to her chest.


“Holy fuck I am going to nursing school.”


Her voice was a whisper but she wanted to shout it. That would wake the kids. She wanted to jump—get up and jump on the bed—but her stupid foot. She looked at it. Then plopped down on the carpet and pulled off the plastic boot.


“Screw that thing, I am done with that thing. I am going to nursing school. I’m going to be a nurse. A healer.


“And when I’m a nurse, I’m going to buy a house. We’re going to live in a real house.


“Holy fuck.”


Celebrate. She had to celebrate.


Slowly she got up and took the Lugz shoebox off the top shelf of the closet. Opened it on the floor and was reaching for the toy when she saw the twist of tinfoil.


That weed. From that guy.


She peeled back the foil and whiffed the big smell. Then set it on the bedside table.


From the box she lifted out the purple plaything. Haven’t used this in a while. When she pressed the button to test it, she found it was dead. Oh, c’mon.


Luckily a little switcheroo—the batteries from the TV remote—did the trick. She flipped off the lights and spread her body over the bedsheets. For a minute she lay in the dark. Things were maybe going to be okay. Everything, maybe, was going to be all right.


She licked her fingers. And when she started, she went achingly slow.


Afterward she lay in bed, hands on the warm skin of her shoulders, and let out a long sigh. She didn’t know when she’d last done that—and how much longer since she’d touched anyone else.


She rolled to her side. And saw the glint of the foil-wrapped reefer.


She hadn’t rolled a cigarette in years, but when she turned on the light and went rummaging in the bottom of the shoebox, she found an old orange sleeve of papers. She settled in bed with The Berenstain Bears God Bless Our Country in her lap and pinched tacky bits from the bud into a line on the little paper. This stuff was so sticky—she’d never had weed like this. It left a shine of resin on her fingertips, like syrup.


She smoked with her shoulders resting in the pillows. I am going to nursing school. She blew smoke at the ceiling, at the swirly watermark in the corner. Then looked at the joint. This is good weed. This is really good weed.


You never used to get stuff like this, she thought, it used to be dime bags of shake. In high school kids had done anything they could get their hands on—blackberry brandy, Captain Morgan. Shitty weed that was half oregano. Hell, cough syrup. A lot of those people never eased up. They drank hard in high school and kept drinking hard afterward. But Casch knew how to take it easy; she wasn’t going to be like her mother.


That one bud had to be practically an eighth by itself, she thought, looking at it. And that guy had just given it to her, no big deal. Yet she hadn’t gotten the feeling he was trying to get anything from her.


And somehow he’d gotten her to box, in the middle of everything. Unlike her to do that. Not that anyone noticed, people don’t care what other people are doing—there was some wisdom right there. That’s why it’s pointless to worry what other people think, they’re not even thinking about you is the truth. Except you always forget that right when you need to remember it the most.


You’re going to be a prizefighter, he had said, after putting down a tip as big as his bill. In her mind she saw him standing in front of her like he had more to say but wasn’t saying it.


And when she told him she was applying to nursing school—that was unlike her, too, blurting out her business—his look was so earnest. Good luck, he’d said.


She smiled. Well, that worked out.


And didn’t he send her a message? She’d never replied. She patted around the sheets for her phone.


hi its topher really liked meeting u


She took another pull on the joint.


hi its casch do u remember me
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