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For my children, Samantha, Matthew, and Mia. What is best in me I owe to you.


My lifetime listens to yours.

—MURIEL RUKEYSER
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After John left, Quinn would lie awake at night and picture the look of shock on his face. The way he had woken up from the nightmare and stared at her as if she were a stranger in the bed next to him instead of his wife. The woman he’d known since they were kids. Teenagers with dreams and hopes. Wants and desires.

Perhaps her look mirrored John’s. He’d come home from the war a different person. A stranger to her. Someone she moved around carefully, gently, as if he were a bomb, ready to explode.

Of course, there was the PTSD. A medical explanation for what Quinn thought of in simpler terms: an imaginary switch inside John’s body that flipped suddenly and without warning and lit up the spaces inside of him that were dark and wounded and afraid.

Quinn thinks of the days when they were first married and she was pregnant with twins.

She’d picked out names, even though she was only in her first trimester. Matthew and Michael Ellis for boys. Michelle and Melissa Ellis for girls—she’d choose somehow if they got one of each. But only the M mattered. Me and Me is what they’d call each other. Their initials. They’d think it was a coincidence. But she had planned it. Dreamed it.

Imagine coming into the world with someone who looks like you? Someone who fills the space next to you as you grow.

When Quinn miscarried in the eleventh week, she told John she couldn’t imagine anything more devastating in this life.

Looking back now, she thinks of how naive she’d been.

How wrong.

The sound of a trumpet fills the air around her. A folded flag is handed to her by a man dressed in a uniform, but under his cap, she sees the smooth skin of his face, the wisp of hair on his upper lip, and she realizes he is just a boy.

A boy just like John had been.

She wants to take off his cap, loosen his tie, and smooth the hair back from his forehead. She wants to tell him to take off that uniform.

To give her that damn gun.

She wants to lean forward and whisper in his ear:

Run.

Instead, she takes the flag and presses it against her chest to keep her heart from slipping out.
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Libby

The year I turned ten, my father shot the aboveground pool in our backyard with his police-issued pistol.

I don’t remember it, but I hear about it all the time. My father likes to tell the story at the bowling alley bar, when all eyes are on him. There’s usually Wild Turkey over ice in the glass in front of him, or maybe a bottle of beer. Sometimes both. The story gaining speed with every sip. The guys egging him on, all of them off-duty cops, remembering the fall cookout in my backyard.

My mother in the kitchen with the other girlfriends and wives and the men outside in rusty lawn chairs watching my father scowl at the eyesore of a pool taking up space on his newly purchased property. Stagnant water the color of tree bark sat high against the rim, and the entire structure leaned off center, and someone called out: Jesus Christ, that thing’s a damn cesspool Tower of Pisa.

The scum-filled pool had come with the house, and my father hated it. None of the guys remember who first joked about pumping it full of bullets to empty the water, but they all remember my father standing up, taking two steps forward, and drawing his weapon.

They say he shot that gun as if he were a cowboy in an old Western film, quick draw and from the hip, firing until he ran out of bullets and the pool was a wheel of Swiss cheese, dirty water spurting from every hole.

The story always ended the same.

The telling of it might veer in different directions, but the ending always looped back to my father saying: Who was going to stop me? I’m in the biggest gang in town.

The year my father shot the pool, I got out of bed most nights at midnight to sit with him when he got off work. That was six years ago, and my mother always said I was too young to be up that late.

But my father never sent me back to bed. He’d drink a beer, eat a turkey sandwich. Lettuce, tomato, mayo. Potato chips smashed between the bread. His gun belt on the table between us.

My night owl, he’d say as I slid into the chair across from him. Just like me.

Back then, you could slice our family crosswise like a sandwich. My mother on one side: Olive skinned. Quiet and distant. My father and I: Fair skinned. Restless and temperamental.

Then half of that sandwich disappeared. Cancer took my mother away pound by pound and then breath by breath.

Then the medical bills piled up, and our house went up for sale.

We moved into the middle apartment in Aunt Lucy’s triple-decker after that. When we had no place to live.

Now it’s just me and Rooster Cogburn and my father, Bentley, who everyone calls Bent, even me, which suits him.

We got Rooster Cogburn from the shelter. He ended up there after the police were called to his house for a domestic dispute. Bent was the one who showed up and dealt with the mess and then brought him to the shelter. When months went by and no one wanted Rooster, Bent took him home because he was a guard dog if he had ever seen one.

The vet said she’d never seen a lazier dog, but Bent ignored her, and now we have a ninety-seven-pound mutt who never gets off the couch. He sleeps on his back, with his legs in the air, like he’s been shot.

He’s no guard dog either. I’ve heard him bark a handful of times, and even then it sounds like a bored half-yawn type of thing.

Rooster and I go for a walk a couple of times a day, and we make it half a block before he sits down and stares at me. Looks at the bag in my hand, full of his stinking poop, and eyes me again. Like, What? Deal’s done. Let’s go home.

Me and Bent and Rooster don’t live far away from anything.

If I lean out my bedroom window far enough, the tips of my fingers touch the dirty siding on the house next door.

Paradise is like that, though: everything stuffed in tight.

On the other side of town there’s a four-lane highway that runs straight through to the city. There are stores and houses and restaurants up and down both sides. Like the folks who first came here couldn’t decide if Paradise was a town or a city or an interstate, so they threw up their hands and made it all three.

Bent calls Paradise the groin of Boston. He used to call it the armpit, but then everyone argued with him and said, No, no, no, the armpit is Allston, which made sense because it’s tucked in close to Boston, and Paradise is farther out. Bent changed it to groin, and whenever he says it, folks get riled up, especially at the bowling alley with all the locals standing around. They’ll whip their heads around and mutter things like Whoa! or What did you just say? even though they heard exactly what he just said.

Me and Desiree just look at each other and shake our heads because it goes the same every time, and Desiree swears Bent says it just for the reaction.

Plus, it doesn’t make any sense because Paradise is north of Boston and out by the ocean, so technically if this town is a body part, and Boston’s the heart, then we’re something like the left eyebrow.

Maybe an earlobe.

Aunt Desiree lives in the apartment above us with Aunt Lucy, and even though they’re sisters, they look nothing alike. Mostly because Desiree is several shades darker than Lucy even in the dead of winter because she’s in the tanning booth twice a week. Desiree’s a former fitness model who bartends at the bowling alley.

She moved in last month after she broke up with her boyfriend. It was only temporary, she told me while I helped her carry boxes into the back bedroom. I didn’t mention that me and Bent living here was only supposed to be temporary too.

You have to be careful with Desiree—she has a way of taking things the wrong way. Not with me, because I keep my mouth shut about most things.

Bent and Lucy never do, though.

Just yesterday, Desiree said she was so hungry she could eat a horse and Bent said, “Well, what’s new?,” and Desiree put her hands on her hips and snapped, “Is that some sort of fat joke?”

I knew all he meant was that she’s always hungry because she never eats. Bent just shook his head and walked away. Which is pretty much his standard response when Desiree gives him her attitude.

I don’t blame him. Desiree has fingernails that could gouge your eyes out—bright red and long and sharp—and an edge to her that rubs people the wrong way. Nobody messes with her. Like ever.

Bent’s a policeman in Paradise, and even though he’s the worst bowler in the police league, he always gets a spot on the team. Desiree thinks it’s because he always buys the first round of beers, but I think it’s because he came up with the name Ball Breakers and had all the shirts made with last names printed on the back, and now they can’t kick him off without feeling bad about it.

Lucy’s the only woman on the team, and she always gives Bent a look when I tag along. The first night I showed up with him, she walked right up to us and pointed to the clock on the wall.

“Nine o’clock, Bent. She has school tomorrow. She should be home doing homework or taking a shower. Doing teenager things. Not sitting in a crappy bowling alley.”

“It’s not crappy in here,” Bent answered, sounding offended from the tone of his voice. “And stop overreacting. You know Lib’s not your typical teenager.”

“Well, maybe she wants to be,” Lucy snapped. “Did you ever think of that?”

“Well, maybe I want to be Cinderella,” Bent said, and went to the bar to order drinks for the team.

Lucy narrowed her eyes but let it drop. Probably because how do you argue with that kind of logic?

Bent Logic, me and Desiree call it.

The kind that makes no sense.

Lucy just put her arm around my shoulders and brought me over to the team, fussing over me and bringing me more snacks and water than I could consume in a week’s time.

For the most part, Lucy, Bent, and Desiree all get along, but living in a house together isn’t always easy, and even though they’re all adults in their thirties, they play their parts perfectly.

Lucy’s the bossy oldest, Bent’s the free-spirited middle child, and Desiree, the baby, doesn’t listen to a word either of them says.

In this case, though, with me showing up at the bowling alley on a school night, Bent wasn’t altogether wrong telling Lucy she was overreacting. I’m at the pediatrician every single time Lucy gets involved.

A small splinter is relayed to Bent as a tree limb wedged in my hand.

A low-grade fever means I’m on the verge of a seizure.

And forget about the time I tumbled in the waves at the beach and couldn’t figure out which way was up or down, so by the time I surfaced, I was gasping and blue lipped. We went straight to the emergency room for that because Lucy was convinced I was drowning from the leftover water in my lungs. She kept shaking my shoulders on the ride to the hospital, while Bent gritted his teeth and stared straight ahead, telling her to calm down every time she shouted Libby, stop closing your eyes! Don’t fall asleep because you WON’T WAKE UP.

That was the last straw for Bent. They got in a big fight over that when we got home, and Lucy said if Bent thought he could raise me better all by himself, then he should go ahead and do just that and she’d mind her own business.

Which really meant she took her extra toothbrush out of our bathroom, stomped upstairs, and then texted me: supper here when ur ready unless u want chef boy-r-d at ur place.

When Bent says I’m not your typical teenager, what he means is we’re not your typical family.

Bent keeps the craziest hours because he’s a cop and a workaholic. If he’s not working the night shift, he’s picking up a detail. Most nights, Lucy or Desiree sleep in the spare bedroom.

And now some creepy lady lives downstairs. She moved in a couple of days ago, but she hasn’t left the apartment yet.

Like at all. Well, that’s not true. I saw her leave in the middle of the night dressed all in black. Pants and a huge sweatshirt with the hood up, even though it’s a million degrees outside.

I’ve decided she’s a serial killer.

Which is what I’ve been explaining to Bent for the last ten minutes.

It’s Wednesday. The first one in August.

The heat is making Rooster Cogburn hang his tongue out and pant, even though he hasn’t moved since I took him out for a walk an hour ago.

Bent is still in his uniform, and there’s a crease in his forehead. He keeps looking over at his bedroom, and I know he’d rather be sleeping than listening to me. He’s just coming off a double, and he’s working a detail in six hours, so I have to talk to him before he goes to bed. He knows this, so he’s doing his best to stay awake and listen to me.

“You said we were going to move to a real house,” I tell him. “Just us. No people upstairs or downstairs.”

“Those people are your aunts. And they help me with you. I can’t be at work and home, Libby.”

“I don’t need anyone to stay with me. I’m almost seventeen. Besides, Lucy snores and Desiree turns on the blender for her protein shake before the sun’s even up.”

Bent clears this throat again and ignores me.

Rooster Cogburn rolls over onto his back, and suddenly there’s a dead smell in the air. On top of being the laziest dog in the universe, he’s also the smelliest.

“Now there’s a serial killer downstairs. She’s going to chop me up and take a bath in my blood.”

“What?” He gives me a look and eyes Rooster. “Get up, bud. Come on.” Bent nudges him with his toe and waves at the stench in the air between us.

Rooster sleeps straight through the nudging and the smell.

“It was on TV the other night. Some crazy Hungarian lady killed a hundred girls.”

“I told Desiree I don’t want you watching horror movies.”

“It was the History channel.”

I don’t mention that it was after midnight when I watched it on my laptop with headphones because Desiree was in the bedroom next door arguing with her ex-boyfriend.

Rooster’s sitting up now and rubbing his head against Bent’s leg, leaving a strip of gray fur on his uniform. I can tell by the way Bent’s jaw is jutting out that he’s had enough of this conversation, and when he snaps his fingers at Rooster to get him to stop getting hair all over the same pants he has to put back on in six hours, I know enough to shut up already.

Bent goes into his bedroom, and I hear him change out of his clothes, and then the bed squeaks.

Rooster Cogburn walks over to me and puts his head in my lap.

When we got Rooster from the shelter, he was a day away from dying. He was on the euthanize list until Bent heard about it and decided he could stay with us. It was supposed to be only until we found him a good home. That was more than a year ago.

“You hate it here too, don’t you?” I whisper to Rooster, but he only wags his tail so hard it bounces off the back door, thumping against the wood and making so much noise that Bent calls out that me and Rooster need to hush or leave if he’s ever going to get any sleep.

I want to call back to Bent that we should leave. And go back home.

But I don’t.

I just sit in the heat with Rooster’s big head in my lap, his stench filling the air around us, and don’t say a word because I know what Bent’s answer will be.

This is home.
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Quinn

Quinn doesn’t know exactly how she ended up in this house. Lying in the dark in her new apartment, she closes her eyes and tries to piece it together.

The logistics of it, she understands.

But how is the question she keeps coming back to—the thing that keeps her awake at night.

Her husband left her. That’s the long and short of it. She knows how to make it pretty in her mind. Dress it up with a fancy diagnosis. Words like post-traumatic stress Comorbid condition. Major depressive disorder.

But still there is the sound of the door slamming shut. Of the truck pulling out of the driveway. And the silence that followed. The loudest noise she’d ever heard—that silence.

He’s been gone five and a half weeks, but that night is still fresh in her mind.

How she’d sat in the dark at the kitchen table and stared at the door, feeling as though the night had somehow split her and John in two, severed them in a way that left her faceless and disposable. As though she no longer had any idea who she was or what she wanted.

She’d called John’s cell phone after he left. Even though she knew he wouldn’t answer.

She called him several times a day that first week. Left messages like Call me and It’s not your fault.

After two weeks, she came home to an envelope taped to the door. Inside was a typed letter from the landlord telling her the lease had expired and would not be renewed. She had until the end of July to vacate.

She hadn’t been surprised—the landlord lived on the other side of the thin-walled duplex. Of course, he’d heard them arguing, heard John in one of his night terrors, the screams raw and startling, echoing throughout the house.

Quinn had simply sat on the steps, the letter in her lap, too tired to even go inside. That’s how Bent had found her.

She hadn’t even heard the police car pull up in front of her house or the sound of his boots on the paved path to her front door.

She only looked up when he said her name and—even then—she was outside herself, as though she were looking down from somewhere above, watching some stranger sitting on the steps with a letter smoothed out on her lap, studying it as though it were a map guiding her instead of a piece of paper telling her to pack up and leave. A letter saying: This is not your home.

The rest is a blur.

Weeks of packing and moving, and now she is here, in this strange house with boxes filling the front room and the living room rug rolled up and stacked in the foyer and the kitchen table leaning against the wall, its legs scattered on the floor beside it.

Bent had offered to help her get settled, but he’d done so much already, and Quinn didn’t feel right accepting any more help.

That was days ago, and she hasn’t unpacked.

She hasn’t really done anything besides walk around this apartment in a daze.

She called in sick to work on Monday, and then again today, and she could sense Madeline’s fury through the phone—her sons would need to have breakfast and be driven to school and picked up in the afternoon and fed dinner—and Quinn’s absence was difficult.

That’s how Madeline put it—Of course, I’m sorry you’re ill, but rearranging my schedule is difficult.

She doesn’t like to disappoint Madeline. And she misses Nick and Nate—she’s been their nanny since they were infants, after all. Some days she thinks her job as a nanny to the twins is the only thing that keeps her sane.

With John deployed twice in their five years of marriage, gone for a year the first deployment and two the second, Madeline and the boys have become her family, her home away from home.

She loves the routine of her job and most of all, the feeling of being needed. Being part of a family.

When John came back from Iraq earlier this year, after his second deployment, she thought that might change. Now, finally, they could start their own family. Except he wouldn’t touch her.

It became a thing between them: sex. The lack of it. How he never wanted her anymore. The unspoken argument behind every shouting match.

John said they were fine. That all couples go through ups and downs, and after all, they had been together since they were in high school.

If she had wanted to strike back, to hurt him, she could’ve said: Define together.

Together implies occupying the same space. Perhaps the same country.

But she didn’t allow herself to say things like that to John. It was selfish, in her mind. This was his job. And anyway, it’s not like she wasn’t at least partly to blame.

Would John have enlisted if she hadn’t gotten pregnant back then? Would they have even married?

They were juniors in high school when they started dating—although some days, she wonders if she can really call it dating, remembering the group of friends they were always with, the way they somehow ended up a pair. In her memory, he’d never taken her out on an actual date.

After high school, all their friends left for college. So did John. Quinn was the only one who stayed in Paradise.

Her father had been angry at her for that. But for her, college could wait. Her scholarship could wait. It was her mother who was running out of time.

The lung cancer she’d fought when Quinn was younger had returned, spread to her liver, then her brain, and her mother refused to live out her last days injecting that poison into her veins.

Quinn had spent the year when everyone was away at school taking classes in early-childhood education at the community college and caring for her mother and watching her father glare at both of them—mad at Quinn for staying and mad at her mother for not fighting harder and mad at the universe for handing him more than any one person should have to handle, a sentence he muttered under his breath no fewer than a dozen times a day.

When John called from his dorm, he’d sound restless to Quinn. Classes were hard—harder than he expected—and he was never much of a student anyway.

He’d been the star wide receiver for Paradise High. At college, he sat on the bench all season—the upperclassmen on the squad bigger, faster, stronger than him.

It’s not like I thought it was going to be, he’d say, and Quinn would swallow her resentment. She’d have given anything to switch places with him.

And then everything after that blurred and blended and moved in fast-forward: her mother died, Quinn got pregnant, and John joined the service.

He hadn’t discussed it with her. He surprised her the day they were married at the courthouse. After the ceremony, they were in the car when he dug in his pocket and pulled out a box. She was confused because the wedding ring was already on her finger. He flipped it open and inside there were dog tags. Fake ones, she saw when she picked them up. She looked at him, expecting him to laugh, to tell her it was one of his pranks.

But John wasn’t laughing. His face was sharp, a flicker of something in his eyes that she recognized immediately.

The same look she’d see on his face in a football game when he’d walk to the sidelines and pull off his helmet after scoring a touchdown, his teammates slapping him on the back and John, emotionless, sitting down on the bench and staring back at the field, tracking the ball, waiting for the play, calculating his next move.

The look of someone who was needed. Someone who belonged.

John had reached over, put his hand on her stomach, flat still, even though two hearts fluttered inside of her. He leaned in and whispered, “When I meet them, I’ll be a soldier,” with such pride in his voice, such conviction. She only nodded, speechless.

Nothing in her life had prepared her for this.

She didn’t know anyone in the military. Her mother’s father, but he was dead, and she’d never met him, only saw an old black-and-white picture of him in his WWII uniform.

When she thought of people joining the army, she pictured southern boys in Ford trucks with oversize tires and flags hung in the back window. Midwestern farm boys born from a lengthy line of men who served.

Not John—kind, funny, oddball John with his lopsided grin and sleepy eyes, so blue between his dark lashes sometimes she teased him for it, called him her pretty boy.

He saw the shock on her face, told her it was just the National Guard, insisted he’d never go to war. It was a weekend away, extra pay, help with college.

She envisioned him getting called to help in a natural disaster—maybe a flood down south or a tornado in the Midwest, or even one of the nor’easters in their home state.

But they both had been wrong. The Guard unit he’d joined went to war after all. A year in Iraq, to be exact.

Now Quinn opens her eyes. Gets out of bed.

It’s the middle of the night, and she needs to be at work in the morning, but she can’t sleep. Locking herself in this house for the last couple of days has her suddenly desperate to be outside, and she dresses quickly in the dark, not sure what she’s pulling out of the suitcase on the floor and throwing on her body—leggings and one of John’s sweatshirts, too hot for this weather but she doesn’t care.

The desire to be anywhere but in this bare, dark bedroom is suddenly overwhelming. She knows her eyes are swollen from crying, and when she catches her reflection in the bathroom mirror, she pulls the sweatshirt hood over her head to hide her blotchy face.

Before she can change her mind, she is outside, keys in her hand, closing the door quietly behind her as though she’s a teenager again and sneaking out of her house, slipping soundlessly into the dark street.

Minutes later, she’s in the car, heading for the waterfront, the air blowing in through the open window humid and warm at this time of night from the heat wave that’s settled in.

She parks in the town lot in front of the water, gets out of the car, and walks to the railing. Lights from the boardwalk reflect off the stretch of Atlantic in front of her.

She breathes in the dank odor of low tide rising from the rocks below.

Laughter trickles past her, and she turns to see a group of kids in the park, far off in the distance. Teenagers from the sound of it, the silhouette of a girl lounging on a swing coming into focus in the dark.

She and John used to come to this park when they were in high school. Late at night, after his football game, they’d park in front of the water. Sometimes they’d get out of the car and find a bench in the park and sit.

Paradise Park was a popular couples spot back then, but Quinn and John rarely kissed on those nights. They’d just sit and talk. Or sometimes just watch the ocean with the radio playing in the background. Both happy to be anywhere but home.

Years later, it was the same park where Quinn had met Bent for the first time. It seems like another lifetime now. She can close her eyes and picture the girl she used to be. But it’s a hazy outline of someone she barely recognizes.

John had been deployed, Quinn remembers, and he’d called her late one night. She remembers the phone ringing and then John’s voice on the line, seeming so far away even though the connection was fine. He’d called to tell her a guy in his unit was coming home, one of his bunkmates, and he wanted Quinn to meet him.

“I’m sending your present home,” John had told her over the phone. “His name is Bentley. He’ll be in uniform at the entrance of Paradise Park.”

After they hung up, Quinn had rushed out of bed and hurried to the kitchen to write down the day and time of the meeting—Wednesday. One o’clock sharp—but in the back of her mind she was replaying the sound of John’s voice. How he’d sounded different, speaking to her in a voice she’d never heard before.

The week had passed and then it was Wednesday. Quinn had strapped Nick and Nate into their car seats and driven across town. The boys were tiny then—she’d only just started the job and she knew Madeline wouldn’t approve of her meeting some strange man with her boys in tow.

But Quinn wanted to meet the man who slept in a bunk near John every night. It meant something to her back then, to share this small thing. With miles and oceans separating her and John, and a war she didn’t understand, this was something she could keep close to her.

She parked in a space in front of the ocean, put the twins in the double stroller, and hurried to the entrance of the park.

She was late, and in a rush, pushing the heavy stroller in front of her, and there was a noise next to her from the playground, and she looked over to see two boys chasing each other around the swings, one of them holding a stick out like a gun, shouting, Bam, bam. You’re dead. A woman walked over and grabbed the stick from the boy, scolding him it seemed. He pouted, kicked at the sand.

When Quinn passed the little boy, she heard him tell the woman, It’s just pretend. Not real.

Then she noticed the soldier.

From where she stood behind him, he looked just like John: tall and broad shouldered, standing with the posture of someone trained to be alert. To be ready.

He was standing on the wide concrete steps at the entrance of the park, dressed as if he just stepped off a tank in the Middle East, the desert camouflage uniform out of place against the backdrop of the New England coastline.

When she reached him, he turned and looked at her, raised a photograph and held it up: a picture of her and John from their senior prom.

“You’re here,” the soldier said, and she pointed to herself, joking. As if to say, I’m here? He’d come from the Middle East. She’d only driven the three short blocks to the park.

She asked about his trip home, and he held up a finger, interrupting her. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a small package, her name in John’s handwriting on the front.

“Here,” he said, holding the package out to her. “He’ll kill me if I forget. And these days, I seem to forget everything.” He tapped his temple. “They didn’t send me home for nothing.”

She took the package, glanced at the scar peeking from under his hat, running the length of his hairline to his jaw, a thick stripe of newborn skin, puckered and pink against the weather-beaten, unshaven slope of his cheek.

His name was Bentley. Winters was printed in black letters on his uniform.

“You’re John’s boss?” she asked.

“Sergeant,” he corrected. “Well, former now, I guess, with the medical discharge. Bent.” He held his hand out.

She shook it, her eyes on the scar. She wanted to ask if John was there when it happened, but the words wouldn’t come out of her mouth.

He hadn’t flinched under her gaze, and she sensed he was accustomed to women watching him.

He was handsome in a traditional way, older than her, in his thirties, if she had to guess. The stubble on his jaw reaching up to touch his cheekbone, a starburst of faint lines creasing the outer edge of each eye.

“Want to grab a coffee?” he asked, gesturing with his chin to the row of restaurants lining the water. “I can tell you about life over there.”

“These guys are hungry,” she lied, pointing to the infants. “I need to get them home.”

She’d fed them lunch already. But she hadn’t wanted to hear about life over there. She hadn’t been ready to hear why John sounded like a stranger to her.

“Luke said you’re a nanny. Toughest job there is, raising kids,” he said.

“Luke?” Quinn asked.

“Oh, sorry. John. Luke is how he’s known over there.”

“Why Luke?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I think it started after some shitty patrol. All of us were spent. Working on no sleep and hungry and filthy. Falling into our bunks. There’s John, taking apart his weapon. Cleaning it, wiping it down, putting it back together. Someone called him Cool Hand Luke, and the name stuck. Got shortened at some point, I guess. Now he’s just Luke.”

Quinn hadn’t answered, the image of John, tired and hungry and filthy filling her thoughts.

“Hey, look, if you change your mind, call the station and ask for me. John said you sounded worried. If I can help, let me know.” He looked around and sighed. “Never thought this shitty town would look so good. Paradise, huh?” He winked at her, gave a casual salute as a goodbye and walked away.

She watched him leave, the way he’d said Paradise lingering in her mind.

She thought of their duplex across town—the stained shag carpet that smelled like cat pee no matter how many times she scrubbed it.

Now Quinn blinks herself out of the memory and shivers, chilled, even though she should be sweating with the way she’s dressed in the humid night.

She should leave. Go back to the apartment and try to get some sleep. She has to be at work in the morning, and she still has boxes to unpack—clothes to hang up and furniture to arrange and pictures to hang and, well—her whole life to put in order. The thought of it makes her want to curl up in a ball, pull the sweatshirt hood over her head, and just . . . disappear.

Instead, she climbs up on the hood of her car, leans back against the windshield, and looks up at the sky.

John should be in her thoughts, but all she can think about is Bent. She knows he’s working tonight, and the thought of him patrolling the streets makes her feel safe somehow.

Brothers is what Bent and John call each other. That’s why she’d called him that day, with John missing and the notice in her lap, and no idea what to do next.

It shouldn’t have surprised her that Bent hadn’t spoken to John in months. That he didn’t know John was missing.

After all, John had been disappearing right in front of her for years. Little by little, growing more distant. More silent. More . . . gone.

And then that night when he’d told her he was leaving again. Signing up for another tour, even though he’d only just come home. And they’d fought, and she’d said that word.

Coward.

Right out loud before she could stop herself. It was the last word she’d said to him before he disappeared into the night.

She didn’t tell Bent any of it. She didn’t have the words to explain. She merely told him the truth. That John had left. Just vanished.

I’ll find him is all Bent said, and Quinn didn’t answer, only nodded, unable to speak the question that formed in her mind.

What if he doesn’t want to be found?
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Libby

The paint’s not even dry on the wall, and Lucy is complaining about the color. According to her, the chi is all wrong.

Desiree squints at Lucy when she hears this, and I think I see fire shoot out of her nostrils. Probably because this is the third shade of brown that we’ve tried—none of them are giving off the right energy—and the foyer doesn’t have any windows, and the temperature outside is in the nineties.

It’s like standing in the hottest oven ever. Watching paint dry.

“You’re getting paid to put up with this shit,” Desiree mutters to me. “I’ll be outside having a smoke.”

I want to go outside with Desiree, stand on the porch with her in the shade, and try to cool off. But she’s right. I’m getting paid to stand here and watch paint dry. Twenty bucks an hour, to be exact.

Lucy doesn’t take her eyes off the wall, but she tsks loudly, and I don’t know if it’s because Desiree is smoking or because she swore.

Helping Lucy with the house is my summer job. My other option was bagging groceries at the supermarket like I did last year, so when Bent pitched it to me in the beginning of the summer, it sounded like the easiest job ever, so I told him yes.

And then I found out Lucy thinks if we hang a mirror on the wall within five feet of the front door, the good chi will bounce off and disappear.

Lucy owns her own real estate agency, but she’s also a certified feng shui consultant who wants to be an interior designer. She’s been flipping houses for years now—buying them for nothing, fixing them up, and reselling them for a better price. She’s been so busy that she hasn’t had any time to work on our house. Apparently, this summer, our house is on her to-do list, and I’m part of the equation.

Today, we’re supposed to scrape off the old paint in the entryway of the house and apply a fresh coat. Desiree is only here because she’s not paying rent, and Lucy suggested this would be a good way to chip in.

But so far, all we’ve done is listen to Lucy tell us that the staircase is facing the front door—a feng shui disaster that’s affecting our well-being.

Awful chi energy, she kept repeating under her breath until Desiree told her that the staircase had been that way forever and that if Lucy said chi one more time, Desiree was going to smash the glass in the front door with Lucy’s head.

So we moved on to paint, and now we’re stuck again.

There are three brushstrokes lined up in a row on the wall, and Lucy’s not sure about any of them.

She keeps glancing over at me and back at the wall, as if I might be able to help her decide, but it’s so hot that all I can think about is the bead of sweat rolling down my neck.

Desiree stomps in from outside, smelling of cigarettes, and stands next to Lucy. She says smoking calms her down, but I can feel her anger pulsing through the room, and as usual, Lucy ignores her. She either doesn’t care or she’s so used to Desiree’s temper she doesn’t notice it anymore.

“What about that one?” Lucy asks, pointing to the color on the left.

“They all look fine to me,” Desiree snaps. “It’s brown. In a hallway. Who gives a shit?”

“It’s not brown. It’s ecru. There’s a difference.” Lucy answers serenely, lost in the colors on the wall, as though Desiree isn’t about to annihilate her.

“Which one makes you feel peaceful?” Lucy asks us both.

“Don’t ask us,” Desiree says. “You’re the feng shit expert.”

“Feng shui,” I correct, and Desiree glares at me.

My stomach growls, and Lucy breaks out of her paint trance.

“I thought you made breakfast,” she says to Desiree.

“I did. And she ate. Tell her you ate.”

“I ate,” I say.

I don’t mention that breakfast was egg whites sprinkled with some sort of brown seed mixed in that I tried to slip to Rooster Cogburn under the table and even he wouldn’t eat it.

“I’m sixteen,” I tell them. “I can make my own breakfast anyway.”

“Preaching to the choir,” Desiree mutters, and this makes Lucy put her arm around my shoulders.

“Of course, you can,” she says in a soothing voice. “We know that you can. It’s just nice to eat with someone.” She says this the way only Lucy can say such things—so sweet and nice that you have no choice but to feel bad about being the jerk who gets mad about someone making you breakfast.

“Her stomach is growling because it’s lunchtime. You managed to waste an entire morning on a staircase that can’t be moved and paint that all looks the same.”

Lucy ignores Desiree, and suddenly the front door opens, and a woman steps through the doorway. It takes me a minute to register that it’s the serial killer who’s just moved in.

She freezes, looks from me to Lucy to Desiree, apparently as surprised to see us as we are to see her.

The front door is wide open and the light behind her is blinding. I blink, and my eyes focus on the oversize black sweatshirt she’s wearing, so large she’s swimming in it, the hem almost touching her knees, only a sliver of shorts peeking out, and then just her thin, white legs.

I take a step away from her, bumping into Desiree and stepping on her foot by accident.

Desiree scowls and elbows me, her bony arm digging into my side, but before anyone says anything, there is chaos in the hallway.

Two small boys are chasing each other. Arms and legs and the smell of vomit surround us. One swings a plastic golf club and it whizzes by Desiree’s head, so close a puff of her hair flies up.

The serial killer’s eyes go wide, and she rushes to her front door, puts the key in, and pushes it open.

“Boys!” she yells. “Go inside!”

The boys tumble through the doorway and out of sight, disappearing around the corner, taking the noise with them.

Lucy, Desiree, and I haven’t moved, and if the serial killer wasn’t still standing in front of me, I might think I dreamed the whole thing. I glance at Desiree, who looks back at me, then down at her foot, her big toe bright red in her flip-flop.

“Quinn,” Lucy greets. “Are you getting settled?”

“I’m so sorry,” the serial killer named Quinn gushes. “He didn’t get you with the club, did he?” she asks Desiree.

“She’s fine,” Lucy insists, and Desiree gives Lucy a look that makes me take a step away from her. “My gosh, you’re making me sweat,” Lucy adds, eyeing the sweatshirt.

“I got sick, and some of it got on my T-shirt. This is the only thing I had in my car,” Quinn says. “I wouldn’t normally bring them here, but we were at the park—”

“Oh, well go change,” Lucy interrupts, taking her by the arm and guiding her into her own apartment. “Come,” she says over her shoulder to me and Desiree. “We can watch the boys while she washes up.”

And then they’re gone, around a corner into another room.

“Go,” Desiree says. “I hate kids.”

“You hate everyone,” I tell her, and she shrugs, like I have a point. “I don’t want to go in there either. Why are we getting in the middle of this?”

Desiree snorts. “Because Lucy can’t help herself. Ever since your father showed up with that girl, Lucy’s been snooping around. Wouldn’t surprise me if she went through the trash barrels outside. Nosy as all fuck.”

“Bent brought her here?”

Desiree squints at me. “You didn’t notice him moving her in? Carrying boxes? Hello?”

“I thought he was just being nice. Like helping the new tenant type of thing.”

Desiree nods, as though she can see why I might think that. We have a ninety-seven-pound dog upstairs that proves Bent can’t say no to anyone.

“How does he know her?” I ask Desiree.

But she’s already stomping upstairs, leaving me alone in the empty hallway, surrounded by the bad chi from the staircase and the smell of vomit and the paint on the wall that looks to me like dirty brown stains.

The last thing I want to do is go inside, but I hear Lucy’s voice, and I know it’s only a matter of time before she comes looking for me and finds me standing here in the hallway, doing nothing.

I walk through the doorway, and the first thing I see, the only thing I see, is moving boxes. Stacked against the wall and still taped shut, as though she hasn’t been living here almost a week.

The living room has the same built-in hutch as ours, and when I pass it, I see a picture frame on the shelf. There are voices coming from the back of the house, at least a room away, and I grab the frame, bring it close to my face.

It’s a picture of two guys dressed in army uniforms, somewhere in the desert.

One guy is leaning against a tank with his helmet in his hand. He’s young, maybe in his twenties, tanned and blond, with a face that Desiree would say is movie star material.

Only his profile appears because he’s looking at the other guy, who’s lying on his back, legs crossed, a cigar in his mouth, winking at the camera, as though he’s on a beach in the tropics instead of a war zone. I squint and bring the picture closer, and that’s when I recognize him.

The other guy—the one the movie star material is staring at—is Bent.

It’s a minute before I realize I’m holding my breath. The memories of when Bent was gone turning my stomach inside out.

Five years ago, Bent went overseas with his Guard unit. It was supposed to be for a year, but he got hurt and came home early.

I’d slashed each day he was gone with a blue marker on the calendar in my room. Blue because Bent does a spot-on impression of Elvis Presley singing “Blue Christmas”—like if you close your eyes, Elvis is right in front of you—and it’s impossible to see the color blue and not think of that, and when I do, it’s also impossible to be sad. And I needed every reason to not be sad when Bent left.

When he came home early, I didn’t flinch one bit at the scar on his head—if I could have thanked it, I would have. It brought him back to me. Maybe a little different—thinner and a little bit deaf depending on where you were standing when you talked to him. But otherwise, the same old Bent.

But he hadn’t been home long before my mother took off.

I don’t think his bags were all the way unpacked when my mother told him she was leaving. A girls’ trip was how she put it.

She was the one who had been on duty while my father was overseas. She needed a break, she kept repeating. And from my bedroom, I remember wanting to ask—a break from what?

She flew south, to sunnier skies and warm weather, and told us she’d be gone a couple of days—a week at the most.

A week became two, then three. Then a month passed.

My mother and I talked on the phone once or twice a week, and she’d give me an excuse, explain why she needed to stay longer—her friend needed help moving to a new apartment or there was the threat of a tropical storm and she didn’t want to fly in that kind of weather, a breeziness to her voice that should have been reassuring.

Except we lived in a two-bedroom house with thin walls. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t hear my father shout into the phone one night—I’m not talking about me . . . don’t do this to her.

I didn’t tell my father I was happy she was gone. That the air in the house was easier to breathe after she left. No more of her mood swings. No more coming home to one of her “bad days” when she’d lock herself in her bedroom all night or sit at the table with a blank look on her face, staring at the wall.

Maybe her vacation would help. Maybe a break was all she really needed.

The weeks passed and Bent and I settled into life together. Just us. He wasn’t back to work yet, still recovering, getting stronger day by day.

Then I started getting headaches—migraines that had me lying in the dark, afraid to move. Bent would sit next to my bed, ask me what he could do. I’d ask him to talk—his voice helped block out the throbbing. He’d tell me about the guys in his unit. Or what it’s like to fly in a helicopter. Sometimes he’d go back in time, tell me what it was like when he first joined the Guard, before I was born. How back then nobody ever dreamed they’d be on the front lines of a war so far away from home.

My mother came home finally, months later, and I know Bent hoped it was because she missed us.

But she’d found a lump in her armpit down in Florida. So, it was really the cancer that brought her back. Except that she never really came back. Not in her heart at least, where it mattered. Her body was with us, but she just walked around like a ghost. Like she was already gone.
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