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Praise for The Mercy of Thin Air

“Debut novelist Domingue weaves a tapestry of lost spirits and misplaced loves.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[A] hopeful, inspired debut that lands [Domingue] sure-footedly on literary soil as a talented young novelist.”

—The Hartford Courant

“Blending the practical matters of marriage with the sentimental, Domingue has fashioned an emotionally satisfying story of love and longing.”

—The Washington Post, reviewed by Meg Wolitzer, author of The Position and The Wife

“Luminous, wise, tender, passionate, and compassionate, this book is special. Razi is a rare character, and her story opens like the petals of a flower. She makes me understand, all over again, the redemptive power of love. One to treasure.”

—Posie Graeme-Evans, author of The Exiled

“Superbly constructed, this is a story about the power of first love and the potency of memory. Domingue is a first-class writer.”

—Irish Examiner

“Domingue has a strong and distinctive voice. Razi, so determined, so lovely, is a heroine to cherish, and this exquisite love story reminds us that love is never really lost at all, that the thrill of touch—and memory—endures over time. . . . Anyone who’s ever fantasized about New Orleans in the ’20s will love this book, with its detailed descriptions of the city’s bygone glamour and the lives of women of the jazz age.”

—The Times-Picayune (New Orleans)

“[A]n engaging tale . . . In each plot, so different in time and place, Domingue takes a probing look at what produces strong and independent women.”

—Booklist

“Domingue’s unique protagonist might make readers change the way they think about ghosts—whether they believe in them or not.”

—The Orlando Sentinel

“Tracking an extraordinary love affair over nearly three-quarters of a century, The Mercy of Thin Air is a testament to the power of a love so strong it knows no bounds, even the seeming finality of death.”

—BookPage

“With lucid supple prose, Ronlyn Domingue weaves a gossamer tale suspended between two worlds. Her glimpse into the other side reveals the poignancy lurking behind our more mundane lives and loves. Flappers from a glamorous era of New Orleans high life linger and evanesce in this thoroughly modern dissection of thwarted love and the redeeming mercy of letting go. Readers, though, will find it difficult to let go of this moving debut by a remarkable talent well on her way to a distinguished career.”

—James Wilcox, author of Heavenly Days

“[A]n ethereal and eternal love story with images so luminous they lift off the paper.”

—Paula Wall, bestselling author of The Rock Orchard

“Dreaming about the New Orleans of yore? The haunting city you remember, the ‘land of dreamy dreams’? Th[is] book is for you. . . . It’s fiction you succumb to.”

—The Commercial Appeal (Memphis)

“Like The Lovely Bones, [The Mercy of Thin Air] makes the reader feel as if he’s died and gone to heaven.”

—James Gordon Bennett, author of The Moon Stops Here

“Domingue captures the equally repressive and uninhibited culture of 1920s America.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[A] beautifully written story . . . a holistic world where events and people are linked to each other in sometimes surprising ways. Finding answers is just a matter of sorting out the threads. That’s what Razi does, and any reader who joins her in her quest is in for a treat.”

—The Advocate (Baton Rouge)

“Domingue tells a fine story.”

—Daily News (New York)

“[Domingue] does very well by love, its near impossible demands and its transcendent rewards.”

—The State (Columbia, S.C.)

“Addictive and memorable.”

—Easy Living magazine (UK)

“Domingue’s attention to detail and obvious affection for her characters make this a book with broad appeal.”

—The Charlotte Observer

“Love and death come together in a mysterious union. Wonderful.”

—Elle (Germany)

“The Mercy of Thin Air is a stunning first novel illuminated by lucid prose, memorable characters, and intriguing ideas about the afterlife. It’s not a conventional ghost story in any sense, but it will haunt you long after you’ve read the final page.”

—The News-Star (Monroe, La.)

“In a word: Timeless.”

—Townsville Bulletin (Australia)
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For Todd,
my other whole


And it is right that you should learn all things, both the persuasive, unshaken heart of Objective Truth, and the subjective beliefs of mortals, in which there is no true trust. But you shall learn these too: how, for the mortals, passing through them, the things-that-seem must “really exist,” being, for them, all there is.

—Parmenides of Elea, “On Nature”

Since for the time being there is no possibility whatever of a causal explanation, we must assume provisionally that improbable accidents of an acausal nature—that is, meaningful coincidences—have entered the picture.

—C. G. Jung, “On Synchronicity”


    Where do I begin?

I trace my outline in the photograph. From the crown of my head, blond curves sweep down and fringe at the ends. Each limb radiates from my body. The fingertips of my right hand touch the horizon. My left hand holds pure air. I follow along the periphery, where the contours turn, head to toe, side to side.

My body is not the one I was born into. In all the moments of breathing, each cell took its turn at the cycle: growth, repair, decay. But I still remain.

Nothing of me is mine to keep, other than memory.

In the snapshot, Twolly waves from her side of the seesaw. Her left hand is fog above her elbow. She wears the purple dress that made her face luminous in contrast. She smiles wide, pale lips drawn into a perfect arc.

Unseen, Andrew. He had used four rolls of film by the end of the afternoon. He juggled the cylinders in his pocket as the three of us walked out of the park. I touched the square silver cuff link engraved with his initials, APO, and leaned into him. Please, tell me your middle name. He said nothing and teased me with a subtle smile. Without a word, I traced a path down his right arm, and he reached toward the familiar territory of my hand as if he expected a surprise.

I hold the photograph so tight, so long, every open space within me fills with a consummate ache.


PART ONE

SIMON BEEKER had been dead four months.

I did not know this when I approached his house for a belated visit. Because I was no longer in the habit of skimming obituaries, I missed the announcement.

The last time I had seen Simon, in early 1991, he was seventy-four. He sat in his crimson study, his elbows angled on the arms of a worn leather chair. I watched him turn the pages of a new biography—the spine crepitated under his grip—and noticed his eyes taking in each paragraph, quick and hungry. That quality had never changed about him. As a boy, he had been a collector of knowledge who sneaked into Andrew’s room to read books a page at a time between odd jobs.

There in the study was Andrew’s bookcase. The piece was an outdated Eastlake-inspired design when Andrew’s aunt willed it to him, but he loved it because the shelves held books two rows deep. Before he left to go to law school, Andrew gave his mother permission to sell or give away what didn’t go with him. He left dozens of books, several fine suits, and the bookcase. When Emmaline, their housekeeper, asked for the historical texts, Andrew insisted that she take everything. Emmaline gave it all to Simon, her long-boned, far-sighted grandson.

On the day of that visit, when Simon was seventy-four, I stayed only a few moments. I had not been near the bookcase in several decades. The smell I detected in the closed spaces made me anxious, lonesome. With barely a stir, I left. His wife asked him if he felt a draft as she stepped into the room to hand him a cup of coffee. He turned his dark face and sage eyes toward her and answered he had not.

Now, twelve years later, he was dead. The urge to see him again had come far too late.

I knew Simon was gone when I neared his little bungalow and saw the hand-lettered sign: Estate Sale. Cars parked on the banquettes on both sides of the street. Books, kitchen items, blankets, knickknacks, and furniture cluttered the tiny front yard. People made claim to Simon’s possessions, holding them tightly in their arms.

There was the bookcase, in perfect condition, the only antique on the lawn. A small man in pince-nez glasses approached it with arms wide. He dropped to his knees reverently and opened the two drawers to inspect them. Like a billow of smoke from a snuffed flame, a scent I had not smelled in many years escaped the cool, dark hollows. This time, I did not avoid it. The little man began to shiver.

Andrew’s essence drew outward, then stalled. The particles suspended in a dense concentration of cold, still air. I held the salty tinge within me for the length of a breath, before anything more could make an escape, before I could linger on the question, What happened to him?

As the air warmed, I noticed a rich, mature scent, one that had more strength but less power. That was Simon, whose hands had rubbed a chestnut patina into the glass doors as long as I’d been gone. He would have wanted the bookcase protected. I stood guard with cold drafts, waiting.

By late morning, a couple wandered through the remaining odds and ends at the sale. The young woman spotted the bookcase, shadowed by a redbud tree in new leaf. She opened the doors. As she reached inside to inspect the shelves, she breathed deeply. A comforting aroma, almost a blend of pipe smoke and cinnamon, surrounded her.

“Scott. It’s perfect for the room, don’t you think? And it’s not musty or mildewed inside. I like the scent,” she said.

He pulled a tape measure from his pocket. “Good fit. We haven’t seen a nicer one anywhere. Great condition.”

“I see something in a crack.” She stretched deep over the last shelf. As small as she was, she could have crawled inside. When she withdrew, there was a copy of Family Limitation in her hand, which she eagerly began to skim. She grabbed Scott’s arm and made him read a passage about unsatisfied women and nervous conditions.

“I must have this,” she said. “It would complement my mementos from our Condom Sense Days in college. Remember?” Her eyes flickered.

“Oh, I remember.” He flipped through the fragile pages. “You’re lucky those Bible thumpers didn’t whip themselves into a bigger frenzy and beat the crap out of all of you.” Scott read several paragraphs. “Hey, Amy—women used to douche with Lysol?”

“Lysol? Let me see that.”

I liked her because she reminded me of myself. I liked him because her brazen little nature didn’t scare him. They were darling together. She slipped the pamphlet back into its place and began to inspect the exterior wood.

“Interested?” One of Simon’s granddaughters had his quiet look in her eyes. “Mamma,” she shouted, “what are you asking for the bookcase?”

A woman poked her head around a porch column. “Five hundred.”

Amy suppressed a grin and reached into her large, cluttered purse. Scott jumped to catch a small notebook as it fell. “I don’t think we have enough cash. Would you take an out-of-town check?” she asked.

“Not usually. But you two look honest enough.” Simon’s granddaughter put a money box on the ground and pushed the sleeves of her baggy Tulane sweatshirt to her elbows. “You’re going to give it a good home, right? I don’t want my grandfather rolling over in his grave.”

Amy looked at her. “You don’t want to keep it?”

“No one in the family likes Victorian. It’s time for it to belong to someone else.”

Scott told the young woman that they would have to arrange a delivery to their home in Baton Rouge. She pulled a pen and paper from the money box. “Sarah Washington, that’s my mom. You can make the check out to her. This is her cell phone number. Call her and set up a date. She’ll make sure someone is here.”

In block print, Amy wrote several phone numbers next to their names—Amy Richmond and Scott Duncan. “Here are ours, too, just in case.”

The young woman took the check, and they wished each other a good day.

Scott wrapped his arm around Amy’s shoulders. She briefly laid her auburn head against his chest. “What a bargain,” she said.

“With a free turn-of-the-century sex manual.”

“Birth control guide.”

“What do we need that for?” He patted her at the navel once before she pulled away.
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AMY FOUND six more marbles as she dug new flower beds in the front yard. When she came in to take a bath, she dropped them into a shallow bowl on the coffee table. I rubbed the filth from the one I liked best, a dark blue cat’s-eye, and rolled it back and forth on the floor.

“Did you remember to buy a mousetrap?” Scott yelled from the room where he searched for the dictionary in the bookcase.

“Why?”

“That mouse is playing with a marble again.” Scott told Amy that when he was a child, he investigated a midnight noise in his kitchen. There he trapped a mouse in his flashlight’s glare. It sat up, sweet as you please, with a marble between its paws, then scampered under the stove. Scott was convinced that a mouse had found Amy’s growing marble collection and had begun to scatter it across the house.

I heard him make his way from the front room into the larger of the two bathrooms. Over the rush of the water, he told her that he wanted to discuss it again. A baby. He had mentioned the topic, briefly, several times in the past few days. “It’s spring,” he said. “Nature’s way of setting the mood.”

“Rutting season is in the fall.”

“For animals with two horns.”

I always appreciated such a sense of humor.

The steamy hint of supper floated into the living room. He had checked on the skillet of shrimp seared with butter and garlic. A twinge of fresh lemon caught an air current as the pasta boiled.

One more moment, and—

“Aims, why did you move everything around in the drawers and cabinets?”

In the two weeks since I arrived, their sense of order had been upended. They found their belongings rearranged or relocated. Radio stations changed at whim, books lay open in strange places, and odd knocks disturbed the house’s silence. Now and then, marbles fell from the air conditioner registers and rolled across the slightly sloped floor. Their bemusement entertained me.

The first week, each blamed the other for the way the TV and CD player turned off when they neared and turned on when they stepped away. Scott changed the batteries in the remote controls three times. When it continued to happen, after I removed the batteries altogether, they stood in the middle of the living room and giggled. They laughed at the absurdity until they started to roar, tangled in each other’s arms. Minutes later, a trail of clothing led down the hall.

That’s what they would miss most, I thought, the occasional spontaneity. That’s why neither one would decide it was time to have a baby. I was tempted to pin-prick her diaphragm and leave his rubbers in sunlight, to force a decision. But that was against what I always believed. I also didn’t meddle so directly.

An hour later, Scott entered the living room naked with a glass of orange juice in his hand. I had been amusing myself by spinning the marbles in elliptical orbits around the ceiling fan. They fell when he entered the room. Scott turned his face to the air register in mid-sip, and a drop of pale orange liquid pulled at the edge of his chin. My incorporeal lip went slack with the memory of once eating five satsumas in a row, the acid so subtle that the sweetness masked it until the last bite. I imagined lifting the droplet away with the outline of my tongue, but the taste would have been vague. Seeing the drip suspended in the air would have made him blooey to bits.

“We have to do something about these mice,” he said.

Amy snapped him on the rear with a pair of boxer briefs.

His straight, broad shoulders reminded me of Andrew’s.
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AMY AND SCOTT’S neighborhood was peaceful. Except for the occasional power tool or shout of a distant child, all I heard was the soft rush of morning and evening traffic and the wind. I was not accustomed to the relative silence, so different from the piercing whine of New Orleans. I remembered when my hometown had not been so busy, crowded, unbalanced. Once there were quiet strolls, long conversations, clanking streetcars, slow thin tires on gravel—a warm hum of activity. Year by year, the volume of it all increased by exponents. I regretted but depended on the chaos. I needed it to lull me, the noise like a persistent thought.

I slipped into the comfy rocking chair in the front room of my new home. It was almost midnight. The house was asleep and snoring, the way old ones do, with their creaks, groans, and cracks. To my right, the bookcase covered a narrow wall, but its presence filled more than the space. The porch light illuminated pits and waves in the glass bookcase doors. I turned away from the points of reflection.

That night, I wanted to study some of Amy and Scott’s photographs.

Had they wandered into the room at that moment, they would have seen the box flat on the rocking chair’s seat. I let it slip through my form. There was no need to make a lap for myself. If they approached the chair—and were extremely perceptive—they would have felt the air change, similar to the instant before static shocks through a body. They would have seen the box top move up, to the right, and to the floor. They would have watched a snapshot rise from the box and suspend itself at a height and an angle as if a person were holding it to look. They would have thought they were sleepwalking, still dreaming. They would not have guessed that they witnessed a simple trick of electromagnetic energy shared among the air, the photographs, and me.

The first picture in the box was of the two of them sitting on the edge of a pool. Water amputated each leg except for Amy’s left one, which was tossed over Scott’s right knee, kicking blue at the camera. Their arms were wrapped tight around each other. Amy wore a T-shirt over her suit. Behind them, a young man with a Beelzebubby beard posed with his hands open near their shoulders. I wanted to see the next moment, the two of them falling into the water, sputtering with surprise.

I wondered if they had failed to hold their breaths as they went under, whether the water felt familiar in their lungs an instant before mortal panic drew them north to the surface.

In a membrane of blackness, the absence of air, the presence of water—I never expected to end the way I began.
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THE DAY I DIE, I glance at Daddy’s newspaper before I leave the house. I notice the date, July 10, 1929, and realize it’s been almost a month since my graduation from Tulane. No matter what I’ve done to make these weeks drag wide and full as clouds, they’ve disappeared in a gust.

I walk the tree-shaded blocks in my favorite green sleeveless dress. The heat makes me dewy. I hope my extra swimsuit is at his house because I terribly want a dip. If not, perhaps I should go bare. Andrew’s parents are in the Swiss Alps, avoiding mosquitoes and tropical heat, and Emmaline will be away shopping until it’s time to cook lunch.

My pace quickens. Along St. Charles Avenue, I grin at a college boy who offers a ride in his coupe. His F. Scott hair weeps into his neck from the humidity. He looks familiar, someone who’s cut in on me at a dance or two.

“Thanks,” I reply, “but I’m limbering up for a swim.”

“Mind if I join you?” he asks.

“Not today, sport.”

As he drives away, I stop in my tracks. Andrew’s surprise. The items are still on my dressing table. A sliver of grapefruit curls at the tip of my tongue. Go back home, brush my teeth—forgot to do that, too—sneak it out in a little bag. No one will notice, no one will know. No. Maybe.

It can wait.

I unlock the back gate with a key hidden behind the purple bougainvillea. The back door near the pool is unlocked. I find my swimsuit in one of the bottom drawers of Andrew’s bookcase, where he keeps the things I’ve left behind.

The water sips me into the deep where I twirl against its pull. Inside the house, the grandfather clock chimes ten times; then, after several languid laps, once more. It is ten thirty. He is late returning from his tennis match with Warren. I scissor myself to the pool’s bottom and watch the ribbons of light knit me among them. When I surface, I crawl out to take a dive. With a shimmy, I wriggle the leg openings and bodice of my suit into place. I am tempted to shed the wool—

Imagine his face if he found me with more than my naked toes pointed at the sky. Wouldn’t he—

The words fall with my body. A second, then two, of darkness. The light around me becomes gauzy and bright. Did I dive through my thoughts and into the water? What peace, these first moments under the surface when my swimmer lungs haven’t started to burn and I have forgotten that time is moving above.

An airy-fairy rush fills my limbs and lifts me like incense. I am dissipating, consumed by the weightlessness of a dream—no, I am being pulled up, out, away—

Stop.

My eyesight blurs through a veil of faint sparks. I am above the water.

Andrew approaches the pool, stifling a quiet laugh. He’s not going to let me scare him this time. He’s seen this before. With each slow step, he removes the layers—shoes, socks, tennis shirt, belt. Andrew unbuttons his white pants but keeps them on. He kneels on the pool’s edge, pulls me up, and stretches me at his side. His smooth face goes straight to my neck, but this time I don’t respond. He shakes me.

He puts his ear to my mouth. He forces his right hand into my suit, under my left breast. He withdraws, holds his palm against my diaphragm. My head bobs as his fingers, frantic in a way they’ve never been, search the back of my head. He feels the lump that swelled after I clumsily slipped at the edge of the pool, slammed backward on the concrete, and fell into the water. My flesh is still warm. He draws me onto his lap. He wraps around my body as if he’ll never let me go.

I have never heard a man’s heart break.

Emmaline, smiling, walks through the back door, a grocery bag on her hip. She hears his keen—suffocated, delirious. Her eyes shine with panic. She drops everything, rushes to us. Her shadow covers our heads. When Emmaline touches the thick black waves on his crown, Andrew lifts his face from my neck and looks up. Her hand moves to his cheek. Her palm fills with his tears. Pewter lines streak down her dark face.

Over and over, he rocks me, the lullaby, sotto voce, no no no no no. He will not release me. Emmaline kneels in front of him and strokes my damp tendrils. Finally, when she touches his head again, he lays me flat, kisses my lips, and takes the silver locket from my neck. He walks into the house without looking back. She traces a cross on my forehead.

I linger for a week of dawns and dusks near the pool. Each day, the haze and disorientation weakens. My body is gone, but whatever I am—the sum of my final thoughts, my last breath—has begun to take shape, vague as it is.

I slip through the back door behind Simon, who has watered the plants his grandmother, Emmaline, has neglected for days. I wander into Andrew’s room. He isn’t there. In the reflection of the bookcase doors, I see a short man move into view. He has the grainy look of a silent film, and he wears a baggy shirt draped over tight pants. Around his neck is a faded scapular.

“I am Noble. I have come to welcome you,” he says to me. His English undulates with the rhythm of French. His giant, heavy-lidded eyes overwhelm his otherwise large nose and long, thin mouth. I know that his hair should be blond—I can sense that—but it has an inexplicable lack of color. “What is your name?”

“Raziela Nolan. Call me Razi.” I watch him glance at me, tip to toe, and I look down. I am nothing but a blur. “I’m missing. Where am I?”

“You’re new. It will come soon.” Noble peers around Andrew’s room. This man, I think, has seen castles.

“Do you know what has happened?” Noble asks.

“I drowned.”

“Do you have questions?”

“Where are we?”

“Between.”

“Between what?”

“I do not know.”

“What are we?”

“That, too, I do not know.”

“So we go about our business as if we weren’t—aren’t—dead?”

“That will not be possible. You will soon come into hearing, sight, and smell beyond any experience you can imagine. Your form will change, and you will be able to move fluidly through this world. There will be tricks you can do, tricks that ones who are between can observe, some that the breathing can see. Be careful of your audience.”

I remain silent. I am within the sound of his voice, not near it.

“There are rules, about which we all have an understanding,” Noble says. “First, do not remain with your loved ones. You can go anywhere you please, anywhere at all, but leave them alone. Second, do not linger at your grave. One brief visit will suffice. Do that when you are able, perhaps in another seven days. And finally, do not touch. You have no need for it any longer.”

“Why not?”

His small hand brushes the place where my cheek should have been. I know that he touches me, but all I feel is a strange raw vibration. No texture. Nothing familiar. The gesture is hollow. “I will come to see about you again soon. Bonne chance.”

Noble disappears into the wall. From the window, I see him drift over the surface of the pool and through the narrow bars of the wrought-iron fence.
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SCOTT WAS ON THE FRONT PORCH in a haze of April sunlight. His bare torso leaned like a plank against the white table’s rounded edge. He stared at the puzzle in front of him, its corners taking shape. A breeze stirred the nearby gardenia, and Scott nodded upward, instinctively, to meet the scent. I wanted to trace the slow tension of his intercostal muscles as he inhaled.

Amy stood at the open front door and watched him. Her gaze followed the curves from his crown to his chest. Then she fixed on his eyes, which scanned the tabletop for a shape that interested him. She walked up with a package in her hand. He reached out without looking up and stroked her arm.

“Had a good run with the group this morning?” She scratched the base of his skull.

“Perfect. Ten miles felt like two in this weather.” He pitched his weight back against the chair. “Although a new person joined us. She can’t go the distance yet, but thinks the peer pressure, or support, will motivate her.”

“My Olympian.” Amy’s hand moved down to his first vertebra.

“Don’t go lower.”

She touched the middle of his neck and rubbed her nails deeper, the friction audible. He exhaled with heated satisfaction.

“I warned you.” He pulled her into his lap.

“Unhand me.” She laughed and put the package on the table.

“I can’t help how I’m wired. Or that you take your powers too lightly.”

They sat quietly for almost a minute. “That’s for you,” Amy said.

Scott slipped a book from the bag with his right hand. “Thanks.” He turned the cover to read the flap.

“I noticed you were on a world religion kick lately. I don’t recall that you picked up anything on Hinduism.” Amy pressed her hand against his pectoral muscles. “That lovely new bookcase is going to fill up in no time. You and your obsessions.”

He dropped his right arm against her knees. “What obsessions?”

“Oh, aside from puzzles and running and microbrews—the dead presidents’ biography marathon, which led to the strange fixation with all things Roosevelt, Teddy and Franklin, which led to the Manhattan Project history deluge, and then—”

“I’m a curious sort of guy.”

“Yes, you are.”

“And you can feed my obsessions anytime.” His hand moved to the middle of her left thigh. She relaxed into his chest. Scott kissed her forehead. “How’re you doing, Aims?”

“I’m doing fine.”

“Since your grand—”

“Really, I’m okay. One day at a time.”

He circled his arms around her completely. “How are you right now this minute?”

“Content.”

“Good. Then can we—”

“Not now.”

“You don’t know what I’m about to say.”

“Yes, I do.” She held him back. “It’s quiet, it’s cool, you’re warm, and that’s enough right now.”
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THE WALL CLOCK RANG eight times when Amy pounded through the back door. Sketches and a graphic design trade magazine fanned from the top of her red briefcase. Lettuce balanced precariously on top of the grocery bag squeezed against her chest. I joined a draft that carried a billow of pollen and twirled the particles into a saffron spiral bracelet. Amy sneezed when I entered the kitchen. She tossed the bags to the ground with little concern for the contents and squared her shoulders within her cropped Oriental jacket.

She was breathing so shallow, I thought her fingertips would turn blue. I pushed a book from its place on the edge of the counter. It hit the floor hard. The sudden noise made her turn quickly and breathe deep.

“Must have knocked it when I came in,” she muttered as she picked it up.

“I thought I heard you.” Scott walked into the kitchen. He was still wearing his lab coat from the pharmacy. There was a liquid antibiotic stain on his chest—a deformed nipple, petunia pink. He kissed her temple. “Your mom just called.”

As she put away the groceries, she didn’t turn to him. “How did she sound?”

“Okay, I guess. She’s still in shock.”

“Still?”

“Well, he hadn’t been sick.” Scott took a container from her hands and went to the cabinet to grab a dish. “Besides, your grandmother died—what?—three months ago? That’s a lot to take in a few weeks.”

“I guess.”

“Your mom still thinks he died of grief.”

Amy faced him, holding a can in her hand as if she were going to throw it. “No one dies of grief. That’s like dying of a broken heart. It doesn’t happen. The will to live is stronger than grief. The world would be a lot emptier if people dropped dead like that.”

“Such a realist.”

“Just like he was.”

Scott popped a plate of spaghetti in the microwave. Molecules from the wheat, tomatoes, mushrooms, peppers, onions, herbs, and red wine filled the air.

“Want a salad?” Amy ducked into the refrigerator.

“Sure.” He put a colander into the sink, stood with his back to the counter, and watched her. His bottom lip moved slightly, a reluctant comment on its edge. “Aims, I know it’s normal to be angry when someone dies. I was angry when my grandfather died. But there’s something, well, unusual about how you’re reacting.”

“How am I supposed to react, then?” She gouged a carrot with the scraper.

“Like you’re sad about it.”

“He was really old. It’s not like it was a complete shock.”

“Yeah, but no one expected it.”

“No one expected Grandma Sunny to die, either.”

“You’re right. But you seem to mourn her. What about him?”

“I was close to her.”

“I know that, but you must feel something for him, don’t you?”

Amy spun around. “I was never close to Poppa Fin. I loved him, too, I guess. But I can’t mourn him. We never connected. My grandmother is the one I miss.” She turned back to their salads.

“Your mom told me what he did with her things. Why didn’t you mention it to me?”

“I was too angry. He got rid of everything—her clothes and shoes, her jewelry, her pillow, her toothbrush. Mom didn’t realize what he’d done until last week, when she went to get the safety deposit box keys. She found a couple of photo albums—Grandma had just started to put them together—but all of the pictures, the loose ones, those are gone. She had a collection going back generations. There were so many of her when she was young—I promised her we’d scan them into the computer and give copies to everyone. But I kept putting it off.”

Scott wrapped his arms around her waist. She gave him a perfunctory pat on the hand. “I’m sorry, Amy. You were a good granddaughter. No one loved her more.”

The microwave beeped. “Thanks. Check the spaghetti, please.”
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MY GRANDFATHER dies June 6, 1919, a few weeks before he turns seventy. He had wanted to see that ripe, round age and what he hoped the twenties would bring—better automobiles, better airplanes. Grams says, in some way, he won’t miss a thing.

Now that Grams lives with us, Mother has stopped taking me along to visit her suffragette friends. I miss eavesdropping on their conversations, but Grams lets me do whatever I want as long as I’m quiet. I’m twelve, old enough to control my impulses.

I carry an armful of books to the back porch, kick off my shoes, and wave my stocking feet in the breeze. I pile my dress between my legs and prop books on the cushion it makes. I read everything in the house. I read Poe, Twain, and Dickens to entertain me, medical books to figure out what horrible disease could disfigure me, and Grams’s books to amuse me.

Sometimes she pulls a rocker near the edge of the porch and sits without a word. I sense her eyes on me, watching as I flip the pages.

“Did I ever tell you about the year I was diagnosed with neurasthenia?”

A thousand and three times. “No, Grams.”

“Well,” she huffs, her cheaters dangerously close to the bulby tip of her nose, “your grandfather had a room on the second floor converted for my convalescence. Some mulattos came to take everything out of the room except for a bed and a chair. They painted the walls a lovely shade of diaper stain. Can you believe he had them hang drapes on the outside of the windows to block out the light?”

“How awful.”

“Indeed. I couldn’t read, write, or sew. They fed me food too bland for a baby.”

I pick a scab away from my elbow and repeat the story in my head. Only the high-hatty doctor and Grandfather had keys to the room. She wasn’t crazy, only bored beyond tears, but at the time, no one knew what else to do with women who found being a woman unbearably dull. She had been locked in the room more than four months when she overheard the doctor suggest “removing the source of her hysteria.” That was all it took for Grams to figure out what she had to do to escape. She convinced everyone she was better when she told the doctor and my grandfather what they wanted to hear. Oh, my listlessness is gone. I know now that I should have given myself more fully to my family. The reading and public lectures I occasionally attended, nothing but folly. Never again.

Grams was released back to the world paler, thinner, and angrier than ever. Immediately, she tricked her husband into the room to discuss new decorating and locked him away for three days. She ate her meals on the floor with her children while fanning the delicious odors under the door’s crack. Grams teased his want of freedom by jiggling the key in the lock but would never open it.

She is about to tell my favorite part. For this, I think Grams is the berries:

“And I told him if he ever listened to another head doctor again, I’d shave him bald and have him tied to the Cabildo,” she spits, then does so literally, an enormous pool of old fop drool right over the porch railing.

Grams left the room, that domestic cell her husband made for her, convinced she’d been talking to her dead sister for several weeks. She had no serious religious convictions before, but she became an ardent spiritualist thereafter, who regularly sat among spirit circles. I got the heebie-jeebies every time I heard her talk about it when I was little. Then I learned to read and laughed myself sick over those stupid Fox girls, who tricked everyone into believing their clickety-clackety toe joints were the rappings of one Mr. Splitfoot.

“I don’t think that was your sister. You were hallucinating.”

“She came from the Summer-Land to speak to me. She knew I missed her so.”

Grams doesn’t know I’ve read all the ancient copies of her Andrew Jackson Davis books. She believes in a heavenlike Summer-Land that Davis claimed was fifty million miles away from Earth. A place where spirits reunite with their true partners and parents and float around in a state of perpetual learning. She believes they can be called to Earth to communicate with the living. That slaughters me.

“Now, Grams.”

“It’s true. Your grandfather himself, God rest his soul, sent me a message from beyond.”

“The medium played a trick on you.”

“Your grandfather apologized, Raziela.”

I know better than to tell her what I saw from my hiding place under the davenport at that séance. Grams would refuse to believe me anyway. The medium wrote Grandfather’s name on an envelope and attached it to the edge of the table where she sat. On another identical envelope, she wrote his name again. She gave that envelope and a blank card to Grams and told her to write a name, date, or phrase—a clue for the spirit. When Grams handed the sealed envelope containing her secret note to the medium, the woman switched it with the one she’d hidden earlier. As the fake card was burned to invoke the spirit, the medium quickly read Grams’s message through the thin envelope. Is he sorry? it must have read.

“Your grandfather and I, we shared a love till the end, in spite of it all.”

I know something about love, almost. Jimmy Reynolds had slipped me a note two weeks earlier.

Do you like me?

__Yes __No

I checked yes and left it tucked in his arithmetic book while the boys played baseball in an empty lot. The next day, he kissed me with an exaggerated pucker. I wondered what it would have felt like had his lips been flat and soft.

“Just you wait until it happens to you. You’ll want nothing more than to devote yourself to him and the precious babies with which you’ll be blessed,” my grandmother says, as always.

I have something new to say. “I don’t know if I want babies.” My fingertips twist my braids into beardy-faced serpents. “I’m interested in other things.”

“A girl should have interests. But eventually you’ll have babies, too.”

“Not if I don’t want to.”

Grams laughs. “Oh, dear, that’s quite impossible.”

“No, ma’am. I read it. Women in Europe have been not having babies for years.”

“Women in Europe?” Grams doesn’t have much tolerance for Europeans. Their squabbles took her youngest son in the Great War two years ago. Uncle Roger had wanted to kill some Huns with the pointed helmets off their own heads.

“Yes, ma’am. It says so in a pamphlet by a Mrs. Sanger.”

Grams’s peepers widen. “Who is she?”

“A nurse. She tells poor ladies about not having children.”

“And what else have you read by this Mrs. Sanger?”

“Nothing.” I am lying. At Mrs. Delacourt’s house, I also skimmed two copies of a magazine I hadn’t seen before. I agreed with what I read. I thought it made perfect sense to help women not have babies they didn’t want and to keep them healthy for the ones they did.

“Listen to me, Raziela. It’s a woman’s duty to have children. It’s a blessing. Think of all those little souls waiting to come into the world. Who are we to stop them?”

“Maybe not all women are supposed to be mothers.”

“Nonsense.”

“What if, though? What if they’re not?”

“Then what are they to be?”

“How about an aviator? Or an artist? Or a doctor?”

“There is no higher aspiration than motherhood, Raziela. You’ll learn soon enough.”

That night, I hide Family Limitation, the pamphlet I’d taken from Mrs. Delacourt, in one of my favorite books. I fall asleep angry. My Grams, who never forgave my grandfather for punishing her worldly curiosity, expects me to meet the same fate.

Never. I vow to myself that I will become a doctor some day, to give any woman a choice between becoming a mother of six or a mother of invention.
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I HAD BECOME RESTLESS spending the days in the rocking chair near the bookcase. One evening, I followed Amy and Scott on a weekend date. After a dinner of pizza, wine, and cheesecake, they stopped by a bookstore.

They perused the new releases with cursory interest until Scott said he wanted to look in the religion section. Amy read several book covers, glancing back at authors’ names. She skimmed a volume on contemporary interior design. Two teenage girls walked past as she read, commenting on her tangerine Nehru jacket. Amy did not notice them or the blond man surreptitiously watching her from the discount racks. Amy tucked a wave of auburn hair behind her seashell ear, which made the man twitch his brown eyes. He wore a well-pressed shirt and flat-front black trousers. Without a doubt, he had shaved an hour earlier. I knocked a book to the floor to see what he would do. Amy reached to grab it.

“Here, let me get that,” he said.

“Thanks.” She gave him a polite but distant smile.

He ran a hand down his arm slowly, smoothing a creaseless sleeve. He didn’t seem to notice, or perhaps care, that she wore a wedding ring. “Like mysteries, do you?”

“It depends.”

“I like mysteries, too. Especially real ones.”

Amy nodded. She was absolutely oblivious.

“Are you visiting the United States?” he asked.

“No. Why?”

“You have a European aesthetic. That’s a lovely beret. It goes with your eyes.” He leaned against the closest upright book rack. He pushed his shirt buttons flat from his sternum to his waist.

“I like your shoes,” she said.

From my location, I saw Scott coming down the escalator, his hands empty. He spotted Amy and the harmless masher. He squinted, but not in suspicion. He seemed to want a better look at the man who was making up to his wife. When he reached the floor, Scott turned left, smiled with something that looked like amusement, and wandered into the stacks. Amy didn’t see him pass by.

“I was thinking about getting some coffee. Is the coffee shop in here any good?” he asked. “This is my first visit.”

A flabbergasted laugh ruptured through my form and revealed itself as a loud pop in the air. Amy looked toward the sound. “Lightbulb must have blown.” She glanced at the second level of the store and then at her watch. “Oh, yes, the coffee is fine here, dark roast especially. Have a good night.”

He watched her walk away, visibly stunned by his lack of success.

Amy found Scott crouched near the ground, reading titles sideways.

“Good conversation?” he asked.

“With who? Oh, that guy. Chatty fellow.”

“I’m sure.” Scott stood up and reached for a book that lay flat on the top shelf. “Ready?”

“What’d you get?” she asked. He handed it to her. “Tantric sex.” She raised her eyebrows.

“I read about it in the Hinduism book you got me. And there was some mention in the Buddhist stuff I’ve read, too.”

“So what is it?”

“Sex that is beyond sex.” He took her hand.

Amy grinned. “At least you’re never boring.”

Back at home, Scott put his new book on top of his puzzle-in-progress and went to take a shower. Amy collected the mail from under the brass slot in the front door. I followed her into the kitchen. She dropped it all in a pile on the counter. With a cautious smile, she opened a package wrapped in brown paper. There was a note taped on top of a videodisc.

Dear Aims—

Look what I found during the excitement of my move. I thought you might like this little flashback. You mention your grandparents. Fond memory maybe. That’s all I’ll say. How’s Scott? Tell Captain Jigsaw I miss him. I miss you both.

Love,
Chloe

Amy held it to her chest. Her expression shifted from fondness to nostalgia to dread. She crept into the sitting room and hid the DVD in one of the bookcase’s drawers, below a layer of stationery and boxed cards.

“What’d we get in the mail?” Scott yelled from the bathroom.

“Bills, coupons.”

I hovered into the rocker when she left the room. I could detect Andrew’s scent even though Amy had closed the drawers evenly. It was stronger than usual, and I knew I was responsible for fueling it, even though I didn’t want to. I caught myself humming to compete with the drone that became more intense every time I thought of him and that pulse that I missed.
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THE LAST FRIEND I ever made between was Lionel.

Most of the ones who stayed between opted for the unknown—what was beyond—within weeks after their deaths. For them, the experience was too disconcerting, in conflict with all they had been taught or imagined about what happens after the body stopped. The ones who didn’t leave so soon kept company with their former interests or discovered new ones to keep them busy. In a blur of days, months, decades, they learned not to think too much.

But Lionel thought all the time. In two years, he figured out why he had avoided physics, Italian, and cello lessons. Every task he meant to do in life, he completed. Every moment that shaped him, he understood. The accomplishments and knowledge illuminated him in a way no one could have expected.

As one of my pupils, Nel questioned every lesson he received. As my friend, he questioned me. Why are you still here? he asked, especially toward the end, when he knew he would go. What are you afraid of? I couldn’t answer, even though I trusted him.

“Find out what happened to Andrew, and you’ll find out what happened to you,” he always said. I ignored him, until the last time. He was going beyond in seven days, exactly two years after he died. He would not celebrate the beginning of 2002 with me.

I went along for his final visits because he asked for my company. Nel wouldn’t have left without saying good-bye to the ones he had befriended during his time between. For me, every moment had been a constant reminder that he would soon be gone for good. When we arrived at his old apartment, the place he had last breathed, I did not say a word.

“Why the long face?” Nel asked. “Did somebody die?”

I smirked.

“I’ll sing. It’ll make you feel better.” He opened his mouth, and I pitched a dirty coffee mug through the hole. “Bitchy today, aren’t we?”

“Don’t take it personally. I’m going to miss you.”

Nel flopped back an inch above the sofa. He fixed his big hazel eyes on me. “Honey, it’s time. I’m done.”

“I know.”

“Come with me.”

“Nel.”

“What if there is something next?”

“Stop.”

“Come see. I have something to show you.”

The man who lived in Nel’s former apartment never turned off his computer. Nel grabbed the mouse, found an Internet search site, and popped my edge. I finally looked at him, but not at his hand. I couldn’t watch him in the act of touching. His entire form was obscured by a bright haze that surrounded him, as if he moved through water. The glow was unnerving but beautiful.

Nel typed quickly, the name Andrew O’Connell. I realized what Nel was about to do. He wanted to find my Andrew for me.

For decades, I believed I had followed my sweetheart at a distance, bending the rule about following people one had loved. At least once a year, I would take pen to the air and scrawl a couple of notes in my antiquated script. Out to the post office they went, delivered to people who forwarded news clippings about one Andrew O’Connell. The return address for this information often changed. However, those good folks who stayed in their jobs long enough remembered me and occasionally attached messages to their mysterious penfriend, Barrett Burrat. They wished me luck on the biography that was taking years to write.

Only months before, one of those kind people sent me an obituary for the man whose life I had followed. I had never questioned whether I tracked the right person because—in name, action, and deed—the man had led the life I expected my Andrew to have, the life he had planned. But there, in that obituary, never mentioned in any other clipping I ever received, was the name of this stranger’s birthplace, a small town in Illinois. My Andrew had been born in New Orleans. Of that, I was absolutely certain. So in fact, I had no idea what happened to Andrew after he left with two full suitcases and tickets to New Haven in his jacket pocket.

“Razi, dammit, don’t look away,” Nel said as the screen flashed a page of new words. He created a list of every Andrew O’Connell who had died in the last forty years. “I’ve reviewed these records. None of these men was born the year Andrew was. Not even within a year or two.”

“Your point?”

“That Andrew of yours might still be alive. Look at this.” In seconds, he created another list. I stared. More than four hundred and fifty instances of his name. “It would take you less than half a day to glance at these sites. What if he’s here?”

I filled with heat, and the electronics in the apartment buzzed, flickered, then shut off. “Why do you insist on tormenting me?”

“You did it to yourself. Why’d you track him if you never really wanted to find him?”

“I didn’t need to find him. When I sent letters, I expected nothing but reassurance that he had become the man I believed he would be. You have to understand, all the pieces made sense. And you know the rule, Nel, for goodness sake.”

“Yes, the rule.” He glanced at the dining room table. An envelope floated toward me and landed next to the vapor of my hand. “I have something else for you. Maybe this is a start in a new direction. When you’re ready.”

I saw the Yale University emblem on the top left. It was addressed to Mr. Barrett Burrat. Even in his meddling, Lionel was thoughtful, using my pen name.

As I opened the letter from Yale, I let a part of him escape. Andrew’s scent infused me, a clean metallic brine that deepened with heat. How often I worked not to think of him, or anyone, for more than an instant. To linger was to tempt an inevitable hemorrhage of memory, almost impossible to control. After my last breath, every moment of my life was revealed perfectly intact, the recollection effortless, the connections among them fluid and associative. I could never predict precisely what would come back to me.

“What does it say?” Nel asked.

“It just confirms what I knew. I did follow a stranger. And it says that my Andrew didn’t graduate from Yale—ever. This other man—I knew he had graduated in 1933, the year after my Andrew was supposed to. I assumed he took extra time to finish his studies, all things considered. But it appears that’s not the case.” I incinerated the letter in midair.

“I can’t imagine what happened between you two, but it had to be pretty bad for someone as smart as you to dupe yourself for so long. You know, you could tell me finally. Talk about taking a secret to the grave. It’s almost beyond that at this point.” Nel smirked at his double entendre, his features soft behind the glow. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m so sorry—for whatever it was.”

I suddenly remembered Andrew’s face, in sunlight, the first time I stretched my naked body on top of his, the whisper of his hands down my back, the relish in his voice as he exhaled, My little succubus.
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Release me. Let me go. Please.

—stunned—naked—

blue flame—bright light—white blur—

warm blood—still blood—broken glass

—blue light broken—
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ANDREW AWAKES long after the sun rises, and dresses in a daze. Six weeks of grief has made him unsteady, but today he is debilitated, drunk with it. He stumbles as he reaches for his wristwatch and bumps his injured hand. His eyes go blank with visceral rage. As the focus returns, he moves with singular purpose toward the center of his bedroom doorway. He leaves the house for lunch without uttering a greeting to his mother or Emmaline. They glance at each other, unaccustomed to such a lapse in his manners. They have no idea what last night brought in, other than the storm. They speak of the thunder now, because they can’t speak of Andrew’s silence.

Confused and distraught, I wander for several miles, moving southeast toward the river. I suddenly realize that I must see Eugenia, the Confederate lady Noble considers a friend. She is always in the same place, circling the grounds of her old home in this old neighborhood with manic regularity. I fall in step beside her and tell her the elementary details, all that she needs to know.

“Whatever were you thinking?” she asks.

“How much I miss the feel of him.” This is only a fraction of the truth.

“Oh, goodness. No one told you? Touch will never come back.”

I am horrified. After weeks of trying, I had learned to create the semblance of a solid form. I was aware that my density was not matter, not as I had been before, but a knit of energy. Several times, I had allowed myself under Andrew’s hands, briefly, to practice. I was impatient but certain that sensation would return in time. What was left of me would relearn—remember—how to feel.

I stand next to Eugenia as she repeats the last twitching dance of her physical life. She does this every day at noon sharp. Only months after the War Between the States ended, she had been stung to death, right there in her garden.

Eugenia dispels her image into a humid August breeze and reappears seconds later in mid-stride. She adjusts the brim of her frowzy rose-colored bonnet. She clucks her light tongue. “Why did you assume that he could endure your touch from beyond the grave?”

“Why didn’t someone warn me?”

“Didn’t anyone tell you the last rule?”

“Noble did. All he said was that I’d have no use for it anymore.” I tell her that I tried to get more information to explain why. I had asked four wanderers—the ones who did not confine themselves to the places they had died. Noble only smiled and said that experience was the best teacher. Two others acted as if my questions were digging into guarded secrets, and they refused to answer. The last had burned his hands on a stove at the age of fifteen months. Although he, like the rest of us, could remember every moment of his breathing life, he had had little practice at the nuances of touch in his thirty-six years with a body. He could not understand why it mattered now.

I want to cry.

“There, there, sugarplum.” Eugenia pats the space near my hand. “You will have to stop, Raziela. Do not touch him again. If you cannot refrain, I would suggest that you move away—or move, well—” She pauses and fingers the lavender bow under her chin. “Tell me, after you stopped breathing, how far did you see? Into beyond.”

“I only saw light. I saw no end. The same way I remember my birth.”

“Noble says he saw gates.”

“That’s not the only illusion he treasures.”

Eugenia blinks. She, too, knows that Noble believes that he disobeyed God moments after his body failed, that he refused to meet the being that forced him to watch his wife and children slowly die. “But do you suppose there is one, an end?”

“No. What do you think?”

“I did not want to find out what was next. I was so happy before the bees came.” A bumblebee hovers above Eugenia’s nose. She stands on tiptoe, takes it into her mouth, and stills the air in that round space. A moment later, the insect falls to the ground, smothered to death.

“All I ever wanted to do was walk in my garden and enjoy the colors and scents of every season,” she says. “What a surprise it was that my form allows me to be filled with perfume. The breathing who can sense me call me the Rose Ghost because I am always surrounded with that scent.

“The air holds many secrets, dear. A beautiful spectrum of fragrances, infinitesimally small. And when you learn to take those parts to build a whole, you return to remembrance.” She moves her full bosom as if she were inhaling. “He is with you even now. Your Andrew. He is a part of your scent because he is a part of your memory. He is a part of you, now as much as before.”

Since my death, I have spent most of my time learning to tolerate the incredible range of sounds I now hear and working to create a solid form. I have hardly noticed the sensitivity to scent. I hold a breeze within me for a moment. The magnolia cones will not split open for another two weeks, but I can smell a hint of the red seeds that will emerge, a cinnamon-clove fragrance as rich as their color.

“What an interesting trick.” I think of the spring evening when I pinched stamens from honeysuckle blossoms and savored the delicate nectar, released drop by drop, on my tongue. An April aroma suddenly perfumes the August air. “We must attract atoms from the air and assemble them into molecules.”

“I haven’t a clue,” she says. Her nostrils curl. She detects a dilute miasma of blood and chlorine, I know, but pretends that the air is still sweet.

“It’s basic chemistry.”

“Such things simply are, and I enjoy them.” Eugenia pulls at the cuffs of her long sleeves. “But back to the matter at hand, sugarplum. Leave Andrew be. What happened is an example of why we leave our loved ones alone. Besides, he is not the reason you stayed between. He is the reason you refuse to go beyond.”

“That’s not it at all. I told you before. I wasn’t finished.”

“Yes, that is true. That is true. But you stayed between for a purpose. Perhaps what you think that purpose is, is not the case at all.” Eugenia suffocates another bee in the palm of her hand.
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I VENTURED OUT AGAIN with Amy and Scott to a party out of town. The ride west from Baton Rouge to Lafayette was lovely. I had never seen that part of Louisiana. Early May had erupted in green. Now and then, I cracked the window to get a whiff of the sap that flooded the trunks and branches. The Atchafalaya Basin spread wide and shallow. Egrets perched on jagged remains of cypress trees. I remembered the flocks that flew overhead when Andrew and I drove along the Mississippi in search of a secluded spot for a picnic lunch, and dessert.

“Oil derricks used to line this stretch.” Amy looked at the open spaces near a small town’s highway exit. “An old boyfriend called them earless horses.”

“Why?”

“The part that bobbed down looked like a horse’s head.”

Scott missed the woebegone tenor of what she told him. I clicked the back window down a notch to rush the air around me. There it was, the hint of a man whose skin she had known well.

“Okay—” Scott shoved his finger against the window control lever. “Am I giving off some weird electrical charge? Anything that plugs in or runs on a battery won’t behave around me anymore.”
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