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For the people I keep and the ones I couldn’t.
With my unending love.






— Prologue —
Whenever I close my eyes, face to the sun, once my brain gets used to the orange glow behind my eyelids, the movie starts to play.
Always the same one.
Always Aubrey. Chubby fingers, sticky with the melting chocolate shell she insists on pulling off her ice cream to eat first. And I don’t care how much mess I’ll have to clean from my car or how much will never come out. All I care about is Aubrey, her hair blowing in her face, into her ice cream, as we drive along the Muscoot Reservoir in the August sun with the windows down, Smashing Pumpkins playing on the tape deck.
Aubrey messing up the words, earnestly singing about the bravest day she’s ever known.
Aubrey stunned when the ice cream falls off her cone into her lap, and I tell her it’s fine to eat with her hands. She can wipe them on my sleeve, and it’s fine. It’s fine. Who cares about clean shirts? Who cares if her shorts are vanilla now?
My mom does!
Who cares what your mom thinks?
She makes a funny snickering sound when she laughs at me, eyes tearing.
Aubrey squinting when the sun gets low in the sky, and we are almost back to her house, and I promise we can drive around the loop one more time.
Aunt Frey, did you dream about me last night? I dreamed about you.
Yeah, I say, every time I watch this memory in my brain.
That zebra was big.
Very big, I say, because I want Aubrey to believe I’m with her in dreams, so she’ll never have a nightmare and think she’s all alone.
Did you dream about me? I dreamed about you.
Did you dream about me? I dreamed about you.
Did you dream? About me?
Did you dream?
Did you?
I can still see each freckle hatching under the skin of her peeling, sunburned nose, that crooked chocolate-stained smile, the frizzy halo of her windblown hair.
The sun is setting and she’s beautiful.
The sun is setting, and I miss her.
It’s setting and I’m so certain I love her more than life itself.
But then the light dims, that orange fades to gray, and I can’t see her anymore.
I’m gone.





Some people claim Old Bet, the elephant memorialized in the town square of Somers, New York, was the first elephant to set foot on American soil. Some say Bet was the second, but claim she was the first circus elephant in the world.1
It’s believed that in the spring of 1796, Somers resident Hachaliah2 Lyman Bailey3 and his brother-in-law purchased Old Bet for roughly $1,0004 near the docks at South Street Seaport when they brought their cattle to slaughter at the abattoir.
However, it is also believed that the elephant Bailey saw on that trip was an Indian elephant he did not buy. In that version of the story, Bailey became obsessed with the power of the beast he’d seen, so in 1801, when he learned of an imported African elephant, he jumped at the chance to buy her. Other accounts report Bailey as instrumental in ordering Bet’s capture.
In his last known letter, American novelist James Agee claimed Old Bet arrived in the United States in 1824, eight years after her recorded death.
By some accounts, Bailey purchased Old Bet to work his farmland in Somers, but the attention she drew inspired him to let his fields go fallow and start a traveling pachyderm peep show. Others refer to Bailey as a man who already had a traveling circus when he purchased the famous elephant.
	1. This is not only Euro-American-centric, but also completely ignores Pompey’s brutal elephant slaughters during the gladiator battles at Circus Maximus in ancient Rome.
	2. Pronounced heck-a-LIE-uh, also spelled Hackaliah, Hechaliah, and Heckaliah in notable texts.
	3. There is no consensus or consistency regarding the inclusion of e in Bailey.
	4. Roughly $12,000 in today’s currency.







— Winter —






— Chapter 1 —
Ellsworth, Maine
February 2007
“You look like shit on toast,” Buck says when I take over for him behind the bar. It’s eleven AM, and the slip of his words means he’s already drunk. Our only two customers are watching a monster truck rally on the TV behind me, drinking stout from IPA glasses. I wonder which beer they actually ordered.
“That bachelor party last night kept buying me shots,” I say. The ick is more in my stomach than my head, probably the combination of a hangover and the leftover fried clams I gulped down like a hungry seagull after we closed the bar at three AM. I know better. I’ve learned this lesson before. But with a full day of clam water soaked in my shirt and six hours of whiskey shots bathing my soul, I was already marinating in misery, and greasy food felt like the fix. I even ate the little burned up fried bits that clearly have no clam inside.
Buck shrugs. When I first started working here, he got mad at me for dumping my gifted shots in the sink under the bar on the sly. As far as he’s concerned, happy customers don’t drink alone. Hangovers are a cost of doing business.
“That guy called,” Buck says.
“What guy?”
“Hans Gruber.”
“Hans Gruber is the bad guy from Die Hard.”
Buck makes a face like the world is folding in and I’m asking him to think his way out of the crease.
“I know who you mean,” I say, giving his arm a squeeze. “Thank you for the message.”
“His number is around here somewhere,” Buck mumbles, rummaging through a stack of receipts, patting down his jeans. He gets frantic whenever he’s confronted with how many brain cells he’s killed. He’s still with it enough to notice he’s lacking, but not enough to function. Last week he thought I was a customer and told me to get out of the kitchen, even though I’ve worked for him for seven years. Sometimes he calls me Freda instead of Freya. It’s hard to tell how much is drunk and how much is burnout, but the result is the same regardless of cause.
“It’s okay,” I say, stashing my backpack under the register. “Wouldn’t call him back anyway.” I pull a bottle of Pepto from the front pocket of my bag and pour some into a coffee mug.
“Can I get a hit of that?” Buck says.
“It’s Pepto.”
“Yeah. I love that stuff.”
I grab another coffee mug and pour.
“Better heated,” Buck says, taking his mug, wandering into the kitchen.
I down mine and head to the end of the bar to ask if our patrons want a refill on their beers.
“That guy is a real trip,” the one in the Pats jersey says. Boston accent. Not Maine.
“Buck’s alright,” I say, mostly because I want him to be.
“Is he?” the other one asks, raising an eyebrow like some kind of Ben Affleck wannabe.
I nod. “Good intentions count.” Tips are better when you agree with your customer—let them trash their target, even egg them on. But I can’t play that game with tourists. These guys will be back in Boston by Monday. If I bat for their team, I’ll be left with the grime of selling out a friend for a few dollars.
“You say so,” Pats says, smirking.
I wish he looked like Matt Damon. But mostly, I just wish these guys weren’t here. I could sit at the end of the bar, dry silverware in silence, and wait for the Pepto to kick in. “You two are a real trip is what I think.”
Pats laughs.
“Did that guy really play the dobro with Jerry Garcia?” Off-Brand Affleck asks, giving me eyebrow again.
“Yeah,” I say with gravity, although to be honest, I have no idea if it’s true. All I know is Buck played banjo before his fingers went stiff, and he at least followed the Grateful Dead for a while.
I pour them a round of Guinness in pint glasses this time. “On the house,” I say, because it’s a good way to end a conversation.
Off-Brand Affleck grins. He thinks we have a rapport that we don’t. I hand them menus. Recommend the steamers.
Hank comes in, work boots shedding clumps of snow on the floor with every step. I wave hello and set him up in his usual seat with the first of four bottles of Budweiser I shoved in the ice bin for him last night, because he likes his beer extra cold.
We’re in for our usual Sunday. I’ll listen to all of his ice fishing stories, and he’ll slip me a twenty once he’s settled the bill.
“Thanks, beautiful,” he says after his first swig of beer. Then he takes a second to really look at me. “You okay, hon?”
“Late night,” I say, but I can feel that Pepto like it’s sitting in my chest and won’t drip down.

I’m only at work for two hours when the cold sweats start.
The bar is packed with belligerent hockey fans, air crowded with the stench of fried scallops on special because they’re two days past expiration. I think about calling Nadine, begging her to come in on her day off. The waitress on shift is sixteen, so I can’t give her booze duty. Buck is sleeping in his office. The dishwasher only speaks Russian. Suck it up, I tell myself, breathing through my mouth to avoid that smell. Suck it up.
But then everything starts to feel slow. I’m taking an order with a golf pencil that’s too worn down, and the scratch on the paper is inside my brain. I can’t pull air into my lungs. When I breathe, all I get is steam and fish and spilled beer, and the ache in my side explodes into fireworks. I drop my order pad on the table. Off-Brand Affleck catches me before I hit the floor, his dimpled chin fading in and out of focus. “Where’s Matt?” I ask, but he doesn’t get the joke.

When the EMTs are wheeling me down the cobblestone path to the parking lot, Buck runs at us, shouting, “Wait!” He grabs the side of the gurney. His sleeve is unbuttoned, and he rolls his cuff frantically while the EMTs stare at him, unsure of what to do.
“Is this it?” Buck asks, holding his forearm so close to my face that I can barely see the numbers written in Sharpie. “Is this Hans Gruber’s phone number?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t know, Buck. I’m sorry.”
And then I puke on his shoes.






— Chapter 2 —
“Promise me you’ll walk at least,” the nurse says, handing me discharge forms to sign. She has a helmet of yellowed white curls and frowns like she wants to say more. Like she wants to take me home with her. Or maybe I just think that because I want her to. She could press her cool hand to my forehead to check for fever and bring me soup made from turkey bones she saves in her deep freeze. I bet she does that for her kids when they’re sick, even though they’re probably grown like me.
“I’ll do what I can,” I say, scribbling my name at the bottom of her clipboard.
“And here.” She flips the page, taps the last line with her fingernail. “To confirm you’re requesting discharge against your doctor’s recommendation.” She studies my face, shaking her head. I think she expects me to cave.
I draw a squiggly line for my signature. I can’t keep paying forty bucks every time they tape a new gauze pad to my stomach.
“You’re going to want to lie around and avoid moving because it hurts, but the best thing you can do for yourself is walk, walk, walk.” She wiggles at the waist as she talks, and I imagine her in snappy white sneakers, power walking at the beach. “Don’t lift anything. Try not to sit for long stretches. If you start running a fever or the wound gets puffy, get yourself back here. No excuses.”
She hands me a big plastic bag labeled Patient Belongings and doesn’t leave. Getting dressed is a test, an excuse to call the doctor back.
When I dump the bag on the bed, the smell of old clam water and stale beer wafts around us, so strong it feels like green cartoon lines could form in the air. I step into my jeans, clenching my teeth to keep from crying. As I pull them up under my gown, the nurse watches like I might detonate.
The button can’t reach the tab across my swollen belly. I turn my back to her and zip as far as I can. The hospital gown drops to the floor when I take it off. There’s no way I can get back up if I bend to retrieve it, so I have to pretend not to notice—that I’m the sort of person who leaves messes for someone else to clean up and doesn’t care who knows it.
I pull my Thirsty Clam t-shirt on headfirst, one arm at a time, stretching it to cover my open pants. It’s embarrassing putting on smelly clothes in front of this woman.
I don’t even have a jacket. No one at the bar thought to hand it to the EMTs or bring it by the hospital. No one checked in to see if I made it. I’m not sure who the hospital would have called if I hadn’t—how anyone would have found out. Remember the girl? The one who used to work here? What happened to her?
“Who’s picking you up?” the nurse asks.
“Cab.”
“No.” She hugs the clipboard to her chest.
I’m not sure if it’s her rule or hospital policy, but I can tell by the arch of her brow that I won’t be able to talk her out of it.
My cell phone is dead. It’s an ancient brick, and there’s no way anyone here would have the right charger. I use the phone by the bed to call the only reasonable number I know by heart, hoping local calls are free.
“Thirsty Clam.”
“Hey, Buck. Send someone to get me?”
“Who is this?”
“Freya.”
“I just saw you in the kitchen.”
“No.”
“Who was that?”
“Send someone, please?”
“Where are you?”
“Maine Coast Memorial.”
“Wha-wha?”
“Remember? Sunday? The ambulance?”
He’s quiet for so long I think he may have hung up. Finally, he says, “Oh… yeah. What’s wrong with you?”
“Appendix. Please send someone?” I know this doesn’t sound like the conversation of a woman whose dearly beloved person is on the way, and I worry the nurse will change her mind about discharging me.
“Like they took it out?” Buck’s voice is high, incredulous.
“Yup. Can you put Markus on the phone?”
“Do you get to keep it in a jar?”
“I don’t think so.”
“When are you back at work?”
“Don’t know. Can I talk to Markus?”
“Tomorrow?”
“Probably not.”
“That’s too bad—Oh, hey, the fish guy is here. I gotta go.”
“You’re sending someone to get me, right?”
“Hey, Johnny! How’s it—” Buck hangs up without saying goodbye.
“He’s coming,” I tell the nurse. “Twenty minutes tops.”
She looks me in the eye, pulls a roll of medical tape and a stack of gauze pads from the pocket on her scrub shirt, and throws them in my belongings bag.
“Thank you,” I say.
“For what?” she says, shrugging, like she didn’t do anything at all.

I clutch my bag of pill bottles and paperwork to keep it from flying off my lap as an orderly wheels me to the lobby. We round the last corner too fast, wheelchair listing, veering off course. When I turn to see why I’m headed toward the wall, the orderly stashes a phone in the pocket of his scrubs. He parks me by the front door while we wait for my ride.
I don’t know if Buck will send someone. His short-term memory is toast. Too much coke in the eighties, too much booze now. After a few awkward minutes watching the parking lot, I say, “You don’t have to wait with me.”
The orderly sighs. “I do.”
There’s a single brown leaf flapping on the tree in front of the building. Gusts of icy wind leak in through the worn weather stripping on the doors, making a squeak like someone blowing on a blade of grass. My arms are bare, and my teeth are clenched at the verge of chatter.
The orderly shifts from one foot to the other, back again, like maybe he has to pee. I’m considering striking a deal—his phone to call a cab in exchange for a bathroom break—when finally, a red Dodge Colt with one gray door pulls in front of the hospital.
“This is me,” I say, gesturing to the car. The orderly shoves his phone in his pocket and wheels me out, the bumps in the walkway conspiring to gut me.
“Holy shit. What happened to you?” Buck says as the orderly helps me into the car.
The passenger seat is littered with packets of rolling papers and empty beer cans. One of the cans clanks to the pavement. The orderly picks it up, pauses, at a loss for what to do, then chucks it into the car by my feet.
“What happened?” Buck asks again, as loud as if we’re in a bar full of chatter.
“Appendix,” I whisper.
“Oh. Yeah,” Buck says. His breath is beer sour.
As the orderly closes the car door, I mumble a quick thank you. We’re both too mortified to make eye contact.
“You drunk?” I ask Buck.
“What? No.” He shakes his head, and when he stops shaking, his eyes struggle to focus.
I point to the far end of the lot. “Drive to that corner.”
Buck does as he’s told.
We switch seats. I’m not sure which of us has a harder time coordinating our movements. My body is slow and heavy. It feels like the wrong twist or turn could send my insides leaking through my incision, starting as a trickle, building to a gush of intestines unraveling like spaghetti dumped from a pot—too fast and slippery to catch. I wipe my eyes and hit the gas.
“Man, you’re really washed out,” Buck says, gesturing to his face. “Kind of a wan thing…”
I watch the road. Wish he’d stop talking.
“My brother went pale like that once. We were playing a show in Manitoba. He was on PCP, and he fell off the stage. Peeled the skin right off his shinbone.” Buck laughs. “Said the devil shoved him.”
I can’t even form words to tell him to shut up. My face is sweaty, but I’m covered in goose bumps.
“He lost so much blood. And I thought, ‘Holy shit, man,’ you know? This guy came in and stitched it up with a needle that was like this big.” Buck holds his hands a foot apart. “And all he did was run a Zippo under it for like a second. It was disgusting, man, holy shit…”
I roll the window down, breathe cold air. I wish I had a mom to pick me up from the hospital. Not mine. Someone else’s. The kind who presses her hand to your forehead and always has a secret stash of ginger ale.

When I drop Buck off by the kitchen door, he lingers in the passenger seat as if we’re at the conclusion of a date he doesn’t want to end.
“You coming in?” He runs his hands through his thinning hair. It flops against his cheek, defeated. “If you take my afternoon shift, I can sleep it off.”
“I had surgery two days ago.”
“Oh,” Buck says, blinking, like he can’t see why that should interfere with his drunk nap. If I didn’t have to worry about my slithering intestines, I would push him from the car.
“I’ll be in tomorrow,” I say, which is a lie, but he won’t remember and it gets him to go.
He stumbles into The Thirsty Clam. It’s not even noon. I feel bad for whoever will have to deal with him on night shift once he’s all the way in the bag. I feel bad for Buck too. It must be exhausting to be confused all the time, to have to maintain the habits that made him this way several decades after they stopped being any fun.
I park Buck’s car next to mine, stash his keys in the visor, and haul myself out of the seat. I’m not supposed to take my first Percocet for another two hours, but the pain makes my eyes tear. I collect spit in my mouth, dig my keys from the pocket of my jeans. The driver’s seat feels wet when I sit. I pat around to make sure it’s just cold. There’s a sweatshirt on the back seat. I want to reach over and grab it, but the movement would hurt.
Twisting the child-safe cap engages my abs ever so slightly and I feel the skin on either side of my incision shift. My stomach lurches. The pill scratches my throat on the way down.
That sweatshirt is cold anyway. There’d be no point to the pain. I crank my radiator on full and endure the cold blast, hoping against hope the heat will kick in this time.






— Chapter 3 —
Vista View Apartments used to be the Vista View Motel, until it got too run down for tourists and they started renting to people like me. The only change to the rooms was the addition of half-sized kitchen sinks and a counter where you can rest your own hot plate or coffee pot, but not both because it’s too small. The view is the backside of a chain hotel that’s behind another chain hotel, but maybe Vista View came first and for a little while the name was true. From this distance, the choppy winter waves in the narrows sound like cars on a highway. I wanted so badly to live near the sea, and then I got used to it.
My apartment is only on the second floor, but it takes ten minutes to climb the single flight of stairs, and the victory of my summit is short-lived. There’s a yellow piece of paper taped to the door. I’ve seen that notice on other doors over the years, so even before I read the words, I know I’m being evicted. The form says I have seven days to vacate, but I was in the hospital for two and a half of them.
I tried to save my summer money last year so I could have a cushion for once. But the alternator in my car quit in August. I had the flu in September and missed five shifts. And then snow in early October wiped out foliage tourism. I had to start boxing half my shift meals to make them last for two. Aside from work, I didn’t go anywhere I couldn’t walk to save on gas, and filled in washing dishes at The Clam when there weren’t any extra bar shifts. I was going to catch up on rent this month, but now I’ll have hospital bills and more missed shifts. Off-season is usually rough, but this one is brutal.
I drop the key while I’m trying to open the door and have to kick my shoe off, grab the key with my toes, and lean against the wall to meet my foot halfway. I never realized how hard abdominal muscles work. Balancing makes me cry. When I finally get inside, I lie wrong ways on the bed and stare at the painted pastel sunset bolted to the wall until the little white vees that are supposed to be seagulls start to blur into the pale orange sky. I should track down the super and beg for an extension, but I can’t even find the strength to reach for my pillow.

It’s night, then day, and then night. Sometimes I’m not sure if the light is sun or headlights in the parking lot. Sometimes I’m not sure if I am actually awake. I debate peeing the bed more than once. I debate calling an ambulance too. I sleep leaning against the dresser when I can’t make it back to bed. Another time I sleep on a towel on the bathroom floor. I eat peanut butter and crackers and uncooked ramen noodles. I bite around the not-bruised part of the last apple from my mini fridge. I think about calling for takeout, but fall asleep, and when I wake up, I can’t remember if food is coming. I don’t think it ever does. When the hurt gets too high, I take pills without looking at the clock.
Once my thoughts and body finally start to reconnect, I am six days into the eviction notice. It’s too late to find someplace new when I owe money here and haven’t worked in a week. Too late to rally drunks from the bar to drive over in their dented pickup trucks and move all the junk I’ve acquired. It is too late to beg the super, because I’m likely to fail and don’t want to call attention to the shitty thing I’m about to do.
When it’s dark again, small armloads at a time, I fill the trunk of my car with the things I can carry and leave the rest for someone else to deal with. It’s mostly books, both what I take and what I leave behind. Stacks and stacks of dusty clothbound novels with pencil marks on the endpapers: ~.50 and ~$1, ~$2.50 if I was feeling spendy. The books I take aren’t necessarily my favorites, but ones I know I’ll never find again, not even in another antique store. I’ve read every one. Loved the books I didn’t even particularly like, because they felt like friends. They were better than people. I stop loading the car when my incision echoes the throb of my heartbeat. It’ll have to be enough.
I close the trunk, climb the stairs to my apartment one last time.
Sleep until four AM.
Leave the door ajar when I go.






— Chapter 4 —
By the third New Hampshire exit, the sun has cleared the horizon, and my tired old Corolla gets the shakes, vibrating my innards. I worry neither of us will make it, but twenty minutes later, the wobble stops as suddenly as it started, leaving me to wonder if it was the road, not my car. Either way, it shook things that shouldn’t be shaken.
No matter how I time my pain pills, or double the dose, I can only drive an hour at a time before the heat radiating from my gut feels like it could fog the windows. That nurse was right about walking. As much as it is misery to haul myself from the driver’s seat, movement takes the steam out of the pain. So I drive down the coast in short shifts, stopping to pace the far end of parking lots or the side of the road. My head is clouded with Percocet, and the sky is the kind of relentless gray that makes my eyes hurt. Dirty snow. Bare trees. Each place I stop looks like the last, and in the continual dreariness it’s hard to remember I’m gaining ground.
A few exits past Worcester, Mass., my tank is down to fumes, and I end up at the same gas station where I stopped on the day I drove to Maine ten years ago. The mom-and-pop operation is a Sunoco now, but I remember which pump I used and the flush of fear that made my fingers numb as I checked my pager while I filled my tank. I dropped quarters in the pay phone at the corner of the lot to listen to my voicemail, and when I heard Steena’s voice say “Freya,” I hoped, despite her tone, that she’d come through with a sudden burst of sisterly kindness. I wanted to hear her say she believed me, that I mattered too much for her to let me go. All she said was “You know if our mother kills herself, it’s your fault, right?”

It should have been a seven-hour drive to Somers, New York. It takes me twelve. Even then, I think about blowing the exit, driving off into oblivion, or at least White Plains, but I’m hungry and tired and I need to walk again. So I turn off the interstate and drive over the reservoir, past the train station, up the gentle side of the hill, feeling the lump in my throat grow bigger.
I can see the house from the top of the hill, the little valley it lives in, sandwiched between granite slopes, surrounded by trees. A Cape Cod–style summer cottage with extra parts built after the fact, so from some angles it’s quaint, and from others it looks like a building that has lost the point of itself.
Now, the gutters are overgrown. Not one or two seedlings—an entire tree line sprouting from the moss-covered roof, like a forest at the edge of a mountain. Broken branches litter the yard. Step’s Chevy station wagon is parked in the driveway, rusting.
The chain link gate is open, crinkled at the place where I backed into it with my car. Step had the fence installed after he got Lyme disease. He thought keeping the deer out would keep the deer ticks away too, like they don’t also travel on mice and groundhogs and raccoons. But because of the way the property is nestled into the landscape, in several places the fence top is only a short leap from the hill. So what Step actually built was a deer trap. They’d jump in but couldn’t get out, and he had to spend a consuming amount of time herding those tick-laden deer through the gate.
There’s a bump at the end of the driveway, and the exact impact is written in my body like a song I can’t forget. I brace for it as I turn off the road, expecting my head to wobble in the exact way it does. The dread follows automatically.
I park next to Step’s car. His green sweatshirt is still on the back seat, the sight of it shocking. Worse than just his car. He always had several of the same kind in various stages of disintegration. This one has sweat-bleached armpits, threadbare elbows, cuffs fraying. His body wore it to bits. Numbness flushes all the way through my fingertips. I survey the driveway cracks, the wall of white spruce trees blocking the view of the road, and start to feel like I’m watching a movie about someone going home.
The two-tiered flagstone staircase is crumbling. Under the bay window a grubby section of aluminum siding has fallen into the bed of pachysandra below, exposing moldy pink insulation to the elements. Furry vines creep from the woods to the walls and look like they’re trying to climb in a window.
It was a charming house once. It isn’t anymore. The woman in the movie would feel sad about this. I can’t feel anything.

I don’t know how Hans Gruenberger, Esq., tracked me down, but that’s how I found out my parents died. He called the bar on a Sunday. I happened to pick up the phone.
“So sorry for your loss,” he said, with such rote precision that it made me wonder if he told people about their dead relatives as often as I suggested the fisherman’s platter to diners at The Clam.
They were in my mother’s car. Blinding late day sun. A wet road. Tractor trailer. That driver died too.
Hans was calling to tell me I’d inherited their house.
A few weeks later, he sent the papers to the bar. Called every day at work until even Buck was nagging me to “sign the damn whatevers so I don’t have to talk to that nerd-burger again.”
“Can you sell it?” I asked Hans the next time he called.
“Maybe in a better market you’d find a buyer as-is. But now? With everyone talking about the bubble bursting? Not likely.” He outlined the complex equation of the decline of the house, inspections and repairs, the cost of junk haulers to deal with the contents. “If you don’t have money upfront to hire someone to take care of those things, you’ll have to do the work yourself.”
Steena got everything else, he explained. The easy money: life insurance, savings, IRAs. I got the albatross, because the house was in Step’s name, and he was my real father.
“What happens if I don’t want to sign the papers?” I asked, feeling the urge to slam down the phone and run. Disappear even further up the coast. All the way to Canada.
“You can disclaim your inheritance,” Hans said. “With the legal turnabouts and provisions in their estate, it will be treated as if you predeceased your parents, and the house will go to your sister.”
So, I signed the damn whatevers, because, as a matter of principle, I couldn’t let Steena be the last of us standing. I sent the envelope back through certified mail. Didn’t visit the property. Didn’t answer any follow-up calls from Hans. I did the deed, pretended I hadn’t. Could have forgotten about it completely were it not for late nights when I’d wake up in a sweaty panic over what I hadn’t taken care of, the unknown depth of consequence.
My house key is still in my glove compartment, tethered to the booster club key chain I’ve had since middle school—an outline of a happy elephant stamped into red rubber, dingy from pencil dust and pocket lint. I’ve never been able to throw out keys. I can’t remember if someone told me it was inauspicious, like giving knives as a gift without taping a penny to the box. Bad luck, or bad karma, or something like that. It’s possible that the locks have been changed, but not probable. Calling a locksmith or buying new doorknobs is not the sort of thing my parents would’ve gotten around to. The house isn’t a wreck just because I ignored it for six months. They had a long-standing habit of letting things go.
I make my way up the stairs, testing my weight on each piece of flagstone before I commit. Ten steps, then a landing, seven more steps to the front door. I’m winded by the time I turn the key. The door sticks, but opens when I throw my shoulder into it, and I stumble inside, gasping from the pain of that push. Loose tiles in the entryway shift under my feet. I can’t decide if I’m hearing the grit of broken mortar or it’s something I imagine from the feeling.
I used to believe I could tell who was home and what mood they were in by the way the air felt when I walked through the front door. Now, the house is stale and damp, familiar in the base notes of old carpet and dust, dead houseplants, and stacks of the Sunday Times, but there’s no energy in the air, good, bad, or otherwise.
For a split second, I long for the light, breezy feeling of my mother on one of the rare days when I came home to find her in a good moment, on a bright afternoon, when she smelled like Anais Anais and was happy to see me. She’d bound down the stairs, suddenly light on her feet, and hug me into her pillowy chest. There was music in her voice when she said, “Hi, my baby girl,” which was her term of endearment only for me, never my sister, at least not since I came along. But I’ve been missing that ephemeral version of my mother for so much longer than ten years. In my memories of that feeling, I always had to reach high to hug her while she bent to meet my arms. Sometimes she’d sit on the second step and hold me in her lap. When I look at the carpet now, matted down the center of the staircase like a dry creek bed, I remember the thunder of my mother’s cracked heels, heavy on each step, and realize that we don’t have words for mourning people when their souls leave us long before their body is gone.
In the version of this house that lives loudest in my mind, my mother is yelling about how ungrateful I am. Steena is upstairs slamming the door to her bedroom. And Step is lying on the couch in the den, reading another dusty clothbound book about the Civil War, pretending he can’t hear us. All three of them have haunted my brain, no matter where I go, and I worry this house will always contain them.
Everything is smaller than I remember. Compared to my apartment at the Vista View, the living room is palatial, but I still feel out of scale, like the wrong-sized doll for this house. The grandfather clock is gone, but I can see its footprint in the carpet. Same dried flowers in a vase on the same stone mantel, same velveteen club chairs and faded brocade curtains. I run my hand over the tiny dents in the dark, glossy finish of the pine coffee table. The give of that wood under my brand-new front teeth is one of my first memories.
The floor creaks in all the familiar places. In the kitchen the same tiles are chipped and cracked, left without repair. But it looks like someone, at some point, gave everything a good scrub. The windowsills are free of dust. The counters are crumbless and completely bare.
I open the fridge. The light goes on inside. It’s cold. Empty except for a bulb of fennel and two cans of Pepsi. One of the cans has a pink plastic lid covering the opening. Someone could have left the soda months ago. But the fennel fronds aren’t even limp. The refrigerator shouldn’t be on. I haven’t paid the NYSEG bill.
“Hello?” I call. “Hey!” And brace myself. Nothing. My breath is shallow and loud, like I’m making my own Foley track for a horror movie.
I pull the lid off the soda can and pour some in the sink. It fizzes. It’s that recent. I hear scratching from the sunroom on the other side of the kitchen—like someone gently raking leaves, but definitely inside.
“Hello?” I can’t breathe. I drop the can and walk as quickly as I am able, back through the living room and out of the house. It’s hard to lock the door because my hand won’t steady. It’s stupid to lock the door anyway. Clearly, the lock isn’t keeping anyone out.
There’s half an hour or so until it gets dark, but the sun is behind the trees, and it’s already dim in this little valley. I get in my car and back down the driveway. I don’t know where to go, but I can’t stay here tonight.






— Chapter 5 —
Step bought the house before he met my mother. My grandmother, Momo, was the one who found the listing, nudging him along until he believed it was his own idea to make an offer. Momo figured homeownership would position my father as a more attractive prospect to a suitable young woman. Or at the very least get her thirty-six-year-old son out of her house so the neighbors would stop making Boo Radley jokes. Momo’s theory was correct, because the house was a selling point for my mother, who was a single mom with a deadbeat ex-husband and couldn’t stand living under her parents’ roof for one more minute.
They met at a continuing education class at Westchester Community College. My mother was trying to get a job as a bookkeeper, and my father was trying to learn how to do the bookkeeping for his new insurance business. She was the best in the class, and he was the worst, so he hired her.
Step was not my mother’s type by any means. He was wispy and awkward, always wore the wrong clothes and said the wrong thing. But when my mother saw his house, she imagined six-year-old Steena riding a bike up and down the long driveway while she planted petunias in the garden on the landing. And Step liked that my mother already had a daughter, so from the outside he wouldn’t look like a late bloomer anymore.
When they first got married, my mother worked at Arnalds Insurance part-time, doing the books while Steena was at school. The little converted cottage worked fine for their little converted family, and everyone was happy. But after my mother got pregnant with me, she decided the house was too small for four people and talked Step into building an addition. As the house grew, and her belly grew, and their expenses grew, so did her criticisms of those books she was keeping. According to my mother, the only thing Step had going for him as a businessman was that he was a man. So she had to play backseat driver, constantly working on ways to draw in new customers, getting none of the credit when her efforts paid off. They fought about it, constantly.
At twenty-three—before an ill-fated reunion with her high school sweetheart saddled my mother with Steena and a Catholic-guilt marriage—she worked in Manhattan and had a career path, an apartment, nice shoes, and symphony tickets, and her boss took her to dinner at Quo Vadis once a month. So even though her life in Somers was better than living in her childhood bedroom in her parents’ Mount Vernon walk-up, once the shine wore off, my mother hated our town.
Somers is what people from New York City call a bedroom community—almost rural, but an hour and change on the train gets you right into Grand Central Station. In the 1920s city people bought farmland and built little neighborhoods of summer cottages around man-made lakes on meandering roads designed for fair-weather Sunday drives. But when the suburbs started creeping north, those drafty cottages were winterized with oil tanks and insulation, and commuters tried to carve out a four-season life in a two-season town that didn’t have sidewalks or streetlights or house numbers.
“The problem with Somers,” my mother would always say, “is that it isn’t actually any place at all.” She’d pretend not to notice when it hurt Step’s feelings, even though all of us knew that was the point.






— Chapter 6 —
Our neighborhood hasn’t changed much. The houses are all on acre plots, set back from the road, so there’s not much to see. The swimming pond is frozen over. There’s a new split rail fence at the O’Rourkes’ house, and enough shiny new mailboxes to suspect some rowdy kids with baseball bats smacked the previous ones into early retirement.
I drive past my old school bus stop and then out to the main road, past the Civil War cemetery and the grand brick Elephant Hotel, which was never a hotel for elephants and eventually became the town hall. Out front, the statue of Old Bet stands high on her granite obelisk, spotlit in the fading light. Crafted from concrete and plywood, she’s simple, like a child’s drawing in three dimensions—her legs are too short, ears too big, eyes wide on her flat face, her trunk curves down over her blunt tusks like a bathtub faucet.
Across the street is Hachaliah Bailey’s cavernous white house. When I was a little kid, it had been left for ruin. Porch spindles rotting, shutters missing, broken windows barricaded by graffiti-covered plywood, shingles so cracked and dirty that the house looked like it had veins. On the school bus we’d hold our breath as we rode past so we wouldn’t inhale haunting spirits.
Now, fully restored, Bailey’s house is the centerpiece of an office park, and the Wells Realty and Development sign on the porch looks freshly painted. On the second floor, the light is on in Charlie Wells’s office, and I can picture my sister’s husband at his desk, pouring himself two fingers of scotch from the carafe his secretary keeps at a respectable three-quarters full. He runs his fingers through his sandy-blond hair when he takes his first sip, smiles as the burn travels down his throat.
I kiss my hand and touch the window. “Sorry, Bet,” I whisper to the elephant, then hold my breath until my chest hurts.

I used to nap in my car at one of the turnouts by the reservoir whenever I needed to sleep off a bad night before facing my mother and Step. But just after 9/11 I read in the newspaper that the county had restricted reservoir access. I don’t know if it’s still that way, and I could get in trouble beyond a parking ticket if cops find me lurking by New York City’s water supply. So, instead, I drive to Jam’s house. It’s on a dead end and I can probably get away with parking there. At least for a few hours to get some rest.
The house looks the same. Maybe smaller than I remembered. There are lights on. A yellow glow from the kitchen, blue from a TV in Jam’s room. Seeing the Olbrichs’ house gives me that warm feeling in my chest I think you’re supposed to have when you think of home. Whenever I get really sad, I crave Jam’s brown leather jacket—always saturated with cigarette smoke and the chemically woodsy scent of Obsession cologne—it felt warm and alive, like it was part of him. I want it to be Jam in that house watching TV, wearing that jacket. I want to hide my head between the side of his body and the satin lining, while he lets me cry into his shirt and holds me until we fall asleep on his little twin bed.
I canceled my pager service as soon as I got to Maine, with a pose of self-righteousness—the idea that I didn’t want to cave and call my mother if she said the right thing into my voicemail. But the true secrets of myself are always more quiet and sad than I want them to be. I was afraid of knowing for sure that my family wouldn’t even try to reach me—that Steena’s message was all I’d get, and the most anyone cared about me was to make sure I felt properly awful.
I intended to call Jam to tell him where I went, and I believed with my whole heart that he tried to call me. So many nights, I dialed most of his number, unable to brave the last digit, worried I’d only get the jokey outgoing message that sounded like Jam answering the phone. I wouldn’t have known what to say. Then too much time passed, and I wanted to hold on to the idea that Jam was still there if I needed him. I was afraid of calling only to learn his number had been disconnected. After ten years, he has to have moved on. Maybe he has a wife. Even kids. Maybe he teaches piano at Juilliard, or he’s the choir director at a private school in Connecticut. Maybe he drives a minivan and people call him Ben. His dad probably doesn’t own the house anymore, and right now some new little boy is playing pirated video games in that bedroom. But I need to at least check. I can’t be in Somers holding out false hope of running into Jam if he’s long gone. That’s too much for my heart to handle. So I get out of the car, close the door quietly, cross the street, and climb the soggy, grassy hill to his house.
There’s a sliver of space between the blind and the windowsill. When I duck to peer through, my feet lose their hold in a mini mudslide, and I fall to my knees, the impact reverberating through my core. It hurts. Cold seeps in quickly. I look up and see Jam lying on the same little bed in the same little room. His head is turned toward the window. He must have heard me fall. I think I see his eyes brighten, so I reach over and slide the window open. It’s unlocked like always and still catches a little at the end of the track.
“—the fuck?” I hear him say as I hunt for the floor with my feet.
It’s way harder to climb in his window than I remember, and my abdomen feels like it’s harboring a bowling ball where my appendix used to be. But I get all the way in. My eyes meet his. I try not to cry.
Jam takes a ragged breath. “Your knees are muddy,” he says, smiling. He’s always prided himself on his ability to underreact.
“So’s your face,” I say, even though it isn’t.
In high school, Jam was a little too lanky and delicate to be handsome, but now, rumpled and filled out and messy-haired, he looks like he could be the hot, distracted professor-dad in an indie film. He lifts the blanket like an invitation. He’s wearing black boxer briefs and a worn-out undershirt—a little pudgy, hairy in places he wasn’t before, but still so familiar. Everything about him makes sense to me. I shed my jacket, kick off my shoes, and drop my pants to the floor, because they’re muddy and because that’s what we always used to do.
“Pants don’t belong in beds,” he’d say. Sometimes we pushed our pants-less hangouts to the very edge of innocence. Mostly we fumbled around the implications of being teenagers with bodies that would fit together if we let them, because we needed our friendship too desperately to risk ruin.
I climb into bed, overwhelmed by the relief of him.
“Holy shit,” Jam says, slipping his arm around me so I can prop my head on his shoulder to see the television.
“Holy shit.” This is a different kind of movie I’m in now. The kind you fall asleep to night after night, and you know all the words and it keeps you from spiraling.
“I thought you disappeared for good.”
“I thought you married an heiress and moved to Burma.”
“I heard you robbed a train in Kathmandu.”
“Definitely. I heard you invented a perpetual motion machine.”
“I tried to find you,” Jam says, dropping his deadpan act. “A few times.”
“You did?” I ask, the threat of a sob growing in my throat.
“More than a few times.”
I watch Sean Connery instead of watching Jam. It’s easier to have this conversation this way.
“Why are you still here?” I ask, while James Bond does a James Bond thing.
“I left for a while,” he says. Then he’s quiet.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah, and then I came back.” It’s a terminal sentence.
“I don’t like Sean Connery as Bond,” I say, to let him know we don’t have to talk about it. Who cares where he’s been when he’s here right now?
“You don’t like anyone as Bond,” he says, and I delight in being known.
“All of it is sexist as fuck. But at least David Niven wasn’t rapey.”
“Well, he was old.”
“That’s a ridiculous thing to say.”
Jam shrugs. Bond was his religion as a kid. Watching these movies was the only way his dad spent time with him, so he’s never going to think too hard about any of it.
“Where were you?” he asks.
“Maine.”
“Oh,” he says, as if I was hiding in plain, boring sight this whole time.
“Near Acadia,” I offer, like that makes it better. I could have been tending bar someplace exotic. I could have been doing something real. I only made it to Maine, and I hardly went to the beach. I worked my dead-end job and read my weird old books, and no one cared, and I didn’t either. But Jam’s still lying in this bed in this room. Maybe he hasn’t done anything real in ages.
“Fuck you for leaving, by the way,” he says, hugging me to his chest a little harder, and it’s strange how normal it feels. Nothing in my life has ever been as easy as this.
We fall into watching James Bond rowing around a subterranean reservoir.
“Beer?” Jam asks.
I nod against his chest and start to pull myself up so he can climb around me to go to the kitchen. Instead, he hugs me back into him, reaches across my body, laughing as he crushes me. It’s on the verge of hurting but also feels like his belly is holding my guts in place. He opens a mini fridge under his bed and grabs two bottles of beer, rights himself and uncaps them with his fist against the headboard.
“Interesting way to notch your bedpost.” I try not to groan as I sit up to take my beer. I’m sad that I can no longer feel the weight of him against me.
“When you’re thirty-one and still live with your father,” he says, “it’s all about the creature comforts, ya know?”
“I don’t know.”
“Shit. Yeah.”
I wish there were a way to transmit the details of our time apart directly into Jam’s brain. Then I wouldn’t have to say anything and he’d understand it all.
“There’s a bulb of fennel in the fridge,” I tell him and take a swig of beer.
“Huh?”
“I inherited my parents’ house. They died.”
I can tell that the well-mannered part of him wants to say he’s sorry, but he’s known me long enough to understand that his condolences should be about everything that happened before they died.
“I went to their funeral,” Jam says. “In case…” He looks away, staring down the neck of his beer bottle. We’ve never been able to make eye contact for too long, part of our battle against chemistry. “I didn’t want you to be alone, if you were going to be there.”
“Thanks,” I say, but it comes out more like a squeak than a word.
“I was hoping to see you. And then hoping not to—that you got away scot-free.”
“I didn’t know how to say goodbye to you.”
“Better you didn’t,” Jam says. “I kept being your friend in my head.”
“You were my friend in my head too.” I choke on the words, bury my head in his armpit. I can hear the blood rushing in his veins. Jam’s body has always run so fast. Too hard.
“Steena was a total bitch to me at the funeral,” Jam says. “Why are you here?” His Steena voice has always been so good. He gets the injured lilt just right. “Then Steena immediately turns to the person behind me, who was, like, the fucking crossing guard at the Intermediate School. I don’t remember her name, but it’s not like Steena does either. And she says, Oh, thank you so much for coming. It warms my heart to see you.”
I laugh because it’s all so perfectly in character.
“She fucking loved that funeral,” Jam says. “Don’t ever let her guilt you for not going. She loved being the star.”
The thought of running into my sister sends lightning through my stomach. “I’m hoping I won’t see her at all.”
Jam nudges me with his elbow. “This town is like five people on repeat. Of course you’ll see her.”
“Maybe she put that fennel in the fridge,” I say, even though I don’t believe it to be true. It would be more like Steena to never set foot in that house again once she knew I signed the papers.
“Wait, how long have you been back?”
“Two hours maybe?”
“And there’s fennel in the fridge? Like the fridge is on? There’s power?”
I nod. My head swims from the beer and panic.
“Like a lot of fennel?” Jam asks, as if it makes any difference.
“One bulb. And an open can of soda that still had fizz.”
“Fuck. Sleep here.”
“Thanks.” The fennel is a problem, obviously. But even if there was nothing but dust and whatever got left behind, the cold and creaking darkness of the house would have been unbearable. I wonder how many nights I can spend in Jam’s bed before we ruin our friendship.
James is Bonding around on a train now, caught in a fistfight with a blond dude wearing some kind of retractable piano wire bracelet. We slip into following the action again. I know we should have more questions. More things we need to tell each other. But all I care about is the feel of Jam’s ribs pushing into mine with every breath, the warmth of his feet against my cold toes. I watch the movie through half-closed eyes. My blinks get long and lazy.
Next thing I know, the credits are rolling, then the screen goes black. Jam hasn’t moved either. I think it would be easier if we fell asleep this way. But my scar aches, and he rouses when I shift my weight.
“There’s less room on this bed than there used to be,” I say.
“Hey, it’s not all me.” Jam pats my belly.
I try not to wince. “You’re not supposed to say that to a girl.”
“That’s sexist.”
“No, it’s not.”
“If you can tell me that I’ve filled out, but I can’t say you have, it implies you don’t deserve the truth, that you need to be handled with kid gloves.”
“It’s not sexist. It’s convention.”
“It’s sexist convention—the idea that you’re supposed to stay sixteen and we can’t talk about the fact that you’re not anymore.” He lifts the blanket. “Because you filled out really nicely.”
“Perv.”
“I didn’t crawl through the window and take my pants off in your room.”
I punch his arm and he grabs my wrist, and it’s so good to be here with him after all the time I’ve spent stuck on a solitary wavelength. My eyes well up. So do his. I press my cheek to his chest, hug hard, and he doesn’t smell like Obsession or cigarette smoke or old leather anymore, but somehow, he smells like Jam on the most basic level, and I can still hear the murmur in his heart.

“What is this?” I ask, watching Jam spoon glop from a Tupperware container into two bowls. He heard my stomach rumble and insisted on feeding me, despite my ardent protests.
“Risotto. You’ll like it.”
“Did your dad cook this?”
“I did,” he says, putting one bowl in the microwave.
“Why?” I ask, feeling oddly unsettled. Jam used to live off hot dogs. He had a special toaster to cook them.
“Because it’s good. I had it at a restaurant and I liked it, so I figured out how to make it.”
He grates Parmesan over the bowl before serving it to me.
It is good. I’ve been trying not to eat too much, in case I get sick again, but I can’t help myself.
Jam watches me eat. “Were you living in the woods with wolves?”
“Basically.”
“You look worn out.”
“I am,” I say, avoiding eye contact. I want to stay in our bubble of normalcy—be the old me with the old Jam—for as long as possible. My wounded belly is an anachronism. I don’t want to talk about it.
There’s a mess of wires, microchips, and pieces of a coffee maker spread across the kitchen table. “What’s this?” I ask.
“My dad’s really into Arduino.”
“Huh?”
“Like these kits you can use to make hardware and software do things for you. He’s trying to hack a coffee maker to control it from his computer.”
“Why?”
“Hobby? Keeps him busy. But he’s been stuck on it for days because he’s got these two crossed.” Jam pokes at the wires with his fork, leaving risotto scum behind.
“Aren’t you going to help him?”
“Nah. He gets pissy when I solve his puzzles. He wants electronics to be his thing, like music is mine, but he never seems to understand that the…” Jam waves his fingers at his head, “math of it all makes sense in my brain. He has to work too hard for this hobby and hates that I don’t. So, I’ve been pretending I’m stumped.”
After we finish dinner, Jam gets me a clean pair of boxers and a t-shirt to sleep in and rummages for a new toothbrush from the hall closet. It has Dr. Dillard’s name and number printed in gold on the handle. He was my dentist too, and his loud, metered breaths always made me uncomfortable. I brush my teeth in Jam’s bathroom, trying not to think about the dark, dense forests in Dr. Dillard’s nostrils.
When Jam goes to brush his teeth, I fish pills from the pocket of my jeans and take two because I forgot the last one and don’t want to keep him awake with my discomfort. I settle into my spot by the edge, not the wall, under the same old sheets that look like spray-painted granite, now worn so thin they feel like silk. There were whole months in high school when I slept in Jam’s bed more than my own. When my parents were fighting and the house felt like it might explode, sneaking out was survival.
Jam comes back, jumping over the footboard to take his place by the wall. He hits play on the VCR, turns out the light. Under the covers, our bare legs touching, he wriggles around trying to get comfortable. “Turn on your side,” he says, “so there’s room.”
“I can’t,” I say and start to cry.
“Okay.” He squishes closer to the wall.
“I had an appendectomy last week.”
“Did it burst?”
“They caught it just before.”
“Good,” he says. “Lucky they caught it.”
It’s funny to think of myself as lucky instead of damned—that it could have been worse, and it wasn’t.
“You’re not going to bleed out all over my sheets, are you?” Jam asks, but I can tell from the smile in his voice that he doesn’t care about his sheets.
“I’ll try not to.”
The opening credits roll. It’s Casino Royale.
“David Niven,” he says, and kisses my forehead.

I was a lone wolf by ninth grade. I knew my limitations and didn’t see the point of making friends just to let them down. So at lunch I sat at a table in the corner with a few sophomores who were in Odyssey of the Mind and worked on their team’s competition problem while they ate. I chose that table because Jam was sitting there too. Even though he was a year ahead of me, I recognized him from back in the day when his mom used to drive me and my old best friend, Bee, home from the art center where we had pottery class and Jam took piano lessons. He’d grown strange and serious, always had a look on his face like he was shocked to be wherever he was. But I found it comforting to be near him. He reminded me of the melting crayon smell of the old heaters in the art center building and picking dried bits of clay from my fingers in the back seat of his mom’s blue Volvo, slipping them in my pocket so I wouldn’t get her car dirty.
Mostly I sat at that lunch table, taking tiny bites of my peanut butter and jelly sandwich, while I read books that weren’t for English class. Jam was always reading too. One day the OM kids had a field trip, and it was just me and Jam at the table in the corner. He had his back to the wall, feet on a chair, drinking a Diet Pepsi while he turned pages faster than I thought anyone could process words. I wasn’t sure if he remembered me from carpool, but it felt warm to sit there reading together.
When he finished his book, he looked over, gestured to mine. I was a few pages from the end. “Want to swap?” he asked.
I nodded.
He waited for me to turn the last page, then gave me his copy of Contact by Carl Sagan in exchange for my copy of The Thorn Birds by Colleen McCullough.
“My mom always liked you,” he said.
“I always liked your mom.”
“She said you looked like you had interesting things happening in your head.”
I blushed, remembering how she smelled like incense, always played the same Marianne Faithfull cassette on repeat in the car, and said “Bye, honey” in her sweet, smoky voice every time she dropped me off at my house. Sometimes she’d add, “Don’t forget to make a little trouble,” and my face would flush over the idea of trouble on purpose.
“I’m really sorry,” I said. “About…”
Jam flashed a sad smile. “Thanks.”
A few days later, he gave my book back and said, “I never would have read that. But I liked it. So much happened.”
“Yeah.” I dug his copy of Contact from my backpack. “I wouldn’t have picked this one either, and it was beautiful.”
“What should I read next?”
So, we swapped books back and forth and talked about what we liked and didn’t. I learned more from being friends with Jam than I did in English class. Sometimes we got duplicate copies of a book from the library to read at the same time. We read The Odyssey for fun, and one day when I asked Jam how he was doing, he shook his head, pretending to be mournful, and said, “I seem to be caught between Scylla and Charybdis… like a motherfucker.”
When Jam didn’t have to go to the city for piano lessons after school, he’d come over to read with me in my rowboat on Deans Pond. On the nights when he had lessons, I rode my bike to his house and snuck in through the window to read his books in his bed until he got back from the train station. He didn’t care that I never invited him to my house. He didn’t care that my mother hated him.
What Jam needed from me was exactly who I was. And the risk of making my mother angry was worth it, because being with Jam felt like the moment when you plug in a string of Christmas lights and every bulb still works.

I am dead to the world when the bed starts moving, and at first, it’s a part of my dream: the ground shifting beneath my feet, a sinkhole about to swallow me. But then I hear Jam humming under his breath, and the threads of reality sneak in to save me.
“Where are you going?” I ask.
“Work.” He opens the blinds. His face is still puffy from sleep.
“Where?”
“Butcher counter at Gristedes.” He searches the floor of his bedroom, grabbing one sock, another. “I like the gore,” he says, wiggling his fingers at me.
I laugh, then realize he’s wearing khaki pants and a blue polo shirt with a G embroidered over the pocket. “You can’t be a butcher!” I shout, panicked about the state of Jam if he’s taken a job with such obvious hazards. It makes no sense at all.
He ignores me, sitting at the foot of the bed to pull on his socks. They don’t match and one of them is definitely not clean. In the daylight, I can see lines like quotation marks in the space between his eyebrows, the slightest bit of slack in his jawline. Last night it was easy to forget how long it’s been, but that doesn’t mean I understand where he is now. I have no right to show up in his life with opinions.
“Sorry,” I say.
He shrugs it off. “You can hang here while I’m gone.”
I shake my head against the pillow. “I have to do something about the fennel situation.”
“It’s a fennel fiasco!” Jam shrieks, clapping his hand to his cheek like a child actor in a cheesy movie, and it makes me laugh despite my roiling nerves. “Wait. Would removing the fennel from the fridge be defenestration?”
“I think only if you throw it out the window,” I tell him, trying my best to play along.
Jam considers this with mock gravitas. “I’m not sure you have the votes.”
“God, I don’t want to deal with this house,” I say, panic spilling over, breaking the joke. The point is to agree and amplify—yes and yes and yes—but I am out of practice with Jam’s brand of banter, and terrified to find out who put that fennel in the fridge.
Instead of chiding me for killing our riff, he says, “Stay. I’m off at four. I’ll go with you.”
“Maybe.” I’m not sure I want him to witness whatever’s waiting for me.
“My dad’s home, but he won’t mind.”
“Did he retire?”
Jam grins. “Works here now. Turned the den into an office. I can hear his sessions through the air vents.”
“No!”
“One of his patients is an actual nymphomaniac. It’s amazing.”
“You can’t listen,” I say, nudging his butt with my foot.
“I can’t not listen,” Jam says, without a whiff of remorse.

After he leaves, I drift in and out of sleep. I don’t mean to, but I’m exhausted and the low chatter from Mr. Olbrich’s office sounds like a TV show playing in the background. I snuggle into the blankets, trying to make out the words echoing through the air vent. Maybe it is just human nature to want to know what the people around you are saying.
“There’s only so many times I can try,” a man whines.
“Have you actually tried?” I recognize Mr. Olbrich’s faded Brooklyn accent, like Larry David run through the wash, consonants fraying.
“Yes, I’ve tried!” The man’s voice rises. “Are you saying I haven’t?”
“Have you?” Mr. Olbrich asks calmly.
“Shit,” the man says. Then he’s quiet. I think he might be crying.
I want to know what will happen next, but my eyes are heavy. Whatever words follow are low and sad. The next thing I know, it’s one-thirty.
When I get up to use the bathroom, Mr. Olbrich walks past me in the hallway like I’m a ghost he can’t see. He has a history of ignoring me. We guessed it was so he wouldn’t feel the need to have “the talk” with Jam.
Even though most of the time I like being ignored, I’ve always seen Mr. Olbrich’s lack of attention as a challenge. So I call out, “Hi, Mr. Olbrich!” And when he still tries to pretend I don’t exist, I wave. “It’s good to see you.”
“Hello, young lady,” he says, averting his eyes even though I’m clothed enough. He’s wrinkled, paunchy, and has a thick gray mustache now. He looks like a character from one of those children’s picture books where a walrus could be a psychiatrist and drive around town in a car made from a pickle.
“It’s me. Freya.”
He gives me the once over, but his face is blank.
“Benjamin’s friend from high school…”
“Oh, Freya,” he says. “Hello. I hope you’re well. How are your parents doing?”
I stare directly into his eyes, waiting for him to catch himself. But he either doesn’t know about my parents or doesn’t remember me at all. He was drinking a lot when Jam and I were in high school.
“My parents are great,” I say. “They retired to Tampa.”
“Good. Good. May need to do that myself one of these days. Winter is exhausting.”
I flash a smile I’m sure looks fake, halfway hoping he’ll call me out. “Definitely. It’s been good for them. They feel so alive.”
“Well, you send your folks my best, will you?”
“Of course,” I say.






— Chapter 7 —
I wish they’d retired to Tampa.
I wish they’d fixed the house and sold it, used the money to buy a condo someplace warm, taken up golf, or canasta, or compulsive beachcombing. It would be easier to forget them if I knew they were alive and happy. It would be easier if I weren’t standing on their crumbling front stoop, key in my shaking hand.
I breathe deep, searching for an undiscovered well of courage somewhere in my body, but I am stuck in a swirl of exhaustion and vertigo like when I climbed Cadillac Mountain the summer after I moved to Maine. Same racing heart and wobbly knees.
I retreat to the landing and catch a hint of cigarette smoke in the cold damp air. It seems to be coming from the backyard. There’s a little path between the side of the house and an outcropping of bedrock. Sumac trees have grown through the spaces between the stepping stones, breaking them loose. I feel like I’m trekking through a jungle. I watch my feet as branches smack my face, trying to move quietly, even though whoever is smoking must have heard my car.
This intruder likes fennel, and Pepsi, and Camel cigarettes—same as my grandfather smoked. Babbo has been dead for over a decade, but whenever I get a whiff of the nutty scent of a Camel, I think of his rough hands smoothing my hair and the gravel in his voice when he called me sugar and asked what I was reading. So even though I know it’s not him, and I’m sure there are serial killers out in the world smoking his brand, by the time I make it to the overgrown juniper bush at the edge of the patio, my nerves have calmed enough to keep my knees steady.
There’s a teenager lying on a moldy deck lounger, staring up at the tree branches, blowing smoke to the sky, her dark hair falling all the way to the ground.
I stay behind the juniper and watch her in the careful way I used to observe deer in the yard, holding my breath, worried a sudden movement will send her running. But same as the deer, she’s fenced in. So am I.
She has a tarnished stud in her cheek like a dimple, silver rings pierced all the way up her ear, thick eyeliner smeared far beyond her lash line. Her layers of black clothes are held together with safety pins. This girl is trying so hard to be hard, but she hasn’t outgrown the plump of her cheeks, the soft slope of her shoulders. I can still see the roundness of her.
I remember her always covered in ice cream. Chocolate fingerprints all over my car. She called me “Aunt Frey” and whispered sticky secrets in my ear—things like “Did you see the ocean in our dream last night?” And when I drove away, leaving her was the thing that broke my heart, because I loved every inch, every moment, of her being. I could look at her face and know she was feeling a way I’d felt, like we were the same kind of human. And even though she was a little kid, she seemed to feel that way about me too.
She doesn’t look up when I clear my throat, but lowers the cigarette, holds it beneath the chair, as if I won’t see the smoke curling. I think she knows who I am too, that she saw me coming and chose to stay.
“What’s with the fennel?” I ask. “Aubrey.”
She flinches at her name, tries to pretend she hasn’t, sits up slowly like she’s deciding whether she wants to give me her attention, even though I already know it’s mine.
“It settles my stomach.” There’s a warble in her voice that could be nerves or could be the way she sounds now. “What are you doing here?” she asks, before I can ask her, in a tone that sounds so much like my sister it makes me reflexively angry.
“It’s my house.” The words are too loud and thick. I wish I’d whispered, or not said them at all, as if the upstairs window could be open a crack, and my mother might hear, and later I’ll get hell for running my mouth.
“Where were you?” Aubrey asks. This time she sounds sad and so much like my memory of her that it makes my throat ache. I search her forehead for the tiny divot just below her hairline. She scratched that chicken pox blister on my watch.
“Maine.”
Aubrey lets out a breath that’s almost a laugh. She flicks cigarette ash on the patio and shakes her head, but maybe just to feel her hair move.
“So, what, you break in and hang out here?” I ask. I want to eat her cigarette. I can taste the heat of it on the air, particles like warm sand.
She doesn’t answer. Doesn’t look at me. She drops her foot from the lounge chair, kicking the flagstone with the heel of her boot, letting her leg bounce after each strike.
I take the chair next to her and try not to wince as I lower myself onto the faded vinyl bands, feigning faith that they will hold me, even as they creak against the metal frame.
“Give it,” I say, reaching toward her.
Aubrey angles the tip of the cigarette toward the ground, about to stub it out.
“Don’t! Give it!”
She passes the cigarette with shocking obedience. Her fingers are cold and rough. When she was a baby, she wrapped her tiny hands around my thumbs and took her first steps.
I take a drag, blowing clouds toward the trees, feeling calmer for it instantly.
“You smoke?” she asks, eyes wide.
I’m sure I’ve been maligned in my absence. I bet her mom accused me of everything from arson to animal sacrifice if it suited her anger in the moment. Smoking shouldn’t be a surprise, except I can’t imagine any adults in Aubrey’s life smoke anymore, at least not that she would see.
“I don’t.” I take another drag, pass it back to her. “But I worked in a bar and soaked up so much secondhand, I get headaches when I’m away too long.”
“You can’t smoke in bars anymore.”
“My boss didn’t care about rules.”
She shakes her head. This time I’m sure it’s not about her hair.
“We’re both quitting,” I tell her. “Next week.”
“Yeah,” she says, with the tiniest hint of a smile.
My promise is just bar chatter. An affectation I picked up to cover for being shy. Somewhere along the line I figured out that when you talk to strangers like you’re already lifelong pals with a past, present, and future, they respond as if you are. But Aubrey’s smile makes me want it to be true. Like we might pinky swear and x out boxes on a calendar at the end of every day we don’t have a cigarette. I can’t get over that she’s Aubrey and she’s grown and right in front of me and her smile can still turn me inside out.
The first time I saw her, all pink and wrinkly in the hospital, hours after she came into this world—her eyes already dark as mine, like she didn’t need any time to sort out what color they’d be—I thought, Oh, I know you, kid. I know you. And she mattered more than anyone else had before. Or after. There was hope in the world all of a sudden. Someone who felt like kin.
And I still left.
I didn’t think of her getting older after I left. I never let myself calculate her age or wonder if she liked horses yet, if she knew how to tie her shoes. I left and it hurt so much that I couldn’t stand to feel it anymore. I couldn’t stand to believe Aubrey existed past the last time I saw her. So, I may as well be sitting next to a unicorn, and my mind can’t make sense of it. She keeps watching me in sideways glances. Maybe she can’t make sense of me either. Only I’m a really shitty unicorn.
“So, you hang out here?” I ask again.
She hands the cigarette back instead of answering.
We’re having this conversation in the wrong order anyway. There are more important things I should be asking, saying, but my body aches, my thoughts are slow. Her nose looks like Steena’s nose, like Steena’s dad’s nose too.
“You probably can’t hang out here,” I say, blowing smoke away from her, passing the cigarette. “Your mom hates me.”
Aubrey’s face clouds over, eyebrows drawing in—the same expression she’d get as a kid when someone told her she couldn’t have a toy she wanted. Her pensive look would melt most mortals. “My mom hates everyone.”
“Well, she hates me the most, and she’ll crucify me for getting anywhere near you.”
“She doesn’t care where I am.”
“I’m sure she does.” I put my hand out for the cigarette.
Aubrey rolls her eyes at me but gives it over, watches me smoke.
I pass it back. “It’s really good to see you,” I say. “You’re so… grown up.”
Aubrey’s stare intensifies. Her face goes red. “Fuck off. I don’t need you to notice me.” She turns away. Plants both boots on the ground. Stubs the cigarette, even though there were a few puffs left. “It was fine here without you.” She storms off, around the other side of the house, her boots squishing in the soggy grass. Doesn’t look back at me at all.
It’s probably for the best.
Aubrey didn’t fully extinguish the cigarette, so I watch the smoke fade into nothing. I miss my grandfather. I’m sure if Babbo were alive, he’d be disappointed in me. He wouldn’t care about the books I’m reading. He wouldn’t call me sugar anymore. But I miss him as if he would. As if I could still be his good little girl, and he’d smooth my hair and let me drink his coffee.

Aubrey left the patio door unlocked, so I go in that way. The sunroom runs the width of the house. It’s part of the addition my parents had built when I was born. There are tall crank windows lining the back wall, staggered glass block at either end. They never got around to buying curtains. On sunny days the warmth and stagnant air always induced a specific kind of nausea that crept into my head, making my upper lip sweat; but even on an overcast day, to be in this room is to feel exposed.
There’s a sitting area at one side of the room, dining area at the other. And on the dining table, there’s a huge rat in a huge cage. It gives me a funny kind of hope to see him. If Aubrey keeps her contraband pet here, it’s likely she’ll be back soon. That’s not something Steena can pin on me—she’s the one who can’t keep track of her kid.
“Hey, buddy,” I say.
The rat chatters at me with so much purpose it feels like we’re having a conversation. I’ve never liked rats, but this one is disarming.
“I wonder what your name is,” I say.
He climbs the bars to get a better look at me. He is most definitely a he. His large, furry balls bob as he moves. Behind him are the ruins of a shoebox castle with paper towel roll turrets, stuffed with timothy hay and halfway gnawed to pieces. Beyond the castle are two full water bottles attached to the bars, a plastic bowl filled with pellet food, and another overflowing with baby carrots and wispy fennel fronds. The surplus makes me think that Aubrey worries about leaving him behind, doubts her ability to get here every day.
Other than stray bits of chewed cardboard strewn around the cage, the table is empty. The sunroom is relatively clean. There used to be leaning towers of The New York Times stacked against the walls. I wonder if my mother finally found the courage to part with her papers, or if Steena threw them out like she always threatened.
Across the room, on the glass coffee table, there’s a potted cactus that doesn’t look deprived, and the exact same biology textbook I had in high school. I open the cover and see Aubrey Wells written on the inside in messy, looping handwriting that looks a lot like mine.
“I think there’s been some updates to science since this came out,” I say to the rat.
He chatters again and sounds so happy. When I look over, he’s holding a baby carrot in his little hands, gnawing at the smaller end.
My stomach rumbles. I have not eaten since the risotto last night. Nicotine dulled my hunger, but not enough.
I check the fridge. The fennel is gone, but the unopened can of Pepsi is still there, and there’s half a bag of baby carrots. Stealing carrots from a rat and soda from a teenager feels like a miscast cliché, but I’m dizzy and aching, long overdue for a pain pill that will bring bad news to my empty belly.
I crack open the Pepsi and chug until I have to burp, crunch carrots while I check the cabinets. The pantry closet is empty, and opening it releases the trapped smell of Pine-Sol. Shelves that used to store soup cans are stained with rusty ring marks. I can still picture the archives of pudding mix, boxes of macaroni, jars of the marmalade Babbo used to make that no one wanted to eat, the ever-present almost-empty bag of flaked coconut from that one Easter when someone tried to make a lamb cake.
Whenever Steena got stuck babysitting me, she would mix concoctions from the pantry and dare me to eat them. One time, when I was nine, she made me eat pasty spoonfuls of ketchup mixed with pistachio pudding powder until I threw up on the kitchen floor. It happened just as our mother and Step pulled in the driveway and Steena gave up on trying to clean it before they got upstairs. She told them I dreamed up the concoction myself, it was something I wanted to eat, and she tried to stop me.
“Freya doesn’t listen, Mom. I’m telling you,” Steena said, in her whiny uptalk. “She’s disgusting and strange, and I don’t think it’s fair that I have to babysit her for free. We’re not even whole sisters! We’re barely sisters!”
Steena read somewhere that a seven-year age gap between siblings was almost like being an only child, and she liked to point it out every chance she got. On top of our age difference, once her dad pulled himself together and got remarried, she only lived with us sixty percent of the time, and for most of it, she was busy with friends, school, clarinet, dance, and bad moods that kept her locked in her room with Mr. Mister blaring on her boom box. But it still wasn’t like being an only child. I would never have pushed myself off the swing set or bitten my own arm hard enough to need stitches, and I didn’t have a personal compulsion to eat ketchup pistachio pudding.
I remember that I couldn’t stop retching while I tried to clean my puke off the kitchen floor. The grout shredded the paper towels, and it felt like the harder I tried, the more the mess grew.
My mother leaned against the kitchen wall, watching me, stone-faced. “I don’t understand how I gave birth to someone so senseless,” she said. “I should’ve quit while I was ahead.”
And even though Steena lied about what happened, I felt like my mother’s assessment of me was true. I should have known better than to take my sister up on a dare. There was never any upside. The only prize Steena promised was her attention, but for some stupid reason, it was always enough. Even though she was mostly mean to me, I desperately wanted to be Steena’s whole sister, and I would bask in the tiniest ray of her regard as if it were full-blown sunshine.
I close the pantry and keep searching. In the cupboards next to the fridge, where we used to keep Tupperware, I find an open box of Cap’n Crunch, a sleeve of saltines, a dusty jar of Nescafé, an unopened bag of pretzel logs, and store-brand peanut butter and jelly striped together in one jar.
The sun won’t set for another hour or so, but in our little valley, it has already slipped behind the trees. I flick the switch for the brass chandelier over the dining table and take a seat next to the rat cage. He was sleeping but wakes to watch me plunging pretzels into the peanut butter stripes.
In the wall of windows, my reflection grows brighter as the daylight wanes. When we ate dinner as a family at this table, my chair faced the windows, and I could watch us eating. I feel like I can still see us, the tableau burned in my mind. Steena, listening to her Walkman, pushing broccoli around her plate. Step staring into space. My mother shouting about how she shouldn’t have bothered to cook, since no one appreciates her anyway. I see my nine-year-old self, anxious and flinching, crossing and uncrossing her fingers under the table, over and over, as if it could keep the yelling from getting worse. I wonder when our last supper happened. Whenever it was, we did not know it would be the last. Our brains don’t seem to mark time in persistent unhappiness. It all feels endless, until it ends.
My hunger is greater than my appetite. The peanut butter and pretzel form a sticky bolus, catching in my throat. I wash it down with the rest of Aubrey’s Pepsi and push the last shard of pretzel through the bars of the rat’s cage. He grabs it eagerly and drags it into the castle.
I go back to Jam’s so I can fall asleep in his bed, listening to his crooked heartbeat.






— Chapter 8 —
It doesn’t make sense for rain to sound different in Somers than it does in Maine, but it seems like a separate sonance. Maybe something to do with the distance from the ocean and barometric pressure. Or maybe the scatter of almost-sleet hitting Jam’s window is a singular melody. But I wake with the thought that it’s been a decade since I’ve heard rain like this.
Next to me, Jam is dreaming. Forehead wrinkled, cheeks damp. He’s never slept well. His brain is not kind to him. Worse than mine.
“No, no, no, no…,” he mumbles, and I want to tell him he’s okay. But once when I tried to shake him from a nightmare, he woke up throwing punches. I told everyone I slipped on ice and hit my chin on the railing outside the school. I swore to Jam it didn’t hurt, but he knew I was lying. Waking him turned a fleeting bad dream into a moment that haunts him, probably still. I won’t do it again, even though it’s painful to watch him suffer through his imaginary horrors.
Jam’s right hand is resting just under his chin, fingers twitching. They’re nicked and scarred, strangely calloused; the nail on his index finger is black and blue. He really is working as a butcher, and I don’t understand why he’d do that to himself.
His eyelids flutter. He opens his eyes wide. “Holy shit, it’s weird to see you.”
“Holy shit, you’re weird,” I say.
He grins. Wipes crud from his eyes. Rubs his face like he’s making sure his cheeks are still there.
“If your dad works in the den,” I ask, “where’s your piano?”
“Basement,” Jam says, then, “don’t,” when he sees the shock on my face.
“How did you even get it down there?”
“Took a little of the house apart. A little of the piano,” he says like it’s nothing, like his 1924 Steinway baby grand is a creaky old bed frame or a leaning bookshelf.
I have always loved Jam’s piano. My great-grandfather Vili carved piano legs at the Steinway factory in Astoria. I never met him, and I don’t know if he carved the legs of Jam’s piano, but I liked believing that my friend played music on something my ancestor took part in making. If that could be true, it meant my connections in the world had roots I couldn’t see, that Jam and I were tethered to each other.
“I still play,” Jam says, so quickly that I know he’s trying to shut down my obvious questions. “I still play it, okay?”
“Okay,” I say, hugging myself into him. I try to picture Jam’s piano in the Olbrichs’ dank, spidery basement. It’s too sad to hold in my brain.
“I just don’t want to look at that piano when I don’t feel like looking at it.”
I nod, letting my chin nudge his ribs. Jam didn’t make me say more after I told him Aubrey was at the house. He just let me stop talking midsentence when my words tangled. I think this is why we got along so well when we were teenagers. We understand that the incomplete quest for the truth of another person isn’t as important as just letting them be.
Jam gets up to go to the bathroom and comes back with a yellow Post-it note stuck to his forehead. It reads Went to Barbara’s. Stay out of trouble. He grins and raises his eyebrows to jiggle the note loose. It falls to the floor, where I’m sure it will live for months among his divorced socks and unopened mail.
“Apparently my dad spent the night with his woman.” He heaves a dramatic sigh. “Sure wish I had time for trouble.”
“Work?”
“Yeah. But you can hang here. He doesn’t see patients on Tuesdays, so he’ll probably be gone all day antiquing with Barb in Connecticut.”
“Thanks.” I can’t tell if he’s joking about the antiques. I try to picture Mr. Olbrich and his walrus mustache searching dusty stores for the perfect pie safe. He always claimed to hate all the old furniture Jam’s mom brought home.
“You could shower,” Jam says, giving me a pointed look.
“That bad?”
He nods.
“I’m sorry! You should have said!”
“It’s fine. You just have that weird healing smell.”
“Healing smell?”
“It reminds me of my leg after I got my cast off in second grade.”
“This is… really bad for my self-esteem.” I try to laugh, feeling my face go hot.
“You’ll recover,” he says. “Or you won’t, and after everything you’ve been through, this is the moment that scars you for life.”
“Do you think that scar will make me have a healing smell all over again?”
“No.” Jam shakes his head. “You’re not going to heal from this. The scar on your psyche will smell like an open wound. Forever and ever.”
“Hello.” I pretend I’m introducing myself to an imaginary prissy person. “Don’t mind me smelling like pennies and fear. My best friend hurt my feelings in 2007 and I’ve been gushing blood ever since.”
Jam’s eyes flash at best friend and for a moment I think he’s put off by it, but he climbs back into bed and hugs me. “I don’t care what you smell like as long as you’re here.”
I kiss his cheek.
He sniffs and jumps out of bed and out of the room and doesn’t come back until he’s showered and dressed in clothes that smell like they came straight from the dryer. He brings me a leftover piece of the asparagus frittata he made us for dinner last night.
“I’ll see you later,” he says, and I feel a little like a wild animal he’s hoping to keep captive in his bedroom because he needs a buddy so badly.
“Keep all your fingers please,” I say.
He shakes his head. “I’ll see how I feel in the moment. Play it by ear.”

After Jam leaves, I take my pain pill and eat cold frittata and use the remote to scan through the CDs in his stereo. None of them are his music. There’s a noise band, an orchestra playing Rachmaninoff, someone plucking open cello strings and leaving long pauses between each note. I settle on Chet Baker Sings, but the aching hollows of Chet’s voice make me think of Jam’s nicked-up hands. I go back to the weird cello, trying to make sense of the disparate sounds.
I’ve always suspected that Jam gets more from music than most people—hears extra frequencies or patterns that make songs this far into the abstract appealing—a secret language he shares with similarly gifted musicians. Even when I don’t understand the music Jam chooses, I can tell there’s solidity to it. That noise band is more than chaos. This cello creates purposeful unease. Jam’s music—whether he played someone else’s song or his own composition—always accomplished exactly what he intended. When I listened to Jam play piano, I knew I was feeling the way he wanted me to feel, and ever since I left, I’ve longed to hand over control of my emotions to his music again.
He used to have shelves of his own recordings—titles scrawled in pencil on torn strips of masking tape, like if he took the time to label them carefully, he might lose all the good thoughts in his head. But the shelves are gone, piles of clothes and stacks of books in their place.
I raid his clothes. His boxers smell like the weed he stores in his underwear drawer. I pick jeans from the bottom of the stack because he probably likes those least, and grab a ratty undershirt. I find the faded blue flannel he’s had since high school hanging in the back of his closet, next to the garment bag that holds his recital tuxedo. The bow tie is wrapped around the neck of the hanger, outside the bag, grayed by a layer of dust, still wrinkled at the knot point.
While I was gone, every so often I’d go to the library and use the computers to search Jam’s name, certain I’d find news of an album release, a performance at the philharmonic, a European tour. But all I found was old local news: human interest pieces in the Patent Trader, like one about twelve-year-old Jam astounding audiences at a concert to celebrate the 1988 Somers Bicentennial, or how, at fifteen, he was selected to play in a regional recital at Alice Tully Hall. Four months later, he’s mentioned in the news story about search and rescue divers recovering Patty Olbrich’s body from the icy reservoir, and then in her obituary: She leaves behind her loving husband, Gene, and their son, Benjamin.
There’s a puff piece about where the Somers class of 1994 would be attending college. Jam was the only Tusker headed to Juilliard. He did some gigs for cash over the next few years, and a couple of them had event listings, but after that, there’s no record of him. I don’t know if Juilliard is where Jam stopped performing, or if it’s harder to make the paper when you’re not a child prodigy anymore. He’ll tell me if he wants to, and if he doesn’t, it’s not mine to know. I don’t like it when people ask me questions I don’t want to answer. I try not to do that to anyone else.
In the shower, I let the water free the bandage on my stomach and pull it off, eyes closed, trying not to think about what it means to have a cut that goes all the way through to your insides. I’m good at not seeing what I don’t want to, and so far, I’ve managed to avoid a clear look. I know there are some stitches that feel like fishing wire. I know the first few gauze pads I changed were soaked and disgusting when they probably shouldn’t have been. But this one is clean on the outside at least. That’s got to be a good sign. I bandage myself again and get dressed in Jam’s clothes. My hips are the size of his waist, so his jeans hang low. I roll the cuffs a few times.
I feel the need to check on Jam’s piano, like a sick pet or an elderly neighbor. The door to the basement is in the den, so I have to walk through Mr. Olbrich’s office, where the Steinway used to live. Now, there’s a knockoff Eames chair, cracked leather couch, and a dusty glass coffee table with a box of store-brand tissues.
Jam’s mom ran estate sales and found that Steinway for Jam after he started plunking out songs from the radio on his dad’s Casio keyboard at four years old. When Patty was a child, she wanted to be a ballerina, but her parents wouldn’t pay for lessons, so she poured everything into Jam’s first spark of interest. The Steinway had been kept in perfect condition, but the heirs to the estate didn’t understand its value, so they took Patty’s offer to run the sale in exchange for the piano. This seemed like a win at the time, but no one teaches us how to live with the vestiges of the people we lose. I always suspected that after Patty died, Mr. Olbrich felt saddled with the expenses and hassles of piano tuning, lessons, Jam’s commute to the city, and that custom-made tuxedo in the closet.
I wonder if Mr. Olbrich made Jam move the piano in an assertion of freedom or practicality, or if Jam is the one who insisted. The door to the basement is loose on the frame and the surrounding drywall is lumpy. It’s obvious that when Jam took the wall apart, he didn’t extend enough effort into putting it back together. At the bottom of the stairs, I flick the light switch. The fluorescent tubes have been replaced with blue and purple and green ones—the light from them dim and strange, reflecting in the glossy finish of Jam’s piano. But I can see water marks on those legs that Vili may have carved, and a gash in the side of the wheat-colored body. I open the keyboard cover, and the ivory is missing on two of the keys.
My throat cramps as I imagine Jam playing this gouged-up piano with his gouged-up fingers. I sit on the worn bench and plunk out Moonlight Sonata—the only song I remember—from back when Jam tried to teach me. He insisted that the only difference between him and someone who couldn’t play was the time he put into it. I understood how he truly believed that and also that it wasn’t true.
The left-hand part is all I remember, and it sounds wrong. I can’t tell how much of the problem is me and how much is the piano, but it forces me to understand in my soul that nothing will ever be the way it was. I cannot go back to that time in the den, with Jam wearing his new blue flannel shirt, teaching me how to play his pristine Steinway. It seems like a loss I should have already reckoned with, but I haven’t had enough markers for the passing of time. I play through the whole song anyway. Then I close the keyboard, turn off the colored lights, climb the stairs, and close the wobbly basement door behind me. Before I leave, I take a tissue from the box and wipe the dust from Mr. Olbrich’s coffee table.






— Chapter 9 —
Mr. Olbrich has not yet mastered the wiring on his Arduino coffee maker, so I swing by the Swan Deli. There’s a Budweiser truck out front. I have to park across the street and wait for cars to pass, willing the energy to move quickly when there’s a clearing. The rain has faded to drizzle but hasn’t left my bones.
It’s after breakfast, not close to lunch, and I’m the only customer. I used to ride my bike here after school to get a coffee loaded with cream and sugar when my brain was cramped and crabby. The air still smells like bacon grease and coffee, and the worn checkerboard floor is gritty with decades of spilled sugar never quite scrubbed clean. I recognize the guy behind the counter. Steena dated him in high school. Everyone called him Johnny Boy, but I can’t remember his last name. He was the quarterback for the Somers Tuskers, and when he ran onto the field, the kids in the stands would shout “Johnny Boyeee!” with an emphasis on the B, biting the y sound and drawing it out as long as they could.
“WhacanIgechu?” he says, tipping his chin up to greet me, and I’m relieved that there’s no hint of recognition in his eyes. I was only eleven when he and Steena graduated high school, and we didn’t have a bring-friends-home kind of house.
I order a coffee, light and sweet, like old times, and it’s all I’m planning to get, but then Johnny Boy says, “You want eggs? I still got a hot grill.”
So even though I just ate leftover frittata, I order an egg sandwich with double American cheese, no bacon, on the kind of squishy, crusty roll you can only get in Westchester. Once you cross county lines, the bread is either too crusty or too squishy.
Crazy for You is playing over the tinny speakers of an old boom box high on the cigarette shelves. JB whistles along with Madonna while he stands at the griddle making my egg. He shifts his weight from one leg to the other in time with the music, and I imagine him under a disco ball on a parquet floor, slow dancing with my sister, greasy hands all over her strapless peach prom dress.
I don’t know if JB was any good at football. I can’t even remember if Somers ever won. My parents went to games to watch Steena play clarinet in marching band, and I only went because they didn’t trust me to stay home alone. I’d lie on the bleachers in the back and read Baby-Sitters Club books by floodlight. But when everyone shouted “Johnny Boyeee!” I’d sit up to watch him, because Steena always complained about the way he stared at the cheerleaders in their short skirts as he jogged past.
Steena could have been a cheerleader. She was pretty and coordinated and good at remembering dance moves, but our mother insisted that marching band was the better choice for college applications. So she was stuck in a red wool band uniform while those other girls got to wear cute little crop tops. I thought the band jacket made my sister look important. It had strips of black velvet stitched across the front, and gold braid coiled over padded shoulders. With her plumed hat strapped under her chin, she looked like she could command an army, but it never made her happy when I told her that, so I stopped saying it. Steena would only let me hang around if I said the right things or stayed quiet and just listened. She liked it when I acted angry about Johnny Boy looking at other girls, so I tried to pay close attention. I’d report back like an operative, detailing any possible infractions, even though I’m fairly certain Johnny Boy only stared at the cheerleaders to make sure he didn’t bump into them as he ran from the dark sidelines out into the bright lights. I remember the way he looked at my sister. He was awed by her too.
Now, Johnny Boy’s hair is graying at the temples and there’s more flesh under his chin, but he still has the same boyish expression, so it looks like his kid-soul got trapped in a man’s body. I wonder if I also look like an adult who feasted on my child-self for sustenance, although I think maybe my soul has always been old.
He serves my egg sandwich on three wimpy paper plates stacked together for strength, cheese streaming down the sides of the roll. He starts to pour coffee into a Styrofoam cup, then shakes his head.
“You in a rush? I’m gonna make a fresh pot,” he says, and his accent is comforting. I didn’t even know Somers people had accents until I left and the bar folks in Maine made fun of mine. It’s not strong like the boroughs, but it exists, and it was work to lose.
“No rush,” I say. “But it’s fine. I’m not picky.”
Johnny Boy shakes his head. “Could use a fresh cup myself.” He winks as if we’re co-conspirators in this coffee project now. It’s a New York service thing that’s like Watch me, hon, I’m gonna take care of you. A microlanguage I haven’t heard in ages, but I still know how to speak it—what all the subtle gestures mean.
“ ’Preciate it,” I say.
We settle up and I sit on a wobbly wire chair at a wobbly wooden table under a flickering fluorescent tube. Egg yolk splats on the plate when I take my first bite. It has been ten years since I’ve had a real roll. The crust flakes perfectly. I am overwhelmed by all these lost familiars, and it feels dangerous to allow my love for insignificant things to run so deep. In Maine, I tried to exist as if I’d materialized from thin air as a bartender at a clam shack, with no past, no nativity, because it felt senseless to allow myself to miss the textures of a history I couldn’t keep. But now, all the longing I didn’t feel is catching up to me. I eat like it’s been a decade since I’ve had any food at all. When I finish my sandwich, I fold my dirty napkin into the plate. As I push back from the table, the chair legs squeak against the sticky floor, so Johnny Boy is looking at me when I stand, sees me grimace from the pain.
“You alright there?” he asks.
“Sure. All good,” I say, hearing his accent creep into my voice. I hold up the folded plate before I shove it through the flap on the garbage can. “Thanks for this.”
“Anytime.” He walks around the counter to bring me my coffee. “Ya know where we are.”
“Sure do.”
He tips his head like he’s studying my face. My heart does the gross arrhythmia thing it did when I was a kid—a flip in my chest that makes me think about valves and blood and frogs hopping.
“Hey, are you one of the Russos?” he asks.
I shake my head. I’m not lying, because he didn’t ask the right question—Russo is Steena’s last name, not mine—but my palms sweat just the same.
JB squints. “You look so familiar.” I can’t tell if he’s doubting me or his memory.
“Yeah, I get that a lot. Hey, have a good one.” I flash a smile, take the Styrofoam cup from him, and walk out as fast I can.
I have to wait while cars pass from both directions. At the first clearing, I make a break for it and sprint across the street, feeling pain shoot like sparks through my body, spilling hot coffee down my arm. I don’t want to be so easily rattled by someone who isn’t even trying to upset me. I wish I could be the kind of person who would say, “Wow, Johnny Boy! You know my big sister, right? How’s life treating you? Go Tuskers!” But maybe he sees Steena and Charlie at chamber of commerce meetings, or Charlie will come in for lunch and Johnny Boy will say, “Hey, your sister-in-law was just here!” and hellfire will rain down on me before I’ve even had a chance to catch my fucking breath in this town.
Or maybe Aubrey told them and it’s already too late.
My heart flips again. I hadn’t realized it stopped beating funny after I left. But now that it’s started again, I know it’s been ages since it happened. Maybe Somers turns my heart into a frog, like something out of a fairy tale passed down through storytellers, distorted over time, until I’m not even the princess, just the ugly stepsister with a heart that’s amphibial.

Instead of going to the house, I drive to A&P and comb through the tiny grocery-aisle section of hair dye, grabbing a box that has a photo of a woman with ashy-blond hair because I feel like a fugitive, and every fugitive in every movie dyes their hair in a gas station bathroom as soon as they start running. I have a constellation of moles on my right cheek that are almost impossible to cover with even the thickest concealer, so I’m always stuck looking like myself. But I figure if someone sees a blond version of me from across the street, I won’t immediately match their memory. And I won’t look as much like Steena.
I know I should buy other things—actual sustenance, bottled water, maybe some soap, garbage bags, and Pine-Sol—but I don’t want to spend any more time out in the world until I’m feeling a little less obvious.
Nobody cares, nobody cares, I say to myself in my head as I eye the unfamiliar cashier and hand over a couple of worn bar bills.
Nobody cares.

I think about going to Jam’s house to bleach my hair, but it would be strange if Mr. Olbrich came back from his day of antiquing to find me with my head in his bathtub. The electricity works in the house I own, which means the pump from the well has power. Maybe the water will be cold, but that’s all I need.
It’s easier to think about going to the house with a specific goal in mind. So much less overwhelming than Deal with all that shit, Freya, or Get on with your life already, Freya.
Bleach your fucking hair, Freya. At least that’s something I can do.
I drive back over the reservoir. Below, a pair of swans are swimming the perimeter of a narrowing hole in the ice that they keep open with their movement.
I wish when I ran away to start over, I’d actually started instead of stalling, and I’d never had a reason to look back.






— Chapter 10 —
The downstairs bathtub is scummy, and the drain is partly clogged, so water puddles, then makes a tornado as it trickles down. I wet my hair. The temperature fades from cold to warm, which means the water heater still works.
I mix the bleach and use plastic mittens to rub the stinky goop through my hair the best I can. It makes my scalp burn, but I like having something immediate to reckon with when everything feels too vast and bright.
Step’s yellow safety razor is in a soap-stained tumbler on the bathroom counter. There are specks of beard dust stuck to the glass like sand, and I can smell his canned shaving cream, even though I know the bathroom actually smells like long-standing toilet water and grout mold.
As a kid when I got bored, I’d go in the bathroom to shake his shaving cream can, spray a little in the sink, then run the water to watch the foam dissolve. One time, I lost myself and filled the whole sink. I tapped my flat hand against the foam and felt the resistance, sunk my fingers in to see them disappear. It took a long time to wash all that shaving cream down the drain, and I carried a sick feeling in my stomach for days, waiting to be yelled at for being wasteful. But Step never mentioned the empty can. I don’t know if he suspected me, or if he was so unaware of the status of his shaving cream it didn’t occur to him that he’d come to the end early. I wish I could ask him if all the elements of his life felt haphazard and shocking, if that is also part of my inheritance.
In the toothpaste-splattered mirror, with my hair matted in bleach, my face looks way too much like his. His eyes were muddy hazel and mine are very dark brown, but they’re deep set the same way, under the same short forehead and sharp brow. I don’t make a habit of looking at myself more than I have to. In certain light, from certain angles, I can see my mother and sister, both sets of grandparents, a few cousins, my great-aunt. They appear unexpectedly the way a dolphin or a heart or a moon would emerge from those ugly 3D posters that were all the rage when I was in high school. Bleaching my hair will probably make me look more like Step, and I’m wishing I’d gone with burgundy instead. I remember Momo showing me black and white pictures of baby Step, wide-eyed and melancholy, with a halo of white-blond curls like The Little Prince. As he grew up, his hair darkened, but he was still wispy, thin-skinned, sad. Even at fifty, he had the appearance of a bewildered child. I feel similarly wispy and taken aback by how everything is louder and hurts harder and smells worse and requires more effort than anyone lets on. I don’t know if existing works like that for everyone else—if other people feel less or ignore more—but I think it’s possible that Step experienced the visceral like I do and I’m only slightly better at shutting down than he was. Sometimes, when I try hard enough, I can go completely numb. I think maybe he felt most of it.
My mother used to say that Step diluted her genes, so everything about me—my hair, my skin, my intelligence—was lighter than it should have been. She had to put sunscreen on me way more than Steena. She had to deal with my fine, frizzy curls that always looked messy and made people think she didn’t even try (when lord knows she worked so hard to make me presentable that it ate up all her time and was a serious contribution to the total ruining of her life).
Steena and my mother had hair that was the color of crows and could stay in a ponytail without flyaways. They tanned nicely in the sun and didn’t have allergies or get the hiccups from chewing gum. They could drive fast on highways and make good time and parallel park on the first try. On road trips, they played a game where they’d add up all the numbers from the license plates they saw. I could never keep up, and Steena would laugh at me mercilessly when she caught me counting on my fingers. They didn’t bite their nails or get confused by homonyms or telling time on an analog watch.
Everything that was hard for me came with the same refrain: You’re just like your father. Everyone, including me, believed I must have gotten my struggle from Step’s side of the family. And it was always presented as if I’d willed myself into existence in this exact form, therefore I was the one who should be ashamed of the result.
One time during Sunday dinner at Nonna and Babbo’s house, when Great-Uncle Dom got drunk earlier than usual, he started ranting about how his nephew was marrying an Irish girl.
“She’s a perfectly nice girl,” Nonna said in her hushing voice, cheeks flushed, and I knew her water glass was filled with vodka. She wouldn’t dare contradict him otherwise. “There’s nothing wrong with being Irish.”
“Jesus-Mary-Mother! I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with being Irish, Aida!” Dom shouted, spitting bits of food across the table. “All I’m saying is that the Irish should marry the Irish, and Italians should marry Italians! We have to stop mixing is what I’m saying! We’re ruining ourselves.”
I watched Step’s face go red. My mother stared at me with dagger eyes. I’d spilled red sauce down the front of my Sunday dress, and I could feel her zeroing in on the stain. I felt certain she was thinking that if she’d had another good Italian kid, she’d be looking at a pretty little girl with smooth hair, tanned skin, and a clean dress, instead of the sunburned, frizzy, gravy-spilling disaster she’d been stuck with. That night, when she put me to bed and I said “Goodnight, I love you,” she didn’t say it back.
The next weekend, Step said he wasn’t going to Sunday dinner, and I pretended to be sick until after my mother and Steena left. When the coast cleared and I went outside to play, Step was cleaning the gutters, and enlisted me to hold a garbage bag to catch the smelly leaf gunk he threw down from the top of the ladder. He mumbled to himself as he scraped at the buildup with a putty knife. I couldn’t make out his words, but their cadence was sharp and hissing. When he climbed down with the last clump of rotten leaves in his fist, he looked at me and said, “Never marry an Italian.”
And even though I wasn’t Italian enough for my mother’s family, I felt certain Step was saying no one should marry me either.

I can’t tell if I’ve left the bleach in long enough or too long—I forgot to time it—but it seems like I’ve been in this bathroom for days. The showerhead is clogged with calcium deposits and sprays at awkward angles as I rinse. When I reach up to reattach it to the holder, my foot slips on wet tile and I fall, ribs slamming into the side of the tub.
I cannot breathe.
I don’t have the strength to push myself up, and the weight of my body against the cold porcelain is too much for my lungs. My heart is a tadpole in a shrinking puddle, and I feel so sorry that Aubrey will find me like this. I sob and then gasp, and then suddenly, I am breathing again. The air smells like Step’s shaving cream and mold and bleach. I need air that smells like trees and moss and nothing. I walk my hands up the side of the tub, pull myself to sitting, then lean on the sink to stand all the way. I grab the door frame, palm the walls in the hallway. End table. Arm of the couch, other arm and then and then. I stand on my own long enough to twist the doorknob and let myself outside. My hair is wet. Jam’s undershirt is soaked. In a moment the cold will become a problem, but right now it is everything I need. I lean against the door frame and breathe until I feel high on oxygen.
The wrought iron railing is crumbling into rust. There’s a cracked terra-cotta strawberry planter with moldy plant carcasses poking out from each opening. It’s hard to look anywhere without getting overwhelmed.
I notice a pom-pom on the doormat, red and fluffy against the mossy black rubber, and it feels like a bright little moment of joy. It reminds me of those creatures with felt feet and googly eyes that I bought at the school store in fourth grade. I crouch to pick it up, ignoring the ache in my side. Just as my fingers touch the fuzz, I see the beak. Not fuzz, feathers. Dull eyes like scuffed black beads receding into a cardinal’s skull.
I step back, trip on the door jamb, and fall on my ass into the house, the cut edges of my skin shifting. I may have split in two. I try to focus on my breath escaping in clouds, but the world looks blurry. And then I see, in a circle around the base of the planter, more bird heads, arranged by type. Finches mostly. A chickadee. The angry crown of a blue jay, tattered. I’m too spent to pull myself far enough inside to close the door, and I’m worried I might throw up—better outside than in. I lean against the door frame, hoping the nausea will pass, breathing, deep and slow, until all that’s left is the pulse of the pain.
Around the time the shivering starts, Aubrey walks up the driveway, school bag over her shoulder, black boots clomping against the crumbling asphalt, and I feel like I’m watching from the outside. She could be part of the pulse.
As she walks up the steps, her boot makes a scraping sound against the flagstone like she has gravel stuck in the treads. She shouts, “You’re letting all the heat out!”
I try to get up and can’t. “You’re not supposed to be here,” I say.
“What did you do to your hair?” She’s standing over me now. “It’s orange.”
“Steena will kill me.”
“Is that blood?” Aubrey points to my stomach.
“No,” I say, grabbing at my shirt.
“It is.”
“No,” I say again. Not a denial. A plea.
“Shit.” Aubrey drops her backpack and sits next to me, pulling my arm around her shoulder. “Alright. One. Two. Three.” She hauls me to my feet.
I assume we’re going in the house, but Aubrey says, “Nope,” and reaches to close the door.
We take the stairs down to the driveway one at a time. Aubrey pulls the key to Step’s awful station wagon from her pocket as we inch toward his car.
“Take mine,” I say.
“Do you have the keys?”
I shake my head. They could be on the counter in the bathroom, but I can’t remember.
“We’re taking this car,” Aubrey says.
Step used to eat a banana in the morning on his way to work. He’d forget the peel, leaving it to bake on the dashboard all day, making the air inside thick and sickly sweet. When Aubrey helps me in, I’m sure I can smell it.
“Bananas,” I say.
“It is bananas,” she says. “Why are your guts bleeding?”
The words are stuck in my brain, so I lift my shirt to show her the bandage, watching her reaction because I’m too scared to look myself.
She wasn’t expecting to see Frankenstein’s monster mess on my belly, so I don’t know if her disgust is meaningful, but she seems like a pretty tough kid. I’m guessing it’s bad.
“Appendix?” she asks. I wouldn’t have known that at her age. She pulls the seat belt across her chest.
“Can you even drive?”
“Not legally,” she says.
“Let me do it.”
“No chance.”
The engine turns on the fifth try. She seems to expect this—both that it won’t start and then exactly when it will. She bites the side of her bottom lip as she backs down the long driveway.
“It’s easier if you roll the window down,” I tell her. “Then follow the outside edge.”
“I’m fine,” she says. And she is. She gets us to the street.
I got caught up in the urgency of the moment, but I can’t afford to go to the hospital. I’m about to tell Aubrey she should take me back to the house when I realize we’re aren’t heading toward the interstate. She turns into Heritage Hills, a community of condos that used to be seniors-only until someone sued someone about age discrimination.
“Where are we going?” I ask as we drive past the golf course, far into the development.
“My friend Shray’s house.” She leans forward to read the numbers on a road sign and murmurs to herself, “It all looks the same here.” She glances at me. “Shray’s grandfather was a surgeon in Pakistan. He helps me sometimes.”
“With what?”
“I had pneumonia in December. He kept track of me.”
“Your mom didn’t take you to the doctor?”
“My mother doesn’t do a lot of things,” she says. There’s so much pain in her face. “Dr. Singh doesn’t mind. He thinks it’s good for retired people to stay busy, and he misses having patients. He was a nurse for a few years after he moved here, but then he opened a dry cleaner. He still takes care of his friends.”
I remember the Singhs and their dry cleaning shop. We took our winter coats there, trading the smell of closet for chemicals. Shray is probably Dr. Singh’s oldest son Ravi’s child. Ravi was in Steena’s class and his twin sisters were a year ahead of me.
In fifth grade, I had to take the afternoon bus to the high school so Steena could keep an eye on me while she had marching band practice. I used to pretend to do homework on the bleachers so I could stare at Ravi’s long legs in his red shorts while he ran wind sprints with the track team. Steena caught me watching him once and called me a pervert. She wasn’t entirely wrong. Ravi was effortlessly cool, and I was caught in that stage of hormones where I swung wildly from wishing I could be Ravi to wanting him to love me. Once when he caught me staring, he winked, and I can still summon that exact moment in my mind—the sparkle in his eyes, the rising feeling in my chest—how special I felt because Ravi Singh saw me staring and was nice to me. Whenever Steena’s friends caught me staring at them, they made faces or gave me the finger or teased Steena about her space cadet sister right in front of me.
I want to ask Aubrey if she knows if Ravi is Shray’s dad, but it feels like the path from my brain to my mouth is rupturing more than usual. Have I lost too much blood? My stomach is cold. I look down, expecting to see an ever-growing patch of red on my shirt, but it’s not much bigger than it was. Maybe even starting to dry.

Dr. Singh is outside knocking dead pine needles from the hedges with a rake. He looks like Ravi, but old. His sweatpants are too baggy to tell anything about his legs, but I bet when he was younger, he was also effortlessly cool. He stops and waves when he sees the station wagon. It’s funny that he’s used to Aubrey driving this car—that he either doesn’t know or care about her lack of license. But Dr. Singh was a surgeon in Pakistan and now he’s a retired dry cleaner, so maybe he realizes following the rules doesn’t always get you to a place that’s fair.
Aubrey rolls down the window. “Dr. Singh!” she calls.
“Shray is at karate,” he says.
“Can you help me?” she asks.
He takes off his work gloves.
She parks in the driveway, and he rushes to her side of the car, pressing the back of his hand to her forehead when she gets out.
“No, I’m okay,” she says, pointing to me.
They both come around to help me out of the car. Pain shoots down my legs and up to my chest. I worry I’ve split in too many pieces, and I don’t understand how Ravi’s dad will be able to put me back together in his condo.
They bring me inside and lay me on the couch. Dr. Singh tries, after the fact, to get a towel under me so I don’t make a stain. I’m terrified that I will bleed all over Ravi’s upholstery.
Dr. Singh holds my wrist to take my pulse. Lifts my shirt to look at the wound. “Oh,” he says, and rests the back of his hand to my forehead. His skin is dry and warm. This is what happened when Ravi was little. When Ravi had the flu, or a cold, or a migraine, when he skinned his knee riding his bike. I want to hug Dr. Singh. I want him to hug me back.
He pulls off the bloody bandage, touches my stomach, pushing slowly but hard. I stifle a yell. He presses above the scar. Under it. At the other side of my stomach. He pulls the lamp from the end table and holds it close to my belly, examining the stitches, then he nods and puts the lamp back.
“I fell,” I say. “I hit my stomach on the side of the bathtub.”
“Why?” he asks, which seems like the wrong question.
I point to my hair, which seems like the wrong answer.
He shakes his head. “How many pills did you take so far today?”
“Five,” I say.
His eyes get wide.
“One was antibiotics,” I tell him, and he nods, happier with that answer.
“Okay,” he says. “Percocet? They were the others?”
“Yes.”
“Tonight, when it’s time for your next pill, take one, not two.” He looks me straight in the eyes, as if he believes his stare can reset the number in my brain. “It hurts because it’s supposed to hurt. Because when it hurts you don’t move too much.”
I nod.
He cleans my wound with gauze and saline from a spray bottle.
“You will be okay,” he says, smiling.
I try not to cry, because those were the words I begged to hear when I scraped my knee as a child. My mother would say that sometimes cuts get infected, and people get sepsis, and it’s never fair to tell anyone that anything will be okay.
“Scars heal inside out,” Dr. Singh says. “Your inside is doing what it should, even if you jostled the outside.”
If my stomach didn’t ache so badly, I would hug him. I can’t spare the money, but I offer to pay anyway, because that’s what’s fair.
Dr. Singh shakes his head. “It’s a favor to Aubrey. Come back in a week and I’ll take out your stitches.”
I wonder what Aubrey has done to inspire this loyalty. Except that I can tell she’s a really special kid. I wouldn’t have known how to help so well when I was her age.

When we drive past the Elephant Hotel, Aubrey kisses her hand and touches the window. “Sorry, Bet,” she whispers, while I think the words in my head. She learned this ritual from me. It’s what I’ve done ever since Mrs. O’Connor told my kindergarten class about Hachaliah Bailey and his famous elephant, as if it were a triumphant tale that made our town special. I used to feel like the only person in all of Somers who understood that a captive elephant is a tragedy.
“Why’d you bleach your hair?” Aubrey asks as she turns down Deans Bridge Road.
I think about giving her a bullshit answer, but it doesn’t seem fair, so I say, “I didn’t want to be here looking like me.”
“I get that,” she says. She seems to be softening, and I wonder if it’s because she was worried about me, or if she’s just on the generous side of a teenage mood swing. I want this to last. I want her to love me. I want to go back in time and do all the things I missed: lost teeth and school plays, the end of training wheels, Halloween costumes, taking her out for a fancy lunch to celebrate her first period, and all the other cool aunt things I started planning in my head from the second I met her. I stare at the chipped black polish on her chewed fingernails and try so hard not to cry. I was going to be there for all of it. I wanted to be.
When I look up, her eyes are teary too. She was like that when she was little. We’re both like that. If we’re not actively trying to block out the feelings of the people around us, they seep in and hurt like our own. Or maybe she’s having her own feelings now. Maybe I’m feeling some of hers.
“I’m so sorry,” I say.
And she says, “I know.”

“I can’t get you up any more stairs,” Aubrey tells me. We’ve made it from the driveway into the house, but the first floor has to be the termination point. I don’t disagree.
Aubrey brings sheets, pillows, and Steena’s old yellow comforter down to the couch in the den. I hate that couch. It’s scratchy and still smells like wool and dust, but the sheets smell clean.
“There are so many heads outside,” I say, after she pulls the comforter over me.
She shoots me a panicked look, but then smiles. “The bird heads.”
“Yeah.”
“They’re from Cory,” she says. “He leaves them.”
I’m about to ask her what kind of fucked up kid is leaving her bird heads, when I realize she’s talking about my cat.
“Coriolanus?”
She nods.
“He’s still alive?” He was the size of my hand when I brought him home. A wild orange goblin who bit everyone. Some lady had a box of sad kittens in front of the grocery store, and I brought Coriolanus home to make my parents mad and have someone who would love me. I wanted to bring him with me when I left, but I knew Step would keep feeding him, and it seemed cruel to take Coriolanus away from his backyard kingdom.
“The cat door was unlocked,” Aubrey says, “so he was fine. He drank water from the pond, I guess. Caught stuff. It was pretty gross—all the mouse bones and bird wings I found in here.”
I feel a sinking shame, like she was cleaning up my mess.
“They called him Cory?”
“No one really got your name for him,” she says.
“Shakespeare.” Jam and I read the complete works one summer. Coriolanus was my favorite. He was killed for making sense.
“I know. I’m not an idiot,” Aubrey says.
“At least they didn’t call him Anus.”
She laughs. Maybe she’s also imagining the absurdity of Step on the back patio calling for a cat named Anus to come in for the night.
Aubrey leaves the room, returning with two glasses of water. “Drink both of these before you fall asleep,” she says. She takes a paper-wrapped sandwich from her bag. Leaves half of it on a napkin on the side table.
“Is the water okay?” I ask. “The well is old. Step had to test it.”
“It’s bottled,” she says. “I keep a few gallons under the sink.”
“Thank you.”
“Can I stay here tonight?” Not quid pro quo. I can tell by her face, she’s earnestly asking. Hoping she doesn’t have to go home to Steena.
“Where will your mom think you are?”
“She thinks I’m still friends with Kelly O’Leary.”
I remember that Kelly was in Aubrey’s nursery school class, and they’d play Polly Pocket together while Kelly’s mom and Steena sat at the marble island in Steena’s kitchen to drink wine and say mean things about other moms. Kelly had strawberry-blond hair, and her index finger was perpetually knuckle-deep in one of her nostrils.
“You’re not friends with Kelly anymore?”
Aubrey snorts. “She’s an asshole. But her mom and my mom hate each other, so my mom won’t call over there to check on me.”
I study Aubrey’s face, the angle of her eyebrows, trying to figure out how secure she feels about this scheme. I want her to be here. I want the chance to learn who she is now. But I’m terrified of luring my sister into my life before I have an exit plan.
“Kelly uses me the same way,” Aubrey says. “So, it’s like mutually assured destruction.”
“You stay here a lot?”
She clears her throat, stares at the ceiling. “Sometimes.” She looks at me. I try to keep my face blank. I think she’s doing the same.
“Okay,” I say, because I am also terrified of spending the night in this house alone when I feel so shitty.
Aubrey blinks a bunch of times, like she’s trying not to cry, but maybe it’s just a stray eyelash.
“Why did you line up the bird heads?” I ask, trying to distract her if it’s tears. I don’t want her to feel awkward on top of whatever else she’s carrying around.
“I don’t know. I kind of like them. After all the animal parts I cleaned up in here, I’m immune.”
“Gross,” I say, even though I understand how your brain can be exhausted past the point of caring. When I first started bartending, I was disgusted by the icky things customers leave in their pint glasses, and then one day, while throwing away a beer-soaked tissue wrapped around a chicken wing, I realized none of it bothered me anymore.
“You know how cats leave presents when you feed them?” Aubrey asks, pacing as she talks. “I think that’s what Cory wants to do, but he can’t not eat them. Like those people from the Depression who turned into hoarders. I give him cat food now, but I think he still worries.”
“Where is he?” I ask.
“He usually comes back around nine or ten,” she says, which means she’s here at nine or ten often enough to know. “Hey, I’m going to bed. Do you have a phone?”
“Yeah.”
She walks back to me, puts her hand out. “I’ll give you my number so you can text if you need help.”
“It’s ancient,” I say, tugging my battered Nokia out of my pocket. “It doesn’t text.”
She rolls her eyes and takes it from me, pressing her number into the keypad. “Fine, you can call. I won’t answer, but I’ll come down if it rings.”

After Aubrey goes to bed, I eat the sandwich. It’s lukewarm, the mayo and cheese congealed. But it’s better than nothing. I’m guessing Aubrey didn’t mean to be carrying a sandwich around in her bag this whole time. She meant to eat dinner and do homework.
I want to get up and grab a book from the bookshelf, but I know it’s going to hurt too much. I don’t even bother taking my pain pills because they’re in the other room. I don’t have to pee—I haven’t had enough fluids to make that happen. I switch the light off and try really hard to smell the clean blanket instead of the dusty couch so maybe I can forget where I am.
Sometime in the night, Coriolanus jumps on the couch, wedging his body alongside mine, purring madly. I wonder if he’s going to bite me. I wonder if he remembers who I am. I wonder if he’s covered in ticks and now I’ll get Lyme disease. But I can’t bring myself to kick him off the couch. He was my friend.
“I’m sorry I left you,” I say. “Anus.”
I hope Aubrey can’t hear me laugh from upstairs, because it’s such a stupid thing to laugh about.






— Chapter 11 —
Coriolanus snores now. He’s ragged and smelly and sounds like a balloon leaking air, but he spent the whole night cuddled into the crook of my arm, and it makes me feel forgiven.
My temples ache. My bladder is full. I move the slightest bit and feel the pulse in my incision again.
It’s still dark out, but upstairs, the shower is running and the pipes thump when it stops. I hear Aubrey padding down the hall. I can tell she still walks on the balls of her feet when she’s barefoot. The door to my old room creaks. I wasn’t paying attention when she went to bed last night and assumed she was in Steena’s room, but it makes sense that if she comes here to get away from her mother, she doesn’t want to be in her mother’s old space. I try not to read anything into her willingness to occupy mine.
The doorbell rings. I feel it like a jolt. Aubrey’s half-footed steps hit the stairs fast, and I can’t tell if she’s panicked or excited.
The seal of the door makes a whooshing sound, then the weather stripping brushes against the entryway tile, and I hear the aching creak of the metal-framed screen. Each sound happens as I expect it to, like a riff to a song I forgot I knew. My heart races the way it always did at any moment of change in this house.
“Why are you here?” Aubrey says.
I hold my breath, certain it’s her dad or Steena.
But then Jam says, “Why are you here?”
“I live here,” Aubrey says, then stammers, “I mean… not really… I don’t, but I…”
“Yeah. Me too.” There’s amusement in Jam’s voice. “I live here, but not really…” He calls out, “Frey?”
“Hey,” I shout. Coriolanus wakes up but won’t budge, keeping me pinned under the comforter. Even though he’s just a scrappy little cat, my side hurts too much to move him.
Jam’s full-footed steps track through the living room, down the hall.
I wipe the sleep from my eyes.
“I thought I lost you again, bro,” he says when he sees me. Then his face goes slack with shock. “—the fuck did you do to your hair?”
Coriolanus hisses at Jam. I pet his back to try to get him to calm down, but he turns and hisses at me. He jumps off the couch, runs past Jam, tearing down the hallway as if he isn’t an old guy.
“You match the cat,” Jam says. “You both look like Garfield.”
From the hallway, Aubrey snort-laughs.
I forgot about the bleach, and now I feel embarrassed. I try to catch a glimpse of my hair without overtly looking.
Jam shouts, “Right, Aubrey?” which makes Aubrey laugh harder, which eggs Jam on. “Is the name of the color on the box Tabby Cat Orange? Tell me how you feel about Mondays, Frey.”
Aubrey inches into the room wearing fuzzy pink socks, plaid pajama pants, and a giant purple sweatshirt with the neckband cut out, which I think means she’s keeping clothes here. Her right eye is ringed with black liner, but she hasn’t done the left yet.
“Why is the butcher from work here?” she says.
“You work with her?” I ask Jam, pulling myself up to sitting. Creamsicle curls fall in my face. It’s so much worse now that my hair is dry.
“Yeah,” Jam says.
“You know my aunt?” Aubrey asks him.
Jam grins. “Way too well.”
“Ew.” The weirded-out face she makes is magnified by her uneven makeup.
I still can’t get used to Aubrey at this age. It feels like time travel to look at her.
“He doesn’t mean it like that,” I say.
“Ew,” Aubrey says again.
“You don’t remember Jam?” It seems bizarre to me that she doesn’t. Sometimes he came for ice cream with us. One time I took her to the Hammond Museum in North Salem to see Jam play a program of Akio Yashiro preludes for a bunch of rich people. He pretended with absolute seriousness that a five-year-old was his road crew. For the entire evening, Aubrey, her face twisted in a concerned frown, carried Jam’s water bottle and handed it to him carefully every time he held out his hand. She wore a burgundy lace dress that was her pride and joy—a hand-me-down from a cousin on Steena’s dad’s side, way more frilly than anything my sister would buy for her. I spent the whole program watching Aubrey. She was fixated on the rapid movement of Jam’s hands. She sat as still as possible from the waist up but kept bouncing her feet against the legs of her chair, like her little body could not contain the energy his music created.
“That’s Ben,” Aubrey says, shaking her head, as if I just told her that grass is pink and the sky is green. I don’t see how she doesn’t recognize him. But I guess there were many years where they had no cause to see each other. And who would expect a concert pianist to become a butcher at the grocery store?
“Ben-JAM-in,” I say.
Aubrey stares at him hard. Jam stares back, crossing his arms to copy her stance. She rolls her eyes.
“Did you know she’s my niece?” I ask him.
“Of course.”
“And you never said anything about it?” Aubrey says, red-faced in a way that could be anger or embarrassment. “That’s weird. That’s just weird, man.”
Jam looks at me. “She bums cigarettes all the time.”
“I pay them back,” Aubrey mumbles.
He raises one eyebrow and shakes his head. She laughs, and it reminds me of how he used to make her laugh when she was a kid. He’s kind of like an embarrassing uncle, but he’s also still a big child, and something about their rapport makes me jealous and a little uneasy.
“You gave my niece cigarettes?”
Jam shrugs. “If I didn’t, someone else would.”
“Why do you care?” Aubrey asks me, voice sharp.
“I just do,” I say, feeling helplessly tangled. She’s never going to forgive me for leaving her, and I can’t undo it.
“Nice clothes, by the way,” Jam says, pointing to the sleeve of his shirt on my arm. He’s making an effort to change the subject.
“Sorry,” I say.
“She definitely owes you a shirt.” Aubrey tells Jam how she found me bleeding on the doorstep.
“Give it back when you’re done, Frey,” Jam says. “I’ll tell people someone shanked me.”
“I’ll wash it first.”
“Don’t. That ruins my story.”
Aubrey looks at me and then Jam and back to me. She can’t tell if he’s joking, and I’m not sure either.
“Do you want a ride to school?” Jam asks.
“Yeah.” Aubrey points to her face. “Do I have time to…?”
“Suit yourself,” Jam says.
“I’ll hurry.” She bounds down the hall.
We listen to her run up the stairs, half-footed, taking two at a time.
“Why didn’t you tell me you knew Aubrey now?” I ask.
“You didn’t seem like you wanted to talk about her.”
“Why didn’t you tell her you knew me?”
“I wasn’t sure how she’d feel about it,” he says. “It’s not like Aubrey and I are friends. Just smokers. But sometimes when we hang behind the store, I get the feeling she’s…” Jam stares at his shoes, nods his head like he does when he’s getting revved up to play piano. “I think she has a rough go at home, so I wanted her to have an adult she trusted.”
There’s a sharp twinge in my nose. I blink hard, trying to get the pain to dissipate. “Did you know she was hanging out here?”
“I give her a ride sometimes. Usually to here, but that’s flawed data, because it’s probably easier for her to get a ride home. The few times I’ve driven her to your sister’s house, she tells me she’s sleeping over at a friend’s. And the whole ride, she looks like you when I drove you home in high school.” Jam mimes her expression, and I feel that fear like electricity in my stomach. “She’s so much like you.”
“Stop giving her cigarettes,” I say. I want to make sure he remembers that she is not me, and he is not seventeen again.
Jam scrunches his eyebrows together, like what he’s about to say is the result of careful consideration. “I think cigarettes are the only thing keeping her from imploding. Like if she doesn’t burn something, she’ll burn.”
My heart adds extra beats. “Okay.”
“Okay, what?” he says.
“I need to figure this out.” I picture my sister as I last saw her—standing in her driveway in leggings and a long cashmere sweater, her face red, eyes black with rage as she screamed my name like a curse. “Steena will fucking kill me if I keep letting Aubrey hang out here.”
“True. But that’ll happen anyway. Steena is definitely going to murder someone someday, and she hates you the most,” Jam says, but he’s only talking in generalities about how my sister never liked me. He doesn’t know the half of it.
“I should call a lawyer so I can leave Aubrey the house when her mom murders me,” I say, trying to keep the joke going, even though it doesn’t feel like a joke to me.
“My dad’s got a guy,” Jam says, and I know he’s just doing his severe deadpan thing, but it gives me goose bumps.
Aubrey bounds down the stairs again. “You ready, Ben-JAM-in?” She yells from the living room.
Jam loud-mumbles gibberish.
“What?” Aubrey shouts.
“Hmmunghabugh,” Jam says.
“Huh?” We hear Aubrey stomp down the hall to join us in the den. Both her eyes are lined with black now. She’s wearing a thick black hoodie big enough to fit three of her, and black leggings under jeans ripped so severely they might be more blank space than cotton. “What are you talking about?”
“Absolute nonsense,” Jam says. “I wanted to see if I could make you come in here.”
Aubrey rolls her eyes. “You ready?”
“Yeah. See you later, Frey!” Then to Aubrey he says, “I can drive you back here after work.”
Aubrey gives me this lost little kid look, like she can’t tell if she’s allowed.
“Would you mind?” I ask, trying my hardest to sound casual. If she comes back, maybe I can get a good picture of what’s going on. And at least I’ll know she’s okay for one more night. “I probably shouldn’t stay here by myself until I’m a little better.”
“You’ll be fine as long as you don’t belly flop on the bathtub again,” Jam says, and ignores my dirty look.
“Yeah, whatever.” Aubrey shrugs like she doesn’t care at all, but I can tell she’s relieved.
Jam salutes me. “Try to keep your blood in your body, Frey.”
Aubrey snorts. She pulls her hood up like she needs the added protection, her face disappearing into the shadow it creates.
“Do you have to go find the rest of your pants?” Jam asks as they walk down the hall.
“You’re not supposed to comment on my appearance,” Aubrey says.
“Well, it looks like you got your pants stuck in a lawn mower, so I was concerned.”
“Well, you look like…” Aubrey trails off. “You…”
Jam laughs. I can picture him pointing at her, shaking his index finger, the way he always did with me when I failed at banter.
“You’re so mean,” she whines.
“Definitely,” Jam says. “I am excellent at being mean!”
Aubrey laughs. “Excellent!” she says in a high sweeping voice.
“Excellent!” Jam repeats, laughing too.
I am on the outside of their joke, and I feel like grown up Wendy, left behind while Peter Pan sets off with Jane on a new adventure. But I’m not sure how much Aubrey would talk to me without Jam as a mediator. And while he has always been prone to binges of self-destruction, even at his worst, he held me dear, kept me safe and separate from his demons. I know the core of him hasn’t changed. I also know that there are plenty of worse things than a true heart and a chaotic mind.

“Was that jazz?” Aubrey asked Jam after his Yashiro program at the Hammond Museum was over and he’d done the required schmoozing with patrons.
Jam still had the shiny aura of performance—the toothy smile and crinkles around his eyes that I only ever saw when he played well for people who appreciated his talent. It was intoxicating to be around him when he felt that way. Aubrey kept wrapping the satin sash from her dress around her thumb, like she needed to split her attention, because now that she knew about the special thing Jam could do, talking to him was almost too much to handle.
“It isn’t jazz,” Jam said. “But it has similarities.” He sat at the piano again and patted the bench for Aubrey to sit next to him. “Where did you learn about jazz?”
Aubrey shook her head and pushed her hair out of her face. “I just heard it somewhere. It’s a good word. Jah-Zzzuh.” She climbed on the bench next to Jam and sat up straight with her hands in her lap, even though I could tell she desperately wanted to touch the piano keys.
“It is a good word,” Jam said, taking her very seriously. In another version of his life, with a different set of circumstances and brain chemicals, he would have been an amazing teacher. “This part here…,” he keyed a bit of one of the preludes, “we could easily turn into jazz if we did it like this.” He played the same riff, adding extra bass notes to the chords, turning the notes as he moved down the keyboard. “This part…,” he played another section, “could sound like this.” He added some flourish and walked the bassline. Then he started swinging the notes. “If you play it like this, you’ve got the blues.”
Aubrey stared at him, wide-eyed.
“The blues are where you get to sing out all your feelings,” Jam said. “Tell me something you hate.”
“My brother,” Aubrey said.
“Why do you hate him?”
“He cries all the time, and he poops his pants.”
“Perfect,” Jam said. He played a blues riff and jumped in, singing, “I told you I hate my brother. I told you! I told you! Even though you’re my mother. He’s so loud and smelly! It makes me sick in my belly! I’ve got the loud and smelly brother blues!”
Aubrey giggled, but she had tears in her eyes in the way that always made me want to scoop her up and save her from the world.
“You try,” Jam said, playing the riff again.
“He’s so smelly!” Aubrey whispered.
“You gotta get loud with it, Aubs!” Jam said.
“My brother is smelly,” she sang, in her sweet little kid voice.
“Louder!” Jam shouted.
“Austin’s so stinky!” Aubrey bellowed. “He makes the world smell like diapers!”
The caterer met my eyes from across the room and grinned.
“Yes!” Jam said, still playing. “I’m gonna count to three, and then we’re both going to sing ‘I’ve got the smelly little brother blues!’ ”
Aubrey giggled.
“Okay, here we go. One, two, three…”
Jam and Aubrey sang “I’ve got the smelly little brother blues!” and then looked at each other and laughed so hard it filled the room. The event planner and the caterer and the museum docent all applauded, and Aubrey started clapping too. Jam clapped for Aubrey, standing, and bowing as he did, and she stood on the piano bench to curtsey. I remember wishing that we could just live in that museum. That I didn’t have to bring Aubrey home. We’d stay forever and play piano and eat finger sandwiches for every meal.
I wonder if Aubrey remembers any of it. If she remembers that burgundy dress and those patent leather shoes. How she fell asleep in the car and woke up while I was carrying her into Steena’s house.
“I don’t want to,” she sobbed into my shoulder when she saw where we were.
“I don’t want to either,” I said, and kissed her sweaty cheek.






— Chapter 12 —
After Jam and Aubrey leave, I haul myself upstairs to see if any of my clothes are still in my old room. I can’t picture my parents having the energy to turn my bedroom into a gym or sewing room, so the thought of finding my Hard Rock Cafe sweatshirt and a pair of Skidz in the bottom drawer of my dresser isn’t completely irrational. And stale dresser clothes can’t smell worse than Jam’s bloody shirt, or the dirty laundry in the trunk of my car. Also, I want to see what it looks like for Aubrey to occupy the space where I used to live.
I walk past the closed door to Steena’s room, down the hallway to mine, where the door is open and light streams in from the paneled window that stretches across the entire back wall.
My furniture—nightstand, desk, vanity, trunk, bookshelf—is all gone, the outline of each still impressed into the dense beige carpet. On the faded blue wall, there’s a sun print of the lacy wicker edge of my missing vanity mirror. All that’s left is my old twin bed, headboard missing, with the same ruffled Laura Ashley comforter, and one of the extra chairs from the dining table serving as a stand for a knobby milk-glass lamp that used to live in the den. The bed is unmade, an Aubrey-sized nest in the middle.
I stand in the indent where my bookshelf used to be, brain scrambling to remember as many titles as I can. Island of the Blue Dolphins, The Ordinary Princess, The Witch of Blackbird Pond, The Hunky-Dory Dairy, Little Women, Travels with Charley, Wuthering Heights, Forever. I remember Margaret getting her period, and Anne Shirley getting Diana drunk by accident, and Jo March’s innate sense of independence. I adored Ramona’s illustrated bowl-cut hair, Ribsy the lanky dog, Blossom Culp and her dreadful future, the Little Prince and his demanding rose on B-612. There were the Bobbsey Twins, and Baby-Sitters Club, and Sweet Valley High. But there are so many books that have been lost to me. I can’t remember their titles, authors, character names, even though I loved them. There was a series about sleepaway camp counselors that I read over and over, wishing I could spend entire summers away from my family. I loved an author who wrote melodramatic novels about teens with terminal illnesses. I had a worn yellow paperback about a plain-looking girl whose sister was very popular, but her sister’s boyfriend realized he liked the plain girl better when she sewed him a camel-colored sport coat. I remember the description of the main character stitching suede patches over the elbows, and that her sister was beautiful but careless. In the recesses of my heart, I was holding out hope that someday I’d come back and find those books here. But they’re gone, and I don’t know how to search for them, so they’re lost to me forever.
My throat cramps. I lie on the bed and sob through sharp, stabbing breaths. I must be some kind of monster. My mother and Step are dead, and I’m falling apart over books. But my books never hurt me without putting me back together in the end. Most of the time when I cried in this room, it was because my parents were downstairs screaming at each other, or my father told me he wished he’d never met my mother because he would have been better off without any of us. I cried in this bed holding my stinging cheek after my mother smacked me with the bristle end of the hairbrush for wailing when she threatened to shave my head so she wouldn’t have to spend another moment of her life untangling my knots. I hid under this comforter wishing I could stop existing when Steena said the only reason I was even born was because Step owned this house, and our mother didn’t want to be a divorced single mom living under Babbo’s roof anymore.
“She had to marry Step,” my sister said, with a prim smile, “so I could grow up in a house with a yard in a good school district. She didn’t want you.”
And as a seven-year-old, I believed everything my family said. I was certain they were sad and angry because I was messy, lazy, stupid, and way too sensitive. I felt their pain and disappointment as heavily as my own. I would lie here and cry until I could barely see through my puffy eyelids at school the next day. In class, my jaw would ache because I’d clenched my teeth all night, and I’d have to muscle through a headache that made my eyes tear. I wouldn’t hear the homework assignment, or the spelling words for the test, so every Friday I’d have to bring home a folder full of red-marked papers that proved my family was right about me.
My first summer in Maine was a good tourist season, and I had enough money to go see a therapist. We talked about all of this, and I understand on a rational level that the way my parents and Steena treated me was about their own pain. I can intellectualize what was wrong and who was wrong and what should not have happened to me, but I still feel the twisting shame in the back of my throat. It follows me everywhere. And the more context I’ve given to my past, the more clearly I see that I never got to be the main character in my own life. I was a mirror, a reaction, an excuse, but never a child. I missed too many of the milestones you’re supposed to develop around, so I don’t really feel like a person.
In Maine, working at The Clam, no one expected very much from me, and I was careful not to let anyone close enough to see the gaps in my personhood. I worked hard and read books and only dated tourists who were leaving town in a week or a month or after the summer. Buck was my sole constant. He had too many of his own gaps to ever notice mine, so our friendship was vague, but well-balanced. I miss Buck more than my books. I’d cry for him.
I roll over and rub my hand along the cold bumpy wall. Someone took down my postcard collection and the paperboard long-boxes from my favorite CDs. The poster putty left oily polka-dot stains on the walls, and I wonder if someone got mad about that.
There are new pictures among the dots, hung with masking tape: pencil sketches on torn-out spiral notebook pages. Drawings of trees from the yard, the veins of a maple leaf, a hand with cracked cuticles, Coriolanus with a headless bird in his mouth. Every sketch is simple, but specific—some details merely gestures, but the rightness of the each gesture is disarming. It is possible to tell that the cat is Coriolanus by the perfect angles of his stripes, but the picture isn’t bogged down with every stripe. Those cracked cuticles belong to tired hands. I can identify the maple leaf even though she hasn’t drawn the outline of its form.
I know they’re Aubrey’s drawings, not pictures given to her by a friend, because they look the way I’d imagine she sees the world. Broad and delicate at the same time. She captured what I would find important about the same subjects. I can comprehend the very big picture and the very small details, but I’m hopelessly confused by the middle ground: surfaces that seem obvious to everyone else. I wonder if Aubrey actually feels this way, or if I’m projecting—if I’ve always been projecting onto her. But her pictures make sense to me in a way I cannot completely match to words.
Under the window, there’s a sketch of Aubrey looking in the missing vanity mirror. She included the lacy weave of the wicker frame and the top of the five-sided Colors by Benetton cologne bottle that I kept on the vanity, details that make me think she wasn’t just drawing from a memory of being in my room. And in the picture, Aubrey looks like she does right now, with the stud in her cheek and the ring in her nose, childlike awkwardness just starting to fade from her features. Her sketched face seems to be using the mirror to stare at me, and it’s hard to meet her gaze. I knew what she was up against, and I left her here anyway.
“You did not have a choice,” my therapist told me, again and again. “You cannot take someone else’s child, and you needed to go.” But I only believe it in my brain; the guilt stays in my body. My skin and bones and teeth and veins still wish I’d tried harder to fix things.






— Chapter 13 —
Aubrey’s ripped jeans and black sweaters are hanging neatly on the plastic hangers in my old closet. Steena has always been aspirationally preppy. In high school, she worked hard to look like one of the popular girls in an eighties movie and never seemed to understand that in all those films, the preppy kids were the bad guys. Aubrey’s clothes are one hundred percent weird kid who hangs out in the art room. I know Steena must hate that as much as I love it, so I understand why Aubrey keeps her clothes here. Steena would throw them out.
It doesn’t feel right to borrow Aubrey’s clothes when my guts could bleed all over them. I slide the closet doors the other way and find my old fancy clothes. There’s a couple church dresses, the floral cotton jumpsuit I wore to eighth-grade graduation, my periwinkle damask bridesmaid dress, and the mint-green Gunne Sax hand-me-down from Steena that my mother made me wear to my friend Bee’s bat mitzvah. Behind them, still in the Macy’s hanger bag, is the red chiffon mermaid gown I bought at the Danbury Mall when I helped Jam shop for his dorm room before he left for Juilliard.
We got bored looking for extra-long sheets and shower caddies, and I think Jam was having a hard time shopping for the kind of college things his mom would have bought him. So, when we made a wrong turn on our search for a rolling suitcase and ended up in formal wear, I dared him to play dress-up with me.
We tried on the same dresses at the same time, and Jam took pictures of us with my Instamatic camera. Back then everyone was making clothes for Kate Moss, and most of the dresses looked better on Jam’s straight frame. But the mermaid gown required hips.
Jam stopped cold when he saw me in it. “You look like a grown up,” he said.
“Is that good?” I asked.
“Yeah. You’re beautiful.” He smiled but looked kind of sad, and I knew we were feeling the same way—wondering if we’d be able to hold on to the exquisite sweetness of our friendship when everything was about to change.
When a dressing room attendant threatened to kick us out of the store, I bought the dress to appease her, even though it was only August. Jam vowed to come up from the city and be my date for senior prom.
“We’ll dandy ourselves up and dance like weirdos,” he said. We hadn’t gone to his prom. He hadn’t wanted to.
As a far-off future, attending my prom with Jam was a thrilling prospect, because I suspected it would be the night we turned into more than friends. But the closer we got to June, the higher the stakes seemed. I started to feel like going to prom with Jam was making the choice to spend the rest of my life with him—or without him if our attempt at romance was a disaster. I wimped out, claiming I didn’t have anyone to cover my shift at the restaurant that night.
I wonder if those dressing room pictures still exist somewhere. In my favorite, Jam caught our reflection in the three-way mirror. We were holding each other. Laughing. We were endless. The flash made it look like he was carrying a star.
Now, I can’t get the zipper of the red dress pulled up all the way, but if I tie the sash tightly, it stays on. I wad Jam’s clothes in a ball to bring them down to the washing machine but realize that while I’m at it, I should wash the clothes in my car.
Everything shifted during the drive from Maine. Sweatshirts fell out of grocery bags; books slid on top of them. I have to lean far into the trunk to corral underwear and Thirsty Clam t-shirts. The cold air makes my bare arms itch.
I hear a car door shut, and it takes a moment to realize the strangeness. I am used to living in an apartment building where people are coming and going at all hours, so I didn’t pay mind to the sound of a car approaching. But there’s no need to drive to this part of this street if you don’t live here. We’re at the middle, and the road is too narrow and hilly to be a shortcut to anywhere.
I freeze at the sound of footsteps on the driveway. I can picture myself being shoved in the trunk, almost feel hands on my body and the burn from that scratchy felt lining against my skin. It’s so real in my mind that I am already carsick from being driven to a second location even while my feet are firmly planted on the driveway. I start unlatching the cover of the spare tire. Try to wriggle the board open enough to get my hand in, even though there are a bunch of books weighing it down.
“Excuse me. Hello?” The voice is male, tentative, not entirely unfamiliar, but I cannot place it.
I feel around for the lug wrench, but it’s stuck. I can’t get it loose.
“So sorry to bother you.” It’s the voice of an older man, with the vague hint of a British accent. It is not Charlie. It’s not one of his friends. It isn’t anyone I went to high school with, or even a teacher. “Are you Freya?”
I stand, dress swishing, sash loosening.
The man is not built like someone who kidnaps people in their driveway. He’s about my height, and thin like a person who runs marathons. I am certain I’ve never seen him before. He’s wearing a tweed sport coat and a scarf that makes me think of Sherlock Holmes. He has small round glasses and closely cropped curly gray hair. He’s somewhere in the stretch between fifty and sixty. An old brown Saab is parked at the end of the driveway. I have never seen that car before either.
“You are Freya, aren’t you?” the man says. “You look like your sister.” He tilts his head. “From some angles.”
My brain short-circuits. I can’t say anything. A few years ago, I read an article about a woman who had been selectively mute as a child, and the description of words unable to form, ideas too vague to be spoken in moments of stress, made me think that I probably had been too. Sometimes the silence still creeps in, and I get stuck in a tangle of words. Even when I can see them forming in my mind, letter by letter, I can’t remember how to give them sound. And there are words I can’t think of at all, as if they’ve been deleted from my database.
“So, you’re not dead,” he says, grinning.
The word Hello spells out in typewriter letters in my mind, but the questions I should ask are just wisps in the air.
“I’m so pleased you’re not dead.”
Who are you? I think, all at once, in a rush that turns into a lump in my throat.
“I tried to call you at The Thirsty Clam, and the gentleman who owns it, Buck? He told me you died. But then a moment later, he asked me if you died, so I felt perhaps he was not… accurate.”
“Hans,” I say, brain untangling. My voice is low and hoarse. I see the word Gruber in my mind but catch myself before I say it. After all of Buck’s confusion, I keep forgetting Hans’s actual last name. I reach back to tighten the sash holding up my dress and try to inch the zipper closer to closed.
“Oh, yes. Foolish me, starting at the middle of things again. Oh, Hans.” He rolls his eyes at himself. “So nice to finally meet you in person, Freya.”
He offers his hand to shake mine. I switch the grip on my zipper to meet his hand with my right. His palm is warm. His eyes are kind. My pulse slows.
“I guess… I guess I just wasn’t sure what to do.” He stares at me for a moment like he’s taking in a sunrise or a puppy, a grin rising across his wrinkled face. “Do you ever root for someone you don’t know?”
“Sure,” I say, thinking of all the sad sacks who drank away sorrows with me over the years.
“Well, I know it’s not my place, but your relatives were all so… if you’ll forgive me… um, disagreeable, I think is the best word, yes. And then there was Freya. Freya of the Fólkvangr!” Hans says, with exacting pronunciation.
“My father’s parents were Norwegian.”
“Ah!” Hans nods. “An ancestral designation—and a smart choice! Who wouldn’t want to be named for a goddess who cares for souls lost in battle?”
“It’s alright,” I say. I always think it’s funny when people see a name as a reflection of the named instead of the ones who did the naming. Whether a name does or doesn’t fit is a matter of coincidence, or maybe how well someone matches the aesthetic of their family. My father’s aesthetic was that he married an Italian American woman who already had a child, so he marked his territory to feel less like an outsider, and I spent my whole life having to spell my weirdo name for strangers.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” Hans says. “And you’re here!” He holds his fist in the air like his favorite team just made a goal. “I couldn’t stand the idea of Steena getting the house.” He looks shocked as soon as those words leave his mouth.
The affection he seems to have for me feels like a responsibility I do not want. But I’m charmed by his small wind-burned face and partial to anyone who can see through my sister’s bullshit.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Hans says. “Forgive—it’s not my place.”
“It’s okay,” I tell him. “I’ve met my sister.”
Hans’s laugh is a gentle rumble. “Well, Freya, I don’t want to impose on your day, but we do have a few things to sort through. I’m next to the Bailey House.” He points toward the general direction of town. “Could you stop by the office when you have a moment?”
I nod.
He reaches in his pocket and hands me a business card. His last name is Gruenberger.
“I should get back to my laundry,” I say, gesturing as if it explains my attire.
“Ah, sure.” Hans laughs again. “Although, finding Freya in a flowing gown seems appropriate.”
I am lost for words, so I wave awkwardly and turn back to the trunk of my car, collecting clothes while I listen to Hans Gruenberger’s footsteps.
“Protect your necklace from Loki!” he yells.
“Will do,” I call because I feel the need to protect him from his own awkwardness.
I remember a story about Loki turning into a fly. Step read it to me from a dusty old book with gold-edged pages that his mother had given him when he was a little boy. He’d sit on my bed next to my pillow so I could see the pages too. There were so many names neither of us knew how to say. And then Step would fall asleep, and I’d take the book and try to finish the story myself while he snored. It’s how I learned to read chapter books, how I know the meanings of so many words I still can’t pronounce. Step introduced me to the myths and Mark Twain, Swiss Family Robinson and Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Seas, all the Hardy Boys we could find in used bookstores, even a little bit of Shakespeare. I loved them all, but I did especially like to see my name in that book about gods.






— Chapter 14 —
The basement smells the same: cinder block and mold and the old curly wood shavings on Step’s workbench. I remember coming down here when my parents were fighting. I’d sit on the metal stool that had been painted with at least a dozen different paint colors over the years, chips and scratches exposing all of them. I liked to trace my finger along the chisel gashes in the workbench and ruin a few zip ties by zipping them. My favorite thing to do was twist the sliding handle on Step’s vise until the wood blocks closed on a book or a hammer handle or my hand or my wrist. Just tight enough. Half a turn from harm. It pulled me into my body and made me feel real.
No one has cleaned up Step’s tools. There are rusty wrenches, screwdrivers, and hammers stacked in piles like pickup sticks—everything dusty. He could have last used them a year ago or ten. I look around for clues of what he might have been making, but it’s all garbage. Piles of cardboard. Empty milk crates. The dining chairs he got at a neighborhood yard sale when I was a teenager. He was going to learn how to do caning and repair the seats. People pay good money for chairs like that. Waste not, want not, Freya. The sled I broke ramming into a rock when I was five. It only needed one board replaced. He promised to fix it every winter, and I was always disappointed. Now I understand how hard it is to find a starting place, how heavy our hearts get, how exhausted we are. There are so many things I wish Step had done instead of carrying the weight of unfinished projects. I would have been happy with a cheap plastic sled from the grocery store and a snowy afternoon at the park with my father.
I open the cabinet above his workbench and find Claussen pickle jars filled with bent nails and corroded screws. On the top shelf, his transistor radio is still tuned to 93.9 WNYC. I turn the volume dial past the click and find familiar comfort in the whirring static and Terry Gross’s gentle questions.
The washer and dryer are at the back of the house, past the oil furnace I don’t know how to use and a water softener that requires an unquantified refill of a certain kind of salt to an unknown compartment at unspecified intervals. It’s one thing to think about repairing the siding and the cracked front stoop, but being in the belly of this building, with a view of its internal organs, sends me into a new kind of panic. I’ve spent my entire adult life in efficiency apartments. I’ve never even had a thermostat I could control.
I remember Step doing seasonal chores like tilling dirt and duct-taping foam covers over the hose faucets. I’m sure no one did that this winter. From what Hans told me the first time we spoke, those tasks were left undone for many winters. I assumed Hans wouldn’t know why, so I didn’t pursue it, but I wonder how my mother and Step were living before they died. Aubrey would know, but I don’t think it’s okay to ask a kid questions like that.
In the back room, there are dozens of cardboard file boxes stacked against the wall. The addition to the house was built on a slab of granite, and instead of trying to blast it out, the contractors cemented around the bedrock to build a ledge that takes up half the room. There are boxes on the ledge too, but there shouldn’t be. When it rains too much, the granite weeps.
There’s a black sweater draped on a drying rack and a jug of detergent on the shelf over the washing machine. I pull wrinkled wads of tip money from the pockets of my jeans as I throw them in the washer. I’m afraid to count. It can’t be much. I need to pay Aubrey back for her laundry soap and food and help. I have to keep myself fed and standing while I do whatever needs to be done to get rid of this house.
I don’t think I can make it up the stairs and back down again to switch the laundry to the dryer. While I wait, I sit at Step’s workbench and rummage through cabinets while Terry Gross talks about Shakespeare with a former child soldier from Sierra Leone. I find a crumpled receipt for a can of WD-40, three two-by-fours, a bag of potting soil, and another receipt for an Entenmann’s crumb cake and a bottle of Pepto.
In the cabinet under the bench there’s a wooden toolbox, handle worn shiny from use. On one side is an array of chisels with varying widths of flat blades, and on the other are gouges with blades that are V-shaped or rounded like a scoop. The handles are inlaid with abalone shell carved into a bird, a flower, a leaf, or a snail. I’ve seen these tools before—at Step’s parents’ house. They belonged to Momo’s father, Vili. When his fingers were too crooked and cranky to carve anymore, Vili retired from Steinway & Sons and gave his tools to my grandfather.
Momo told me that when Vili started his career at Steinway, his first job was to use borrowed chisels and gouges to carve handles for his own set so he could make tools that would fit perfectly in his hands. It felt unfair to me that Vili gave these beautiful tools to my grandfather instead of his own child—that he didn’t think Momo could use them, that women can’t do woodwork. As a kid, I wanted these tools desperately, because they were pretty, and I loved the idea of carving new shapes from blank wood. I assumed they would go to one of my cousins—because they were boys—and it made my nine-year-old heart seethe with rage. But my grandfather must have given them to Step, and Step only had me, so now they are mine.
I pick up a V-shaped gouge. The handle is adorned with a wreath of delicate ivy inlay carved from blue-green shell. I place the blade of the gouge against the surface of Step’s workbench and push, carving a notch just below a yellow paint stain. It surprises me how easy it is to make a mark. After all this time and neglect, the blade is sharper than I believed it could be. I fit the edge back into the notch, push harder this time, carving away the yellow paint and decades of grime. The wood curls as it lifts, revealing the grain underneath. I carve two more lines to make an F. It’s harder to make the curve on the R, but not impossible. At first, I focus more on the crevice I create, and then I notice how the wood I’m removing seems to flow, like a ribbon twisting. It is so satisfying to feel the fibers of wood break; the microscopic crackle lights up my brain.
I get through the F-R-E-Y, and then the washer buzzes, breaking my spell. I look at what I’ve done, suddenly ashamed for defacing my father’s workbench. It feels like a level of disrespect I did not intend. I wish I could uncurl the wood and smooth it back into place. I don’t know how I’m supposed to handle this house and their belongings, when everything is sacred and awful in the same turn.
I switch the clothes to the dryer and climb the stairs, one at time, feeling the full weight of myself. I hurt so much that I can’t tell where it’s coming from. It’s more than my incision. More than the bruise on my ribs. It’s an ache running through every single cell.
On the couch in the den, I collect spit in my mouth to swallow a pain pill. It scratches my throat and feels like it’s stuck even though I know it isn’t. Wrapping Steena’s old comforter around me, I think about the nurse at the hospital telling me to walk, but all I want to do is sleep, so I imagine her telling me to rest instead.
“You just had surgery,” she says. “It’s a shock moving home. You need sleep, honey.”
I imagine her eyes turning soft. She’s not at the hospital anymore. She’s here. In a sporty little sweatsuit. In velour slippers. I’m not sure I remember her right. She’s morphing into Alice from The Brady Bunch.
“Kiddo, do you want a grilled cheese?” she asks.
My eyelids get heavy.
“Aw, look at you,” she says. “Sleep well, kiddo. You deserve to rest.”






— Chapter 15 —
I hear myself shout and work to pull my brain away from a dream about Step throwing rotten bananas over the deer fence. Without opening my eyes, I play my wake-up game, trying to remember how messy I left my apartment last night to calibrate my dread.
But then footsteps shake the floor and Jam says, “—the fuck are you wearing?” And I realize the banana deer fence dream is closer to reality than my old apartment.
Aubrey snorts and it sounds like her little kid laugh. I’m stuck in a swirl of time and space, dreaming and real. I open my eyes to teenage Aubrey and thirty-something Jam standing over me, shoulders shaking, eyes tearing.
“Freya, be honest,” Jam says, his voice brimming with unhinged amusement. “Did birds dress you?”
Drool has pooled on the pillow under my cheek. My mouth is slow. “Go away,” I shout, trying to pretend I’m kidding, while my face burns. I pull Steena’s comforter over my head. I know that a twenty-nine-year-old woman asleep on the couch in a prom dress is an objectively funny situation, but I am too dizzy and disoriented to laugh.
“If I’d known this was a black-tie event, I would have worn my tux.”
“I’m wearing it ironically,” I say, as flatly as I can. If I were really joking, I’d come out from under the blanket, but I feel twitchy and defensive and scared that they’ll understand the global nature of my panic if they see any of it at all.
“We brought baked ziti,” Aubrey says, a hint of shyness in her voice. “Deli special today. It’s usually pretty good.”
“I wanted to get you lasagna,” Jam says. “To go with your Garfield hair.”
“Thank you, Aubrey. Fuck off, Jam,” I say into the recycled blanket air, then Aubrey laughs and I feel awful for cursing. I was good about not saying bad words around her when she was a little kid. I was so careful with her.
“I’ll go fuck off and heat up the oven,” Jam says, and I’m relieved to hear him walk away.
I pull the blanket to my shoulders.
Aubrey is standing next to me holding a plastic Gristedes bag, something in it, I can’t tell what.
“Hey,” I say.
“Hey.” She shifts her weight from one boot to the other.
“How was school?”
She stares at me. “It’s school.”
“Yeah.”
Aubrey looks up at the ceiling, blinks a few times. I watch her dig her short fingernails into the palm of her other hand, pressing hard into the fleshy part. I wonder if she got that from watching me or if it’s coded into our genes. Maybe it’s a natural way to seek distraction, like biting a hangnail or picking a scab, and lots of people do it. But her hands look like my hands, and it’s odd to see them do what mine do.
There’s a crash in the kitchen. Metal hitting metal.
“No! Jam!” Aubrey shouts, running down the hall. “You can’t pull out the oven rack! Did you burn yourself?”
I hear him tell her he’s fine. The oven wasn’t hot yet. He didn’t drop the ziti.
Aubrey talks him through the choreography of sliding the rack back in the oven. They need two sets of hands, or the other rack will fall. She tells him like it’s a procedure she’s memorized—possibly something my mother told her. I try to picture my mother baking cookies with Aubrey. Maybe she had patience for things like that when doing them made her an excellent grandma instead of just a regular mom.
“Wait! Let me get some foil!” Aubrey shouts at Jam. “Careful! Don’t make a mess!”
“No one’s ever called me careful,” Jam says, in a purposely dopey voice.
Aubrey laughs. “Well, try!”
I hear the oven door close.
“Excellent!” Jam says.
“Excellent!”
My prom dress is sweaty and wrinkled, the satin lining sticking to my body as I stand. I snagged the chiffon at some point, and there’s a puckered stripe of pulled thread at knee level that makes me feel sad. I don’t care and then when I’m careless I feel sorry for the result. It’s like the theme of me. I always wished I could be more like Jam, who truly does not care what he leaves for ruin, or have Steena’s ability to be effortlessly careful with material things.
I go down to the laundry. The seams of my jeans are still damp. I pull on the pair that’s closest to dry and throw the rest in for another round. The blood stain didn’t quite come out of Jam’s undershirt, but it looks more like spilled coffee than carnage. I wear his flannel again. It won’t bother him, and I like it, even though now it smells like detergent, not his bedroom.
The rise and fall of Jam’s banter seeps down from the kitchen. Aubrey does her best to keep up, but her laugh sounds like it could get away from her and turn to tears. I remember feeling that way with anyone who was nice to me—so desperate to keep them nice, terrified that whatever made my mother and Step and Steena hate me might leak out in front of everyone else.

We eat dinner in the den, sitting on the floor like we’re having a picnic. I lean against the couch and it’s super uncomfortable, but I want to sit with them. Jam has gone deep into my parents’ VHS collection, and he’s playing tapes of Olympic figure skating from 1998. Elvis Stojko, dressed like a fairytale prince, spins and jumps while the audience claps out a beat. My mother would never have allowed us to eat baked ziti in here, so my brain stays clear on the fact that we’re in a different time, even though it’s the same space.
Aubrey is telling us a story about Mr. Gioletti, who was my science teacher too, farting in the middle of a lesson about bacteria.
“And like, no one else gets it!” Aubrey says, laughing so hard her face is red. “No one gets why it’s so funny! He doesn’t either.” She’s much more chatty than I expected her to be, given her goth tendencies.
Jam isn’t laughing, even though it’s exactly the kind of story he’d find amusing. I try to think of the last thing he said, and I can’t. He’s blank, pushing food around his plate without eating, like he powered down and we didn’t notice. His forehead is sweaty, but his face is pale.
“I would have been impressed if he made it part of the lesson,” Aubrey says, shrugging.
I laugh harder than I would otherwise because I want to keep her talking to me.
She looks to Jam for a reaction.
He doesn’t notice.
Her face falls.
“Does Mr. Gioletti still wear that sweater sweatshirt?” I ask, doing my bartender trick of making her feel like she has my full attention. Every time she looks at her plate, I snag a glance at Jam.
“Every Tuesday!” she says.
“The blue one with the argyle…”
“Yes!”
“Wow! That’s some good cost per use on a sweatshirt,” I say.
Jam has stopped pushing food around his plate. He’s staring at his fork. I don’t want Aubrey to see this.
“Hey, bro,” I say. “You look exhausted.”
He snaps to attention, flashes a weak smile. “Yeah, I should go.”
“No!” Aubrey says. “You haven’t even finished dinner.”
“We’ll do this again soon,” Jam says, and I can tell he feels bad about letting her down, which is something at least.

I walk Jam out, braving the steps to the driveway so Aubrey won’t hear us talking.
“Sorry I can’t stay.” He runs his hand through his hair.
I hug him hard. “You okay?”
He hugs me back like he’d hold on forever if he could.
“I’m me,” he says, resignation in his voice. He lets go, steps backward, hands out to his sides, like he’s showing me the full picture. I wish I couldn’t see it so clearly.
“Hey,” I call after him. “You ever drive her again when you’re high, I’ll fucking kill you.”
“I wouldn’t. I didn’t.” He walks toward me, like a dance we’re doing. He has tears in his eyes. “I let her drive.”
Even though I knew he was on something, his admission feels like it will crush every bone in my body. Jam has always liked drugs. In high school he had his “dirtbag friends” from Pleasantville who snuck out to the graffitied ruins of a Rockefeller mansion in the middle of the night to ingest questionable substances under the dense branches of a giant weeping beech tree. He took me there once in daylight, when he was sober, because he knew I’d think the tree was cool. Whenever Jam was MIA, I’d quiz myself to see if I remembered how to find that tree just in case he didn’t reappear. But that was high-school high. Saturday-night high. Every-couple-months high. And even though he’d talk about what he’d done, he kept that part of his life very far from me. Now he’s Wednesday-evening-snorted-something-in-the-bathroom-at-work high. It’s right in front of me. And Aubrey.
“She’s fifteen.”
“She’s a good driver,” he says, like it’s something, and maybe it is.
I think of her careful left turns on the way back from Dr. Singh’s condo. In the driver’s seat, she looked like the person she’s going to be. It would be easy to confuse that with who she is now. “She’s a kid, Jam.”
“I know.”
“You’re not a kid.”
“Ouch.”
“I didn’t mean it like that,” I say, even though I did.
“Yeah, whatever.”
I bet he’s used to passing. If it weren’t for Buck and bartending, I would have assumed Jam was just tired. It’s probably what Aubrey assumed.
“Let me get my keys,” I say. “I’ll drive you home.”
“It’s worn off—that’s why I’m… tired,” he says, shaking his head. “I’ve got it.”
He must be able to sense the calculations I have going in my mind because he kisses my cheek and says, “I’m fine, Frey. Really.” His voice is more warning than reassurance.
I kiss him back.
Jam gets in his car and drives away. And I let him. If he really is just going home, it’s only half a mile. I know better. But I worry if make a big deal now, he’ll hide from me when it gets worse.






— Chapter 16 —
When I get back inside, Aubrey is doing dishes.
“You don’t have to do that,” I tell her.
“Somebody has to,” she says as she uses a sponge to scrub melted cheese off a plate. If Steena said that, it would be snippy, but there’s a shrug in Aubrey’s tone—it has to be done, so she may as well do it.
Her hands are wet, but her hair keeps falling in her face. She tries to blow it away like she did when she was a toddler playing with finger paints, but now the strands get stuck on the stud in her cheek.
“Here,” I say, pulling the elastic off my wrist. I gather her hair into a ponytail. She lets me. She still has a heart-shaped birthmark behind her ear even though Steena was always threatening to have it lasered off. I pull her ponytail halfway through the elastic a second time and leave it in a loop. Her hair is much thicker than mine. It won’t stay in my flimsy band for long.
“Thanks,” she says. Her face is flushed.
Mine is too. I don’t know how to navigate the space between us. I tend to maintain a wide berth with strangers, but I used to hold her in my lap until she fell asleep. I can still see the aura of that little girl, but it’s not fair to think that I know Aubrey now when I don’t. I wouldn’t touch a stranger’s hair.
She stacks the last plate in the dishwasher and washes her hands.
“Does it feel weird to have a hole in your cheek?” I ask.
Aubrey laughs. “It’s not real.” She reaches inside her mouth with one hand and, with the other, pulls the silver ball off her cheek, then sticks it to the metal disk that was holding it in place. They clack together. “Magnets.” She pulls off all but three of the earrings on her left ear, and all but one on her right. “Shray and I got them in the Village to make my mom mad. She thinks they’re real.”
“That’s brave.” I was always trying not to make my mother mad. I can’t imagine walking right into her line of fire on purpose.
“My parents do these stupid flyers for their business that are like, From our family home to yours. Wishing you a happy…whatever freaking holiday it is. Arbor Day? We have to pose together on the porch in coordinated outfits while a weird guy takes our picture, and then all the kids in my class get it in the mail. It’s humiliating.”
“So you’re trying to get out of the pictures.”
Aubrey nods. “It almost worked. But I forgot about Photoshop. She just makes me look like a mannequin.”
“Does that mean you’re not all in on the goth lifestyle?” I ask.
“Now I am. I can’t let her think she won.” Aubrey laughs. “I like my eyeliner. And at least if I’m forcing her to photoshop me, I don’t have to walk around looking like the kid from those flyers.” She pulls a crushed pack of cigarettes from her pocket, holds it up.
Even though I don’t want to watch this beautiful child smoke, I know I have to be selective about my battles, just like with Jam. She won’t trust me if I start policing her.
We walk out to the patio. Sit side by side on the leg rest of a chaise lounge. Up on the ridge, the lights are on in the McCullens’ living room, and I can make out the shape of someone on the deck, maybe smoking, or just getting some air. I wonder if it’s a McCullen, or if someone new lives there now.
Aubrey grins, holds the box out. “Want one?”
I know I should decline, but every cell in my body craves nicotine. “You’re a bad influence,” I say, pulling a cigarette from the pack.
She lights mine, then hers. “That’s what my mom always said about you.”
When Aubrey exhales, she tips her head back, sending a plume of smoke out to the orange night sky.
I’d forgotten that it doesn’t get dark here on gloomy nights because the light pollution from New York City reflects off the clouds.
“Do you ever see your dad?” Aubrey asks.
My heart does the amphibial thing. “He died,” I say. It comes out like a question. I can’t tell if I’m hopeful or horrified.
“Oh,” Aubrey says, as if it’s news to her. “I’m sorry.”
Where is my father if he isn’t dead? Hans told me Step closed his business and retired a few months before the accident. It’s such specific information. I inherited his house. I couldn’t have misunderstood. But why doesn’t Aubrey know?
“I was told he died in the car crash with my mom,” I say slowly.
“That was your stepdad.”
“No.” My panic deflates. “He’s your mom’s stepdad. He’s my actual father.” I study the glowing end of my cigarette. I’m always afraid I’ll forget myself and touch it.
“Then why did you call him Step?”
“Because Steena did.”
“That’s kind of messed up,” Aubrey says.
“Yeah.” For a few months when I was seven, Steena had me convinced my real dad was in prison for robbing a bank. She told me she knew the address, so she could mail him letters. I wrote to my real dad every Sunday, detailing all the best things about me: that I was good at reading and nice to cats and could catch frogs with my bare hands. I hoped maybe if my letters were good enough, my real dad would try to get out on good behavior, and I could go live with him instead. But then Steena got mad at me for finishing the Frosted Flakes and stuck all my letters to the fridge. My mother thought it was hilarious. Step was red-faced and quiet for weeks.
“I wonder if it made him sad that you called him Step,” Aubrey says.
“Probably.” In the car on the way to visit his parents, he’d always remind me to call him Dad, but when I tried, the word felt prickly in my brain like it wasn’t mine to say. Most of the time I avoided calling him anything at all.
“Step was really nice to me,” Aubrey says. “He was like the quiet person you could go sit next to when everyone was…” She waves her hands, and her cigarette leaves a curling trail of smoke in the air. I know she’s referring to the precarious chaos of our loud Italian family. “Like they’re all hot lava and he was base.” There’s a bend in her voice.
It hadn’t occurred to me that Step dying would affect her. “I’m really sorry,” I say.
She sniffs. “That’s stupid. He was your dad. He’s not—my anything.”
“He was your quiet person,” I tell her, grateful that he was.
I hear her sniff again. “Thanks. I’m sorry your dad died.”
“Thank you.” I wish Step had been my quiet person so I could be sad in a clean, uncomplicated way.
We’re quiet together for a while. In the orange-dark, I can see the pine tree I used to climb, the tool shed I pretended was a cabin just for me, next to the little swamp that was dry in summer but full of water from fall through spring. It’s frozen now, the ice milky and dull, reflecting orange light back up to the clouds.
We don’t own the land beyond the swamp, but it’s empty, so until Step’s deer fence marked off the definitive line, the sparse woods beyond felt like ours too. This was all farmland back in Hachaliah Bailey’s day, so none of those trees are very big or old or special. There are still crumbling stone walls marking off pastures that were left to seed decades before this was a neighborhood, and when I played in the woods as a child, it felt like my own kingdom.
“When did you start hanging out here?” I ask.
“I found my mom’s key about a month after they died,” Aubrey says, which means sometime last summer. “Austin was being an asshole. I just needed to go somewhere else.”
“How is your stinky brother?”
“Same as when you left. Full of shit and way too loud.”
I laugh, but then Aubrey pulls up her sleeve and shows me a sprawling scar down the ulna side of her forearm. “He threw a jar at me last year when I wouldn’t open it for him because I didn’t want to risk spilling pickle juice all over myself right before the art fair at school. But then I missed the whole thing because my dad had to take me to the ER for stitches. And all my mom had to say about it was ‘Why didn’t you just open the jar?’ ”
I know objectively that Austin’s actions and Steena’s reaction are shocking, but I carry scars on my body from my sister’s soulless rages, so I’m not shocked, just sad.
“Was he at all sorry?”
“He called me a narc—like I could’ve hid the blood gushing out of me. It didn’t even matter. They let him get away with everything.”
“Are you okay?” I ask, not knowing how to say what I’m really trying to get to. “Like, in general?”
Aubrey makes a scoffing sound in her throat, halfway between a laugh and a hiccup. “It’s not like you care.”
“Of course I do.” I would say that I never stopped caring, but I’m not sure that’s fair or true. I pushed all my love for Aubrey to the furthest corner of my heart, plastered over it, and walked around pretending the new wall had always been the limits of me.
“For now, you care.” She sounds exactly like my sister. “Until you fuck off like you always do.”
I’m tempted to point out that I only actually fucked off one epic time, but I don’t think that matters from Aubrey’s perspective.
While I’m trying to figure out what to say, Aubrey stubs her cigarette and goes inside. I finish mine, staring at the orange sky, eyes stinging from the smoke and cold air and tears. The lights go out at the McCullens’, their house becomes a shadow, and it feels like I’m alone in the woods.

Later, when I’m lying on the couch watching Tara Lipinski skate around the ice like a bejeweled swan, Aubrey comes downstairs. She stands in the doorway, as if she’s not sure she’s allowed in the room.
“Don’t tell me who wins,” I say. “I missed this one.”
She holds out a grocery bag and walks it over to me. “I got you these.”
Inside the bag are two boxes of hair bleach. A different brand from what I bought, but similar to the color I’d intended.
“Thanks.”
“Shray bleached his hair last year, so I asked him what he used. We had it at the store.”
“That’s really nice of you,” I say, willing myself not to cry.
“It took him three tries,” Aubrey says. “But I figured that…,” she points to my head, “probably still counts as one.”
She sits on the couch by my feet, won’t look at me. “I sold the furniture,” she mumbles. “That’s how I keep the heat and electricity on.” She flinches like she’s waiting for me to yell at her.
“Thank you.”
Aubrey looks up. “You’re not mad?”
“I don’t care what you do with the furniture. You saved me from frozen pipes.”
“Oh.” Her face softens.
I know she didn’t see it as an act of taking care of the house, but it was.
“How’d you sell it?” I ask.
“Chip from the furniture store downtown took the bigger things on consignment,” she says. “He’s sold about half. I used eBay for smaller stuff. And there’s a junk shop in Danbury I go to sometimes.”
“The grandfather clock?” Other than my books, it’s the only missing thing I’ve noticed that made me truly sad.
Aubrey shakes her head. “My mom took that. As soon as she found out you got the house, she hired movers and grabbed everything she wanted. My dad told her she couldn’t—that she wasn’t even allowed in the house anymore. But she did it anyway.”
“Figures.”
“Yeah.”
“When did you find the time to do this?” I ask. I wouldn’t have been able to get through all the steps involved with selling those things when I was her age. I’m overwhelmed by the prospect of it now.
“I don’t do my math homework,” Aubrey says, and her eyes light up when I laugh. “Shray helped me. He has a crush on a kid who works at the junk shop, so it’s, like, not a bad way for him to spend a Saturday. We’re not—we’re not the kind of kids who go to football games for fun, you know?”
“Jam and I weren’t either.”
“Is Jam okay?” Aubrey asks.
“I think he’s using,” I say, because I don’t want to lie to her.
“I think my dad snorts coke sometimes.”
I can tell she’s watching for my reaction carefully. “I think he probably does,” I tell her, remembering the bug-eyed, hyped-up version of Charlie that seemed to appear without warning.
She nods like she’s readjusting parameters around her father in her mind.
We watch Tara Lipinski crying as she finishes her program.
“I really thought you’d be mad I sold that stuff,” Aubrey says.
I’m never going to not love you, I think, but I can’t get the words out, so I just shake my head. No. I am not mad. Of course I’m not mad.
Aubrey stays up with me, watching the ’98 Olympics, like we could have if I’d stayed. I don’t know when I drift off to sleep, but when I wake up in the middle of the night, the lights and the television are off and she’s gone.






— Chapter 17 —
Hans works in the same office complex as Wells Realty and Development, but he’s in one of the new buildings, on the opposite side of the lot. I park by his office and get out of my car just as Hans walks out the door. He has a leather messenger bag slung over his shoulder, and he’s wearing shiny round sunglasses even though it’s overcast.
He sees me and waves. I feel so stupid. He said to stop in, but I should have made an appointment.
“Freya of the Fólkvangr!” he shouts, and I want to duck for cover.
“Hi, Hans!” I say softly, trying to reset his volume. I don’t know if I should call him Mr. Gruenberger. At what age can we start calling people older than us by their first names? “You look like you’re heading out—I can come back another time.”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Hans said. “I should have called you to set a meeting. But we can just go back in—actually, no—I was grabbing lunch. Care to join me? We’ll talk there.”
I stare at him, trying to figure out what to make of this situation.
“On me, of course,” Hans says. “My treat.”
I look at his tweed coat and cashmere scarf and can’t for the life of me understand why he’d want to take me to lunch. We haven’t had particularly personable conversations on the phone. I’ve been more of a pain in his ass than anything, and I’m fairly certain he knows I’m not going to be a valuable client.
“Okay,” I say, hoping the cringe I’m feeling isn’t coming through on my face. I don’t want to go to lunch with him, but I’m nervous about why he wants to see me. I thought we’d finished all of our business.
His car is parked next to mine. He unlocks the door for me and makes a grand sweeping gesture. It feels like too much conversation to tell him I’ll drive myself.
“Il Forno? Somerfields? Yorktown Diner?” he asks.
He’s paying, so I’d be more comfortable telling him to pick, but since I’m stuck getting in the car with him, I go for the closest. “Il Forno.”
“Oh, good,” Hans says. “I wanted pizza.”
If Somers had sidewalks, we could walk, but since there aren’t any and the ground is soupy, we drive the quarter mile to Il Forno. The radio in Hans’s Saab is tuned to WNYC Public Radio, and the cadence of the chatter is familiar even though I don’t recognize the voices.
I feel my quiet like a wall again. Words piling up behind it in no particular order. My palms sweat.
“How’s the house?” Hans asks.
I think of the tiny trees growing in the gutters. “Standing.”
Hans laughs. “That’s good.”
“I guess,” I say, imagining the relief I’d feel if I got back from lunch to find the whole damn house had blown over in a stiff breeze.
Hans parks his car and we walk into Il Forno. When I was a kid and Somers was what my mother called “a half-horse town,” the building was a saloon at the edge of the town’s Civil War cemetery. The year I graduated high school, someone turned it into an upscale brick oven pizza restaurant. Same view.
Lots of restaurants open nice and then drift into something else, like the garbled end of a game of telephone, but Il Forno is still nice, maybe even nicer than when it opened. It smells like burning hickory wood and melted goat cheese. Even though we’re past the lunch rush, most of the tables are full. I do a quick scan and don’t see anyone who looks familiar, but that doesn’t mean someone I know won’t come in while we’re eating. Maybe I should have chosen the Yorktown Diner. Steena and Charlie would never eat there.
I keep my head down and hope my disguise is good enough. This morning, I bleached my hair a second time. I also borrowed one of Aubrey’s black sweaters, a pair of gray jeans, and her red lipstick. The overall effect makes me feel like a stranger to myself and seems to command attention, when I’m used to fading nicely into most backgrounds.
Our waitress has the kind of cool girl smile that’s quick and bright and fades as soon as she’s done telling us the specials. Hans asks if I want to split a margherita pizza, I say sure, and the waitress stares at me. I’m scared she recognizes my face, even though I’m certain I don’t know her. Hans orders a Pepsi, so I do too, and when she asks if we want lemon slices, I say yes and Hans says no, and the way she studies his face makes me realize she’s playing the date or daughter game. It happened whenever I went anywhere with Step after I hit puberty. I was an old-faced kid who turned into a young-faced adult because my features didn’t change much as time passed. It happened a lot with Buck at The Clam too, because no one seemed to understand why I looked out for him so much.
Our waitress leaves to put in our order, and I steal a glance at Hans while he places his napkin in his lap and lines up his silverware. If I didn’t know us, I’m not sure which I’d pick. He’s maybe about five years too young to be my father. But he’s wearing a light brown collared shirt and a dark brown cardigan, and I think that even if I were into much older guys, he’s too pleated and proper to look like my date.
“I’m so glad you stopped by,” he says. “I wanted to make sure you know about your upcoming payments. That’s why I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for the past few weeks.”
My heart sinks to the deepest pit of my stomach. I don’t know how any of this works. I’m sure he spent many more hours tracking me down than he could have possibly been paid for—all the times I ignored him and he had to call again and again. I wonder if he’s charging me for the hour of lunch even though he’s paying for the food. It’s one of those moments where I feel like everyone else understands how the world works, but I was absent from school the day they taught us.
“Do I owe you money?” I say, too loud and fast.
“No, no, no! Of course not! I mean payments for the house.”
“You said the mortgage was paid off.”
“It is,” he says. “But you’ll have property taxes due in September and January. The good news is that when your father paid the September installment last June, he paid ahead for the January installment. I thought that was odd, but it works in your favor. You didn’t miss the bill last month.”
“It’s not odd for St—my father,” I say. Step was forgetful, so he tried to pay bills as soon as they showed up in the mail. Sometimes he prepaid or even overpaid, as if he were planning for a future lapse. It drove my mother crazy. She was always yelling about how he was giving away interest. But late fees cost more than bank interest pays, and she was also enraged when we lost power on a calm sunny day because Step hadn’t gotten around to sorting the mail.
“You’ll also have to keep up the insurance,” Hans says. “Unfortunately, it’s a rather expensive plan.”
“How much?”
“A hundred and fifty dollars a month,” he says.
“That’s not so bad.” I don’t know why it hadn’t dawned on me that I’d have to pay for more than just heat and electricity. But my rent in Maine was almost four times what the insurance costs, so I feel like I can do this.
“Well, your father was paying annually, so that bill is going to be eighteen hundred,” he says. “And it’s due again at the end of March.”
I wince. “Can I get cheaper insurance? Like if I use a company that isn’t one of his vendors?” The plans Step carried tended to be high cost, low deductible, and I probably just need the bare minimum.
Hans shakes his head. “He purchased this plan through a broker at Fayette-Stanley.”
“That part is odd,” I say. Step brokered for multiple carriers. Fayette-Stanley is a franchise that only carries their own insurance.
“I thought so too. But maybe he had a desire for separation of church and state. Didn’t want his personal business with his vendors,” Hans says. “Or, if I may be so crass, don’t shit where you eat.”
I laugh and Hans’s eyes twinkle, like he’s pleased to lose the formality between us. “You’re not asking my advice, I know,” he says, “but if you’ll allow…”
I nod.
“The way your father set up the insurance for the estate, you can continue without interruption as long as you keep paying. But if you change the plan, they’ll want to assess the house again.”
“Okay,” I say, even though I’m not sure I understand.
Hans seems to sense that I’m lost. “Basically, if they find mold or a crack in the foundation, or the roof looks weak, you could end up paying more for less coverage, or they could decide your house is uninsurable, which would make it harder for you to sell, even after you fix it up. So, in my personal opinion, the best thing is pay the bill and make sure you never let it lapse.”
“And how much is property tax?” I am trying to keep my breath steady. I have absolutely no idea how I’m going to come up with that kind of money in a month when I don’t have a job yet and I still have to pay for food and gas and electricity and heat.
“Roughly a thousand.”
The waitress comes by to drop off a pizza stand and set plates in front of us.
“And not until September,” I say, trying to stay calm.
“Right,” Hans says. “And January.”
The waitress comes back and places the pizza on the stand.
“Do you want fresh parmesan?” she asks.
Hans looks at me. I nod.
“Yes, thank you,” he says.
She holds a circular grater over the pie, and we watch the snowfall of cheese until Hans says, “Thank you.”
“Can I serve your first piece?” she asks.
“Sure,” Hans says.
The cheese is hot and stringy, and it’s a whole ordeal to get a slice on each of our plates.
“Did you miss pizza when you were in Maine?” Hans asks after our waitress leaves us.
“They still have pizza in Maine.”
Hans looks at me, raising an eyebrow.
I laugh. “It’s not quite the same.”
“I’ve never been to Maine,” Hans says.
“Really?”
“We always took the kids to New Hampshire in the summer. Lake Winnipesaukee.”
I smile. The year I moved to Maine, rent was low and gas was cheap, so I took road trips on the holidays I didn’t work. My first Christmas alone, I drove down to Lake Winnipesaukee and stayed in an efficiency cabin that barely had heat. When I made the reservation, the woman on the phone told me I’d be their only guest and she wasn’t making breakfast Christmas morning, so it wouldn’t be included. After the sun set on Christmas Eve, I took the trail down to the motel’s little beach. It was cold, but there wasn’t any snow. The top layer of frozen sand caved under my feet, and I left careful footsteps, pretending I was walking on the moon. I sat on a frozen Adirondack chair, wrapped up in the nylon bedspread from my cabin and watched the shine of the holiday lights from the neighboring pier reflected in the choppy water. I stayed out there until my teeth chattered hard enough to hurt. It was the first peaceful Christmas of my conscious life. No yelling. No tears. I could see my breath and the stars and the colorful lights, and hear the water lapping against the icy shore. In the morning, I woke to a knock on the cabin door and found a Styrofoam container of hot pancakes, a bottle of orange juice, and a thermos of coffee on the front step. There was a note carved into the Styrofoam with a ballpoint pen: Couldn’t leave you stranded. Merry Christmas. The maple syrup was real, and the coffee tasted like it was made from fresh-ground beans.
“Lake Winnipesaukee is one of my favorite places,” I say.
When I look at Hans, his jaw is tight, brow wrinkled, and I wonder what his memories of Lake Winnipesaukee are. When we talk about a place, I don’t think any of us are ever talking about the same place, even when we think we are.

Hans tries to send me home with the leftovers, but I deflect, convincing him to take the two slices that are left. I don’t understand his generosity. I don’t understand his interest in me.
“I will certainly eat them,” he says. “My wife moved to Paris two years ago, and I’m still not used to this whole dinner for one situation.”
I want to ask if that means she’s not his wife anymore, what she’s doing in Paris, and where his kids ended up, but I’m sure I’m not supposed to, so I just say, “That’s the perfect dinner for one.”
While Hans pays the bill, I excuse myself to go to the bathroom. On the way back I find our waitress.
“Any chance they’re looking for a bartender?” I ask. Even though it would feel like a risk to work here—so close to Charlie and Steena’s office—I don’t have the luxury of choice. This place is technically walkable from the house, so I could take home all my pay.
The waitress flashes her cool girl smile. “Sorry.” Her face goes back to blank as soon as she’s done talking. I wonder if she’s having a bad day. It is soul-crushing to be relentlessly congenial when you don’t have the energy for it.
“Thanks anyway. And thank you for lunch. That was really nice,” I say, before I head back to the table.
“Hey,” she calls, walking behind me. When I turn around, she’s smiling for real. Sad, but sweet. “Want to leave your number, just in case?”
I follow her to the hostess stand and write my info on the pad of paper she hands me.
“I really appreciate it,” I say when I pass it back.
“Thanks…” She looks at my name on the paper. “Freya. I’ll put in a good word.”
“She’s cute,” Hans says approvingly as we get in his car. It seems like it’s past his comfort zone to say it, and I feel a swell of warmth toward his good intentions.
“She is,” I say. “But I was just asking for a job. I’m not sure how I’ll—” I stop myself. It doesn’t feel safe to let on what a big stretch the insurance and taxes will be, even though I can’t pinpoint the exact danger. “I need to get situated here. While I get the house ready to sell.”
“If you want, I could use help filing. Nothing interesting, but four hours a week maybe? Twenty dollars an hour. You can do the work whenever.” Hans parks next to my car. “I have a meeting in a minute, but give me a call. We’ll set up a time to walk through the job, okay?”
I nod. Four hours of work that pays what I’d make pulling a double on a Tuesday at The Clam. I wish Hans had a warehouse full of files in need of sorting. “Thank you. And thanks for lunch,” I say. “And for all the stuff you did that I know you didn’t have to.”
“Sometimes,” Hans says, smiling, “there are things we have to do, because we won’t feel right until we do them.”
When I get in my car and make the turn out of the parking lot, I kiss my hand and touch the window. “Sorry, Bet.”

I dropped out of college because of Old Bet.
Freshman year at SUNY Purchase, I was so flummoxed by the registration process that I missed out on the good classes and got stuck taking American History from a misanthropic Hemingway wannabe. Professor Hutchinson was, as Jam would say, definitely high on his own supply. He wore the same three tobacco-stained Aran sweaters, pronounced silent h’s, and had a perpetual sprinkling of toast crumbs suspended in his beard. He seemed to envision himself as the kind of movie-magic teacher who could change lives with his superior intellect, but mostly he yelled at anyone who disagreed with him, and then yelled at all of us when no one wanted to participate. Being in Dr. Hutchinson’s class gave me the exact same captivity panic I felt in grade school, but it was worse because I’d expected college to be better. And unlike in grade school, I wasn’t required by law to attend. I only applied to college because I was expected to get a degree. My parents had degrees. My sister did. My peers would. But at the core of my being, because didn’t feel like a good enough reason to endure the blowhard stylings of Papa Hutchinson, and I battled with myself every time I had to leave my sad little dorm room to go to that sad little classroom.
Then for our midterm, Dr. Hutchinson assigned us a research paper about a lesser-known historical event of our choosing, and it gave me the chance to study Old Bet the elephant.
In Somers, we were taught the fuzzy cartoon story of our town mascot all through grade school, and I always felt like the only person who saw the horror in Bet’s circumstances. I hoped there was a happy part I’d missed and thought if I could find that history, maybe I wouldn’t feel so alone. So I spent endless hours in the college library looking for answers, and when I couldn’t find them, I drove back to Somers and waded through the archives at the Elephant Hotel. I took the train to Manhattan and scrolled through microfiche at the Public Library. Then I walked to the corner of Beaver Street and Broadway where Hachaliah Bailey, who had been known to frequent the nearby Bull’s Head Tavern, saw an elephant for the very first time.
I had never engaged with history beyond trying to remember war dates for a quiz or getting dragged on a field trip to Van Cortlandt Manor to learn how people spun wool in olden times. Now I felt like a detective, a collector of ideas. I was riveted, tireless, but as I gathered more information, the story became less clear. In the conflicting accounts of Old Bet and Bailey, I started to understand the fundamental problem of history—how few facts exist without the filter of perspective.
It was like someone had given me a new pair of glasses and the world was suddenly so much more interesting. I was having a love affair with my own mind. I wanted to relearn everything I thought I knew. I focused my paper on the experience of searching for the truth of Old Bet, certain the greater lesson was what Professor Hutchinson had intended to teach us all along. I was so proud of my work that I cried on the way back to my dorm after turning in my assignment. Finally, I had unlocked the kind of learning experience that made college worth it.
Two weeks later, when I got my paper back, it didn’t even have a grade. Professor Hutchinson had written SEE ME!!! in smudgy red ink and stamped his office hours on the page.






— Chapter 18 —
I drive to The Aster Lodge, a little family restaurant one town over, on the shore of the Middle Branch Reservoir. I waited tables here when I was in high school, and it’s where I learned how to bartend after I dropped out of college. Ten years ago, I left without saying goodbye or covering my shift, so it’s awkward to think about asking for a job, but my boss and his wife were always kind to me, and I need money too badly to get stuck in my feelings. I’m out in the world wearing decent clothes and Aubrey’s rich girl lipstick that doesn’t seem to smear. I need to do this while I look good and feel okay. In case I don’t tomorrow.
It’s three o’clock, so lunch will be over, and dinner hasn’t started. There’s only one other car in the lot. Hopefully it’s not a big baking or resupply day and Enzo is just looking over the books or heating up some stew for himself.
The place looks mostly the same. It’s a little brick cottage, so there’s not much to change. But someone gave the wood trim around the windows a fresh coat of green paint, and there are large concrete planters in front of the porch, which seems like a smart move. I always worried one of our regulars would accidentally throw their car in drive instead of reverse and plow straight through to the bar.
The same old bell on the door rings the same old way, but inside, the dark wood paneling has been whitewashed, and the old bar is refinished from its shiny brown lacquer to a flat charcoal stain that makes it look more rustic and also like it’s a pain in the ass to keep clean. The wood beams in the ceiling are stained to match, and the old tube TVs that used to be over the bar have been replaced with flat screens. A guy in a well-faded denim shirt and black jeans is sitting at the end of the bar, thumbing through a stack of restaurant supply magazines. He’s got a blue bandana tied over his shoulder-length brown hair. It would look cheesy on someone else, but he wears it naturally. He’s forty, maybe forty-five. Skinny in a way that makes me think he’s probably a little hyperactive. Most people who run restaurants are. I loved working for Enzo because everything about him was calm, but over the years I’ve learned what a rarity it is to find a calm soul in a kitchen.
The guy smiles at me, sparkly-eyed and charming. “Kitchen’s closed until five, but I’m happy to pour you a drink.”
I can’t tell if he’s flirting or he’d be this warm to anyone who walked in the door.
“Thanks,” I say. “That’s okay. Uh, is Enzo Fassiotti here? Or Mary?”
“Oh, no. I’m sorry,” he says, and my nose smarts instantly.
Enzo and Mary must have been in their late sixties when I worked for them. I hadn’t figured in how old they’d be now, the same way I didn’t think about Aubrey growing up, as if time was supposed to freeze here without me. As if I have no understanding of object permanence.
“I bought this place from them. Maybe a year ago?” He asks as if I would know his timeline for sure.
I nod dumbly.
“They retired to Wilmington,” he says, pointing to the door as if he’s picturing them leaving for the last time.
“That’s great!” I say, a little too loud. I can breathe again, imagining Enzo in his chef’s coat, bathed in amber sunlight, rowing a boat through a salt marsh like a character on Dawson’s Creek.
“Yeah. They’re good people. Came back to visit last summer. Enzo complained I ruined the finish on his bar.”
I laugh because it sounds exactly right. “Did he say it in English?”
“Maybe half?” the guy says. “Enough to figure out the rest in gesture.”
Even though Enzo moved to the United States when he was twenty, he never quite got the hang of English. But he was so expressive that eventually I understood him. He’d speak to me in Italian, and I’d answer in English. I didn’t even realize I was doing it until the first time I brought Aubrey in for dinner. Enzo sat at our table, gushing about how cute and smart she was. He promised to make us zeppole for dessert.
After he got up, Aubrey looked at me, eyebrows crinkled like a cartoon chipmunk, and said, “What the heck was he talking about?”
Mary was walking by with a tray of drinks for another table and laughed so hard I thought she might drop them. “She’s adorable, Frey,” she said, and I felt pride swell in my chest as if Aubrey were actually mine.
The new owner stands and offers his hand. “I’m Sam. Is there something I can help you with?”
“Freya,” I say, and hope he doesn’t notice my sweaty palm. “Nice to meet you, Sam.”
“Sorry?”
“Freya,” I say again, slowly. I’m used to having to explain my name. “F-r-e-y-a.”
“Free-yah,” he says.
“Sure.” I grin. “I was stopping by to see if Enzo had any bar shifts open. I used to work for him and Mary and—”
“I said your name wrong, didn’t I?”
“Oh, it’s fine, I get that all the—”
“One more time for me.”
“Fray-uh,” I say. I still can’t tell if he’s flirting, but after all these years bartending, I’m good at matching whatever energy comes my way.
“Nice to meet you, Fray-uh,” he says. He nods to the liquor shelf. “Can you make us a couple martinis?”
“Sure.” I step behind the bar.
It’s not an unusual request in an interview. And I know it’s not just about how I’ll make the drink. Sam wants to see how I can handle the weirdness of this moment, adapt to the bar tools I’m given, keep a good conversation going. Or, maybe, Sam just wants a martini.
“What’s your gin of choice?” I ask, looking up at the top shelf. Sam’s bar is pretty familiar, but not completely the same. His top shelf is a level above what Enzo carried, which I think is a sign of the times more than anything telling. Drinks have gotten so fussy.
“Can I be honest with you?” Sam asks. His eyes are a funny shade of green, with a little golden brown shining around his pupils like a sunset.
“Of course,” I say. It’s hard not to stare, but he seems comfortable holding eye contact. I wonder if your experience of life is substantially altered when other people are inclined to zoom in on you.
“I know there are fancier gins,” Sam says, “but I just like Tanqueray.” I can’t tell if he’s being sincere or role-playing for the interview.
“I’m with you,” I say. “It’s classic.”
“Yeah.” He nods, like I’ve given him confidence. “You’re right. It is.”
There’s a bottle of Noilly Prat on the middle shelf of the back bar, but I look in the mini fridge and find the faithful flask of Martini & Rossi vermouth. Most bars don’t bother to put it in the fridge, but that’s where it belongs. Enzo taught me that.
I hold the flat green bottle up for Sam’s approval. “Perfect,” he says.
I fill a shaker with ice and grab two martini glasses from the overhead rack. Most people don’t like more than the scent of vermouth, so instead of adding it to the shaker, I swirl a few drops around each glass. Sam raises an eyebrow, impressed. A martini is basically cold gin in a glass, but the secret is to have a style and stick with it confidently, so the customer believes their drink was expertly crafted.
I tumble the shaker, then pour. I am clumsy about most things, but when it comes to making drinks, I’m flawless. Once you get the hang of it, the nozzles on bar bottles allow you to measure by count. My counts are precise, even when I’m pouring different measures two-handed and taking orders at the same time. Not only do I know what I’m doing, but I believe I know what I’m doing, and if you let yourself find it, there’s joy in feeling competent.
I empty the shaker evenly between the two glasses, holding it upside down so Sam can see that I’ve left the correct amount of room to accommodate two Spanish olives without wasting a drop of gin. I lay out two cocktail napkins and place our glasses on the bar.
Sam gestures for me to take a seat and I walk around to join him.
“Cheers,” he says, holding up his glass.
I clink mine to his. “Cheers!”
Sam takes a sip. “This is a perfect martini.”
“Thank you,” I say, taking a sip too. As a kid, I spent an afternoon at my grandparents’ house pretending their juniper hedge was a treehouse for Strawberry Shortcake dolls, and by bedtime, my arms were covered in angry welts. Since gin is made from juniper berries, I imagine it does the same to my insides. I don’t even know if Sam has a job for me, but I need one badly enough to drink up anyway.
“Where’ve you been that you didn’t know this place sold?” Sam asks, with a directness that almost sounds accusatory, although I think the accusation is in my mind.
“I was living in Maine. Working at a bar near Acadia.”
“That’s gotta suck in the winter.”
“Kinda sucks in summer too,” I say, because a lot of New Yorkers, even the ones who live all the way up at the end of the train line, need to believe New York City is the center of the only universe that matters, and it’s polite to play along. “Way too much traffic June to September. Plus, they have the wrong kind of chowder.”
Sam laughs. “So, you grew up here?”
“Yeah.”
“You planning to stay?”
“Not going anywhere,” I say, and hope he doesn’t catch the lie.
“I got my dad working lunch right now, but he’s all, ‘I’m supposed to be retired, Sammy!’ So, if you’re here and you’re serious, I’ll give you lunch, but you gotta stick around, okay? If I let him go, he’s not coming back.”
“Yeah. I can do that,” I say, trying to sound excited. A week of lunches might make me the same as a Saturday night. But it’s something, and I can keep looking—jump to a better bar or piece shifts together from a couple places.
“Hey,” Sam says. “You probably know some of the regulars I inherited.”
“Still?”
Sam rolls his eyes. “I gotta keep making meatloaf once a week.”
I laugh because I know exactly who he’s talking about. “With hard-boiled eggs and a ketchup glaze.”
“Right-o.”
“It’ll be nice to see Gus and Shorty,” I say, picturing my favorite regulars in their mechanic’s overalls, hands dirty as ever, ruining the upscale scene Sam is trying to create.
He laughs. “Is nice the right word?”
I think about all the times Shorty drove back to the bar to jump-start my car for me at the end of a shift. “Absolutely.”
“Well, then you’re definitely hired,” Sam says.

If someday they discover that the actual purpose of the human appendix is to help metabolize alcohol, I will believe it, because after two martinis with Sam, it is all I can do to say goodbye politely and walk myself to my car without swaying.
I wait until there are absolutely no cars in view, turn right on the main road, then take the immediate right into the bank parking lot and park in an empty row. I cannot drive home. I’ve never been this drunk this quickly before, and I have no idea how long it will last. I search my car for food and find a packet of oyster crackers in the glove compartment. It feels like a nudge from the universe.
“I’m not dead,” I say when Buck picks up the phone at The Clam.
“Mom?”
“Oh god, Buck! No! It’s Freya.”
“Freya!” He laughs. “Yeah, I thought you were dead too!”
“I had to leave Maine for a while,” I say. “It’s a family thing and…” My voice catches and I worry I’m going to cry at Buck, which would make this conversation even more confusing for him. I put one of the oyster crackers in my mouth, sucking on it instead of chewing so it won’t make noise.
“Yeah, yeah. I get it,” Buck says.
“I’m sorry I didn’t let you know.”
“It’s fine.”
“No, I owed you that.”
“Sure thing. I’ll get on it,” he says, and I worry he’s discombobulated again, but then he says, “Sorry, Frey, Markus was saying something about scrod—I don’t know what he’s talking about. I just agree with him.”
“Oh, Buck,” I say, laughing.
“I’m gonna miss you, Freya.”
“You too.” My saliva turns sweet against the dissolving cracker.
“I was like, really honored when you called me to pick you up at the hospital. People don’t trust me that way. I never get to help.”
I stare at the cartoon clam on the cracker wrapper. My vision is blurred by tears.
“And you always took real good care of me,” Buck says. “Remember that time I got stuck in the lock-in? You called the fire department and found some blankets and made me tea when they got me out.”
Those seem like the most basic things a person could do for another person, but I would remember someone doing the same for me. I will remember that Buck came to get me at the hospital. He may not have been the most perfect chauffeur, but I called him, and he showed up.
“Oh, man, am I ever gonna see you again?” Buck’s voice is a little shaky. It’s making me feel shaky too.
“I’ll try to get back up there someday.” I wonder if he can hear my tears.
“Drinks are on the house,” Buck tells me.
I envision myself walking into The Clam. Maybe with Aubrey. Maybe we’re on vacation and we grab a table with a view of Union River Bay like tourists, and Buck will sit down with us and eat all our french fries. He’ll tell stories about Jerry Garcia and won’t let us pay the bill.
“Thanks, Buck,” I say.
“Thank you, my dear.”
Just as I’m about to hang up the phone, Buck says, “Hey, Freya?”
“Yeah?”
“Can you cover for me tomorrow?”
“I—oh, Buck…”
“Nah, nah. Just messing with ya.”
I laugh.
“Take care of yourself, sweetheart,” Buck says before he hangs up.
If you don’t slam it, the phone at The Clam doesn’t catch the hang-up switch right away, and I can hear Buck shouting, “Hey, guess what? Freya’s not dead, guys!” And then, “Steve, dude, you gotta keep your shirt on, ain’t nobody wants to—” then the line goes dead.






— Chapter 19 —
When I finally get home, it’s after dark, but the outside light is on. The kitchen light is too, the yellow glow seeping out into the living room. It makes the house look warm. If I were someone else, looking at this Cape Cod cottage nestled under a canopy of trees, I would think it was charming, even in its decline.
“Hey,” I call when I walk through the front door, desperate to get a read on Aubrey before I commit to a location or stance.
“Hola,” she shouts from the sunroom, in a tone that could be shy or bored or annoyed that I’m infringing on the space she felt was hers.
She’s at the table, Spanish text open, writing in her notebook. She still holds her pencil at an angle that makes her twist her wrist into an awkward C shape. I think Aubrey was supposed to be a lefty. Steena was always after her about not using the “wrong hand” when she was coloring.
“How’s it going?” I ask.
“Fine,” she says, and keeps writing.
“I got a job,” I say and then realize it comes across like I’m looking for approval from her. I probably am, but I hate how it sounds.
“Congrats.”
“Just lunches at the place where I used to work. Sort of.”
“Sort of lunches?” She looks up, like she’s actually interested.
“No, totally lunches, but it’s only sort of the place where I used to work. Same building. New owner.”
She stares at the ceiling like she’s trying to concentrate on a thought in the depths of her mind. “Where we ate snails?” she asks.
One of the times I took her to The Aster, she saw someone at another table eating from an escargot dish with a two-tined fork, and wanted to try whatever they were having.
“Yeah. The snail place,” I say, overjoyed that parts of our time together still live in her memory.
“Do they still serve snails?”
“I don’t know.”
“Find out and get back to me,” she says with a wry smile, and I know she got that from Jam, right down to the expression.
“So, you want me to bring some home after my shift if they do?” I grin.
She pulls a face and shakes her head. “Do I want to eat butter-soaked erasers again? No. No. I do not.”
Her hair moves. There’s a ripple at her shoulder, independent of her body, like a wave going in the wrong direction. When I glance at the rat cage on the table, the door is open. I look back and see him peering at me through the curtain of Aubrey’s hair.
“Oh god!” I shout. It’s a reflex that surprises both me and the rat, who disappears again. I thought I was used to him, but the change of context creeped me out.
Aubrey laughs. “Are you afraid of my rat?” She gathers him from her shoulder and kisses his nose. He chatters gently.
I shake my head. “Just surprised.”
“Sure…,” she says, raising her eyebrows, and it’s super disarming because I know she got that look from me.
“Anyway,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “I have a nasty insurance bill to cover, and then I can start taking over the heat and electricity. And paying you back.” It’s humiliating. I never want to take anything from her.
She shrugs. “It was your furniture.”
“Well, I should at least pay you for your labor. Shray too.”
She stands and puts her rat back in the cage, and I get a good view of his bare, skinny tail. I must look horrified because she says, “You’ll fall in love with him. It doesn’t take long. Hey, are those my clothes?”
“Shit. Yeah. I’m sorry. I didn’t have anything to—”
“I don’t care,” she says. “It’s just weird to be the same size as you.”
I laugh. “It is really weird.”
“I know it’s not what happened, but I keep feeling like you got smaller.”
“Sometimes I feel like I did too,” I say.
Aubrey looks at me as if she understands the sadness in my words. Her rat is watching us, clinging to the bars of his cage, eyes bright with interest. His brown fur is lighter next to his body and darker at the tips and makes him look fuzzy. His nose is pink and twitchy. I remember that I like him.
“Hey, did you eat?” I ask, invoking the ancient call of our shared ancestors.
“I could eat,” she says, which is the correct response.
“I should have picked up something on the way home. Pizza? I could order pizza.”
“I had a slice of shitty deli pizza at work.”
“Does that mean you don’t want pizza?” I also had pizza for lunch, but that was fancy restaurant pizza, not pizza-place pizza, which is an entirely different food.
“Of course not,” Aubrey says. “It’s absurd to even ask.”

I drive to pick up dinner because I don’t want to pay for delivery. Aubrey ordered, and I guess I didn’t realize how much pizza costs when you’re not just buying one or two slices, because I hand over my last twenty and my change comes back in ones. But the smell of that pizza filling my car is absolute heaven.
A little down the road from the pizza place, in the direction I do not go, is the bar where I hung out a lot after I quit college. I’d order Jack on the rocks so the bartender wouldn’t look too hard at the fake license Jam got me as a joke. I hated being a liar, but it was completely absurd that I could work behind a bar and couldn’t sit at one. The photo on my ID was Julia Roberts and the name listed was Gina Lola Brigida, so anyone who served me deserved trouble if they got it. But I only drank enough to keep my claim on a barstool, and I always tipped well.
The last time I was there, I’d just been dumped by my college boyfriend. I wanted to be in bed, drowning my sorrows in ice cream, watching my VHS copy of Doc Hollywood for the millionth time. But I couldn’t bear to run the gauntlet of my mother and Step, so I went to the bar and tried to drown my sorrows in a bowl of peanuts. I was exhausted and detached. I kept forgetting not to drink my Jack, and the bartender gave me a refill on the house. There was a Grateful Dead cover band playing on a makeshift stage in the corner of the bar, and I felt like I’d fallen into purgatory, stuck in an endless space jam, no lyrics in sight. Someone tapped me on the shoulder, but I didn’t even bother to turn around until they called out to me too.

Aubrey is on the roof when I get home. I can see the outline of her and the glowing ember of her cigarette.
“Aunt Frey! I’m up here,” she shouts as I’m getting out of the car. Her silhouette waves.
It’s the first time she’s called me anything since I’ve been back. Ten years since I’ve heard her say “Aunt Frey,” and it makes my heart feel warm and achy.
“Want to come down and eat?” I call back.
“Can we eat up here?”
“It’s cold!” Navigating the steps up to the house with the pizza and two fountain sodas feels like more than enough of a trek, and I’m worried that trying to hold my balance on the sloped roof will make my incision hurt.
But she shouts “I’ll get blankets!” and sounds so happy that I can’t say no.
I’m out of breath by the time I get to Steena’s bedroom.
Aubrey aimed Steena’s gooseneck lamp so it shines out the window. She has our old striped beach blanket wrapped around her shoulders, and she’s sitting on my Smurfette sleeping bag. I hand her the pizza and one of the sodas and yank the satin-edged blanket off the bed.
“Let me hold your drink!” she says while I’m trying to balance on Steena’s saggy mattress. The Aubrey I left had the same desire to help but was not yet skilled in cause and effect. She’d remember to grab my gloves from the car but drop one of them in a puddle. Or try to assist me when I made mac and cheese, only to spill the open packet of powdered sauce all over the kitchen floor, then end up underfoot while I was trying to drain the pasta. As I’m watching her balance both sodas, angling her foot to keep the pizza box from sliding off the roof, I remember that there are so many tiny ways to be proud of a person. I’d never known that feeling before Aubrey was born, and I’d forgotten it while I was gone. I don’t think anyone ever felt that way about me. Maybe Babbo sometimes, when I helped him snap string beans on the deck. I remember his face looking the way I feel.
“Here,” Aubrey says, handing my soda back, making sure I have a good grip on the cup before she lets go.
It’s too cold to be comfortable, but I don’t care. The pizza is still hot. It’s clear tonight and we can see the stars.
“What’s the deal with the rat?” I ask when we’re settled into our blankets, eating slices, sodas secured between our feet.
“I stole him from school,” Aubrey says with her mouth full. She pulls the slice away from her face, trying to get the stringy cheese to break. When it does, it hits her chin, and she laughs.
“You what?” I hand her a wad of napkins, resisting the urge to wipe her face myself.
“He was in the science room. A kid in my row spent the whole class trying to chuck things into his cage without Mr. Gioletti noticing. I started thinking how that was one boy in one class and there are like six classes a day in that room. It was too mean.”
“How’d you get him out?”
“My coat pocket,” she says, like it’s nothing. “I left my coat in the room on purpose and went back to get it at the end of the day. Mr. Gioletti was standing in the hallway talking to the principal.” Aubrey laughs. “I had a rat wriggling in my pocket and his tail was sticking out and they didn’t even notice. It took four days for anyone to realize the rat was gone. So, like, Mr. Gioletti wasn’t feeding him enough or cleaning his cage. Also, you’re not supposed to only have one rat. They’re really social, which a science teacher should know. You’re supposed to have at least two. But I think he’s really old. I don’t want to get another and end up stuck in an endless rat cycle.” She sighs, and it sounds like an adult sigh. “I didn’t even want a rat. I just couldn’t stand that no one was taking care of him. I don’t know if I’m the best for him, but I’m better than what he had. So, I try to spend as much time with him as I can, and I hope it’s enough to keep him happy even though I’m a person.”
I turn my face to the shadows and take a sip of my soda so Aubrey can’t tell that I’m getting choked up. Who she is now feels like the logical continuation of the little girl I knew—fiercely kind and always rooting for the underdog.
“What’s his name?” I ask once I’ve gotten a handle on myself.
“Lenny.”
“Like Of Mice and Men?”
She looks at me. “No. Like Lenny with the juice?”
“Huh?”
“He likes apple juice, so I named him for that song by that sleepy band you used to listen to—about the juice that wasn’t scared of the world ending?”
I have no idea what she’s talking about.
She stares at me. “You listened to that song all the time. Lenny’s juice is not afraid?”
I don’t want to laugh at her, but it wells up and bubbles over. “Lenny Bruce, not Lenny’s juice. It’s an R.E.M. song.”
“Who’s Lenny Bruce?”
“He’s a comedian who got arrested for saying bad words.”
“Comedians say bad words all the time.”
“This was in the sixties.”
“And he wasn’t afraid of getting arrested? Is that it?”
“Yeah. But he died of an overdose… So maybe he was afraid of something.”
Aubrey looks crushed. The fearless juice box she’d imagined all these years was a lie. And I feel sorry I told her about the end of Lenny Bruce. I should have left the story in the middle.
“How old was he?”
“I don’t know. Not old enough.”
“That’s really sad… that he died like that.”
“He did change the world,” I say, because I want to give her a moral to the story, a button that makes everything less awful, although I suspect the world is even more awful than I know. The world ate Lenny Bruce for being himself. I don’t want it to eat Aubrey too. At the very least, I don’t want her to think it’s futile to try. “He was brave, and he spoke up and said what he wanted to say, and now you live in a world where you didn’t know a comedian could get arrested for being obscene.”
Aubrey flashes a sad smile. “Well, fuck,” she says, watching me warily, not sure if she’ll get away with it.
“Fucking shit,” I say, grinning.
She laughs.
“Were you afraid to steal Lenny?” I ask.
“I wasn’t,” Aubrey says, wrinkling her brow. “I mean, what do I have to lose? I’m already forced to go to that stupid school where they waste my time all day. I’m stuck dealing with my stupid parents and my asshole brother. No one can make those things happen harder. So, I may as well save Lenny.”
Her logic astounds me. I wish I’d been more like her when I was her age. I want to be more like her now. “May as well,” I say.
“Fuck yeah,” she says, then cups her hands to her mouth and shouts “Thank you, Lenny Bruce!” out to the night sky.

After we get the pizza box and soda cups and blankets back through the window, Aubrey asks, “Do you want me to move my stuff out of your room?”
“Oh, god, no,” I say in an exhale. “I don’t think I could take the flashbacks.”
“Do you want help moving your stuff in here?”
I look around, and even though Steena’s room is also mostly gutted, it still has the same bright yellow walls and sloped dormer ceilings and could never feel like anything other than her room to me.
“This one might be worse.” I tilt my head toward Aubrey and point to the scar at the end of my eyebrow. “One weekend, while Steena was at her dad’s, I went to borrow one of her Sweet Valley High books, but she rigged the door with a Halloween pumpkin bucket full of thumbtacks. That’s where the edge of the pumpkin hit me.”
“Jesus,” Aubrey says.
“When I fell over, two thumbtacks stuck in my knee.”
“Was she ever not mean?” Aubrey asks, sitting on Steena’s bed with her sneakers on, which I know would drive my sister into white-hot rage.
“She could be nice in little moments,” I say.
Aubrey nods. “Like just enough so you feel bad when you hate her.”
“Yeah. I think that might be the point of her nice moments.” I feel bad as soon as I say it. When I was a kid and people insulted my mother, it made me angry, even when they were right. But Aubrey looks at me with relief. Maybe she doesn’t have Stockholm syndrome, because she hangs out here. She isn’t trapped in her life the way I was.
“My mom is almost always nice to Austin,” she says. “They’re like peas in a pod.”
Once, when I went over to help Steena after Aubrey was born, she handed off her sweet, sleeping baby, saying, “Ugh, Freya, don’t ever do this. What a terrible scam babies are!” She complained about diapers, spit up, and having to warm bottles as if no one had told her babies required care. But when Aubrey was four, Steena had Austin, and every inch of him was a miracle to her. One time, holding his tiny foot in her hand, she looked at me, tears in her eyes, and said, “Have you ever seen anything more perfect?” with a kind of reverence that suggested there’d never been a baby with feet in her life before. Steena seemed to identify with Austin on a cellular level.
“Like us,” I say, without thinking, and I’m instantly embarrassed.
Aubrey turns away from me. Fiddles with her shoelaces, hair falling in her face. “Yeah,” she says. “Like us.”






— Chapter 20 —
I forgot to ask Sam about the dress code. I mostly wore jeans and Thirsty Clam t-shirts at Buck’s. But when we did catering, we had to wear black and whites. I still have my thrift store tuxedo pants that thankfully have a hidden elastic panel, so they fit my still-bloated belly. But my last white shirt was obliterated by an airborne tray of barbecued ribs when a drunk groomsman crashed into a folding table at a beach wedding we catered in August.
I raid the coat closet by the front door where Step kept his dry cleaning and find a plastic bag with one white shirt among the blue and yellow ones. Step was only a few inches taller than me. The shirt is baggy, but I leave the first two buttons undone and pull it back so it looks blousy. The cuffs are threadbare, blue ink scuffed into the edge of the right one. I roll the sleeves. Try to convince myself the wash-and-press obscured any scent of Step. It’s work to prevent what’s spinning in my head from getting too close to my heart, because sometimes you just fucking long for people, even when you shouldn’t—even when they aren’t worth the longing.
Each time a new thought begins to coagulate, I say “Nope” out loud like my therapist taught me.
What shirt did Steena bring to the funeral home?
Nope.
What was my mother buried in?
Nope.
Did Step ever miss me?
Nope.
Nope.
No.
A shirt is a shirt, not part of a person. I have to commit to that mindset.
Upstairs in the bathroom, I use Aubrey’s makeup, twist my hair into a bun, securing it with a plastic claw clip I find under the bathroom sink. I’m pretty sure the clip was Steena’s, so I nope my way through that choice too.
I can’t remember how long it took me to drive to work, and I’m nervous about being late. I leave forty-five minutes early and end up sitting in my car in the bank parking lot for twenty before I drive over to The Aster.
The front door is locked. I walk around back, where the kitchen door is propped open, steam streaming into the cold air, just like when Enzo would parboil the vegetables and preboil the pasta for the day. I hear someone whistling a familiar tune, warbling the highest notes, and I am instantly overwhelmed with joy.
“Carlos?” I call, walking into the kitchen. “S’that you?”
Carlos, Enzo’s sous chef, is chopping onions. He’s a little thicker, gray at his temples, but he hasn’t changed much. He looks up, tears streaming down his face.
“Freyalina!” he shouts, which is what Enzo always used to call me.
“Well, I didn’t mean to make you cry!” I say.
He wipes his hands on his apron and rushes to hug me, laughing. “Yes, this is from you and not the onions.”
I kiss his wet cheek.
“Ah!” he says, stepping back so he can see me. “You look different. But the same!”
I’ve known Carlos since I started working here at fifteen. He had just turned twenty. We washed dishes together that first summer. He made up silly songs about the different kinds of dirty plates, and the first time he sang “Baked on cheese!” like an opera singer, I laughed so hard I almost wet my pants. When I turned sixteen and complained that Step was too nervous to teach me to drive, and my mother yelled too much, Carlos taught me how to parallel park in the empty lot before work, lining up garbage cans we pretended were other cars. And when I was seventeen and his wife went into labor with their first child, I drove him to the hospital because he was so excited he could barely walk straight. I didn’t think I’d ever see him again after I left. We had the kind of work friendship that never translates to phone calls or letters—the way we fit together was in person, working as a team—but Carlos was, so often, the best part of my day.
He kisses me on both cheeks. “Sam told me to look out for a girl named Freya, and I thought, ‘That can’t be my Freya!’ But how many Freyas gonna work here, right?”
“How is Lily?” I ask. Carlos points to a photo taped to the side of the fridge: a bright, willowy girl in a sequined dance costume holding a bouquet of roses. She has the same shining grin and sparkling eyes as Carlos. Next to her are two younger girls in matching pink dresses making peace signs with their fingers, and a pouty toddler in a blue jean jacket with the collar popped.
“That’s Lily?” I say, pointing to the dancer. “She’s gorgeous!”
“And Rosie and Sophia and Rocky.” Carlos points to each child proudly.
“All yours?”
He winks. “Far as I know.”
“Congratulations, sir!”
Sam walks in carrying a flat of strawberries. “You two know each other?”
“This girl,” Carlos says. “She’s alright.”
“Yeah, I don’t mind him.”
“Oh, that’s so good!” Sam says. “Enzo told me I’d be an idiot not to hire Carlos when I bought the place.”
“You’re still an idiot,” Carlos says, laughing.
“True. But I have a great sous chef.”
“Damn straight!” Carlos goes back to chopping onions, extra loud with a big flourish at the end.
When Sam brings me up front to walk through the new register, he whispers, “That guy’s amazing. I can’t believe he never went to culinary school,” and I feel like I have his number.
Guys from the Culinary Institute always seem to think it’s the only path, but head-to-head with a kitchen-trained chef, I’d put my money on the kitchen guy every time. I learned so much from watching Carlos learn. He never carried shame around not knowing how to do something, so he asked questions freely. He always wanted to know why Enzo did things a certain way so he could figure out if he wanted to do the same or try to engineer a better process.
“Enzo was a great teacher,” I say. “And Carlos soaked it all up. He’s a kitchen genius.”
For a moment, I worry I may have pushed too hard against Sam’s ego. But he just grins and says, “You’ll have to convince Carlos to teach me all his tricks,” and it makes me like him better. Which is helpful when he hands me the list of specials typed on a smudgy typewriter on triplicate paper, and it requires physical effort to refrain from rolling my eyes.
“Let’s read through so you can pick up the tricky pronunciations and ask questions,” Sam says.
I wonder how different the clientele is now. There was very little that needed explaining on Enzo’s menu.
Sam brings a trio of tarnished silver photo frames to the bar. I peel the white page from the yellow from the pink, and we place the menus in the frames while he tells me about each dish.
“For soup, we have a purple corn potage with braised homegrown leeks, topped with a feathering of coconut crème fraîche.” He pauses like he expects me to applaud.
“That sounds good,” I say.
“My produce guy is incredible. Just wait.” Sam finishes his frame and leaves me to do the third. “Okay, the salad is shaved icicle radish over minced lacinato kale, with a truffle Dijon vinaigrette. And the entrée is roasted bone marrow on a bed of microgreens with sage gremolata and Uyghur bread toast points.”
I stifle a laugh. “Just marrow?”
“Well, it comes in the bone.”
“Is there meat on the bone?”
Enzo’s weekly osso buco special was a Gus and Shorty favorite, but that was a hearty meal.
“No, just marrow,” Sam says, eyes wide. I can’t tell if he’s shocked by my provincial palate or worried my reaction is a prophecy. “We have beautiful little marrow spoons at the utensil station. Make sure to serve with one on the side.”
I smile and nod, because I know sharing my thoughts will not help me stay gainfully employed.
“And you’ve got the pronunciations?” he asks.
“Uyghur,” I say, the same way he said it, even though I have no idea what it is. Asking feels like a hassle. “Potage, lacinato, gremolata.”
“Wonderful!” He starts to walk away but turns back. “Do you think they’ll like it?” He looks like a little kid worried that no one will come to his birthday party.
No matter how ridiculous someone may seem, it’s impossible for me to dislike them if they care earnestly. By that measure, Sam has already wheedled his way into my heart. “Who wouldn’t?” I say. “This all sounds amazing.”
“Okay. Good. Thank you, Freya. My goal is to put The Aster on the map as a culinary destination. Brewster’s on the train line. I don’t think it’s an impossible—”
He keeps talking, but I notice the time, so I nod along while I check levels on my ice and the bottles in the speed rack, figure out which beers are on tap.
The bell on the door rings. I hear boots stomping on the mat.
“Well, will you look at that!” Gus’s booming voice fills the bar, and suddenly everything feels brighter. Gus is what you’d get if a wizard turned a grizzly bear into a man, and he hasn’t changed a bit. He’s wearing the same blue coveralls and a canvas Carhartt jacket that’s either dirty gray or faded black, but you’d have to time-travel to know for sure. “We’re back in the Frey!”
“Gross!” I shout, as a reflex. Sam looks shocked.
“Get over here, kid,” Gus says, and I run around the bar. “What’d you do to your hair? You look like Marilyn Monroe!” He scoops me up in a hug, lifting my feet off the ground. My scar stretches. He smells like turpentine and motor oil.
“Careful with me, Gussy. I’m an old lady now.”
“Hot damn, it’s good to see you.”
“You too, buddy.”
“You visiting?” he asks.
“I work here.”
Gus’s eyes get glassy, and he hugs me again. No theatrics this time. Just a big strong hug. “Glad to hear it, kiddo.” He pats me on the back. “Now get me a beer!”
“Still drinking Bud?”
Gus snorts. “Sam won’t let Bud in his bar!” He flashes Sam a sharp look. “Get me one of those Whenheineystephens.”
Sam chokes back a laugh, slipping into the kitchen before he erupts.
I’m pretty sure I know what Gus is asking for. Buck went through a German beer phase. In the cooler I find a row of Weihenstephaner Originals up top.
As I’m pouring Gus’s beer into a lager glass, the door opens again and Shorty walks in. He looks nothing like the Shorty I used to know. He was a mousy little Italian kid with crooked teeth, Coke-bottle glasses, and a lazy eye, but now he’s bulked up and the glasses are gone, his eye and teeth straightened out. Even though it’s cold, he’s wearing short-sleeved coveralls, and his arms are massive and covered in tattoos.
“See who it is, Shorts!” Gus shouts.
Shorty looks at me and his whole face lights up. “Freya!”
I walk out from behind the bar to give him a hug. He’s bashful about it. Awkward over where to put his arms.
“So good to see you, Shorty! You look great,” I say, and watch his face turn red.
“Yeah, you too, Frey,” he says. “You too. And thanks. I—did a little work, you know? Self-improvement.” He has a high-pitched voice and a slight lisp, and he talks at a volume slightly lower than most people from around here, so he sounds extra gentle.
“Can I get you a beer?”
“Nah, nah. I don’t drink at lunch anymore,” he says. “But I will take a coffee.”
“Good for you. Give me a sec to start a new pot.”
“Sure thing,” Shorty says.
“Hey, Frey,” Gus shouts. “Whose home were these leeks grown at?”
When I look up, he’s holding the framed specials with a smirk on his face.
“Your mom’s,” I tell him.
Gus laughs. “Alright then. I mean, if they were from this guy’s…,” he pokes Shorty. “Who knows what kind of toxic waste he’s got in his yard.”
“Hey!” Shorty says, and at first I think he’s pretending to be hurt, but then he adds, “I had a great garden last year.”
“I’d eat leeks from your garden, Shorts,” I say.
Gus snickers.
“I did not miss you one bit,” I tell him.
Gus stares at me. I stare back. We both break, laughing at the same time.
“Frey, is this osso buco?” Shorty asks, squinting at the specials menu.
“No. Just marrow.”
“Just marrow?”
“Well, it comes with the bone.” I raise my eyebrows at him.
Shorty laughs. “Can I have one of Carlos’s quarter pounders? I gotta big rig with a dented wind deflector coming in this afternoon.” He shakes his head. “Twelve bucks for marrow.”
“You want fries?”
“Yeah. Just short of burnt. Carlos knows.”
“I know too.”
“You remember how I like my fries?” He looks genuinely touched.
“How could I forget anything about you, Shorty?”
“Ah, you’re a good guy, Frey,” he says, staring at his dirty hands, blushing. “I’m glad you’re back. Especially under these…,” he glances toward the specials, “circumstances.”
Gus orders a real turkey sandwich even though it’s not on the menu. I put the order through because it was on the old menu and Gus seems convinced he’ll get what he’s asking for. Carlos looks at the slip on the clothesline and nods at me. Sam is busy draining a giant pot of fettuccine, the steam rising over the sink and clouding the window.
Like Enzo, Sam doesn’t bring a waitress in for lunch unless there’s a big reservation, so I work the tables too. Mrs. Raskin sits in the same booth by the door. She’s using a walker now. Doesn’t remember me at all. But she’s delighted when I bring her a cup of Earl Grey with a lemon wedge before she can ask.
There’s a four-top of women in polyester slacks and jewel-toned sweaters who probably work at the bank. And a trio wearing scrubs from the dentist’s office down the road. Everyone looks out of place in Sam’s updated decor. And they all order the simple stuff on the menu: Caesar salads, pasta primavera.
When Mrs. Raskin orders a grilled cheese sandwich and I run into the kitchen, Sam is working the griddle while Carlos kneads dough for dinner rolls.
“Can we do a grilled American on white, no crust, for Mrs. Raskin?” I ask.
Sam groans. “Yeah.”
Carlos grins at me and sings “Baked on cheese!” at the top of his lungs. I laugh so hard my eyes tear.
Sam is stunned. “This guy is so quiet, and then you get here and he’s an opera singer?”
Carlos winks at me.
When I get back to the bar, two guys in EMT uniforms walk in. They’re both tall and muscled, with a little bit of beer gut. One of them has a beard and a mess of red curls sprouting from his head like the fronds of a palm tree. The other is wearing a blue SFD cap low over his face, brim curled. He looks familiar, but I can’t see his eyes.
“Tommy Tom!” Shorty yells.
“Shorts!” the redhead shouts, curls trembling. “How ya doing, man!” He reaches out and slaps Shorty’s hand.
“Hey, Freya,” Shorty says. “Get Tommy and Eddie here some beers on me, okay? These boys saved my mom’s house last year!” He claps Eddie on the back. “The best, man. You’re the best.”
“Eddie Davis!” I say, putting the pieces together. “How the heck are you?”
In my normal life, if I ran into Eddie at the gas station or grocery store, I’d avoid calling attention to myself. I am still painfully shy in certain situations. At work, I can talk in corny bar phrases, bust balls, or be a kind ear, and it’s almost effortless, like an actor saying lines in a play. Out in the world, without a specific role or a set of coherent parameters, I don’t know how to talk to someone like Eddie. We’re not close and he’s not a stranger, and those are the people who leave me tongue-tied if I’m caught without purpose.
“Freya!” Eddie stands across from me, spreading his arms like he’s coming in for a hug, and then realizes there’s a bar between us. He switches to offering his hand. I shake it and watch his face turn red. He holds his hand out for a moment longer after I pull mine away. It’s awkward and he laughs about it. “Sorry, I don’t know what to do with myself.”
“Who does?” I say, smiling.
“Good to see you.”
“You too.” I can’t remember the last time I talked to Eddie Davis. His house was on the opposite side of Deans Pond from mine. When we were little and ended up down at the pond at the same time, we made sand villages together. Not just a castle. We’d take up more than our fair share of the tiny man-made beach, building an elaborate network of houses and roads and a lake filled with water. I’d collect gravel and twigs to embellish our architecture, and Eddie would venture into the swampy side of the pond with his yellow plastic bucket to collect “the good mud” that we used like stucco. He was shy and sweet. We worked well together. He always seemed to understand my vision, I understood his, and I remember the calm I felt existing in our shared perspective.
Once we got to intermediate school and boys were teased for playing with girls, Eddie and I didn’t spend much time together. But I rowed my boat over to Eddie’s house whenever I lost my house key, because his mom told me I should feel free to come over any time. In high school, we had a lot of the same classes. But after we stopped building sandcastles, we didn’t spend time alone together.
“What kind of beer is Shorty buying you?” I ask.
“Root,” Eddie says. “We’re on call.” His smile is the same as it was when he brought me a bucket of the good mud, but now his chin is square and his jawline is sharp and close shaven. He takes his hat off, and I can see his bright blue eyes.
“You know,” I say, looking away, feeling suddenly shy. “Whenever anyone talks about England and refers to it as being ‘across the pond,’ I always think of you.”
Eddie laughs. “I’m still over there. Or… again, at least.”
“Yeah? Me too.”
“Oh, man, yeah,” Eddie says, looking at me straight and clear. “I’m sorry about your parents. When the call came in, I was on deck, but the crash was at the border. Yorktown got to them first. I know those guys, though—they took good care of your folks.”
“Thanks.” In my head the accident was like a light switch. They were here, then they weren’t. I hadn’t thought of the accident scene and first responders. It’s a strange mix of shock and comfort to imagine a guy like Eddie trying to help my parents at the end.
Eddie pats the bar, like maybe he was going to touch my arm but wasn’t sure if he should.
I blink, shake my head. Smile. “So, you really want root beer?”
“I was joking about the root beer, but actually, yeah.”
“Should I see if Sam’s got vanilla ice cream in the kitchen?”
His face lights up. “Hell yeah.”
“Tommy too?”
Eddie nods. “He shouldn’t. He’s supposed to watch his sugar. But he’ll do it anyway.”
When I go to the kitchen in search of ice cream, Sam says, “Is that my brother out there?”
“Eddie?” I ask, which is stupid because I know Eddie’s brother, and of course Sam’s not him.
“Tom.”
“Yeah, he’s there.”
When I bring out pint glasses of ice cream, Sam is at the bar showing Tommy Tom something in a notebook. Tom catches my eye, pretends to fiddle with his beard, but lifts his index finger to his mouth to signal the secret. I stash the glasses in the fridge under the bar when Sam’s not looking, and as soon as he goes back to the kitchen, I give the guys their ice cream and open two bottles of root beer.
“Thanks!” Tommy Tom says, poking a straw into his glass. “My brother’s always on my case.”
I feel bad for supplying him with goods he shouldn’t have, but that’s my part in the play. No one should be drinking their lunch every day either. And even though my threshold for liability as a bartender is “visibly intoxicated,” most people who walk out of bars shouldn’t be driving whether or not they look drunk. But I don’t stop them. I wouldn’t have a job if I did.

Once we’ve wrapped lunch, I leave through the kitchen to say goodbye to Carlos. He’s down by the reservoir, sitting at the end of the little wooden pier he helped Enzo build the first summer I worked here. The low winter sun beams through a break in the clouds, and the smoke from his cigarette forms dense plumes in the brisk air. When I sit next to him, he pulls another cigarette from his pack of Camels, holds it in his mouth to light it, and hands it over.
“Thanks,” I say.
He puts his arm around me, giving my shoulder a quick squeeze. I lean into him for the briefest of moments. And then we go back to sitting side by side, smoking our cigarettes. We watch the water lap under the broken icy edges of the reservoir, and it feels like a long-lost ritual. If this moment was home, I would understand the concept of homesickness.
An airplane flies over, breaking the quiet. Carlos shakes his head like he was somewhere else and now he’s back.
“Oh, I’m so tired, Freyalina,” he says, his words turning into a yawn. “Too many shifts. And my kids have hard homework! When I’m not working, I’m trying to figure out this shitty new math they do.”
“I didn’t understand old math,” I say.
“Me either.”
“How is it working here? Without Enzo?”
Carlos picks at a rotting board on the pier. “I miss him, man. He was kinda like my dad, you know?”
“I know,” I say, remembering how Enzo used to kick guys out of the bar for looking at me funny.
Carlos shakes his head, blowing smoke. “Sam’s kind of a mess. His food budget is out of line. He keeps hiring young, pretty people who quit in a week. He’s a good guy, but like, the CIA isn’t the real world, you know?”
“Oh, he’s one of those undercover cooks.”
Carlos looks at me, as if he’s worried he’ll have to explain the Culinary Institute of America.
I grin.
“That’s a terrible joke.”
“Damn right it is!” I hold up my hand.
Carlos gives me a reluctant high five.
“You think he can pull it together?” I ask.
“Hope so. I don’t want to start over in a new kitchen. I wanted to buy the place from Enzo. But I got four kids. How am I saving money, right? The building was falling apart. Enzo wanted out sooner, not later. Said it was time to see what living among the daytime people is like. He deserves that.” Carlos takes a quick drag while he’s talking, barely missing a beat. “Sam’s a rich kid. He’s got family money to pump into this place. I’d always be treading water. Upside, it’s easier on the ticker to work for a guy with cash, you know? I don’t want to be fixing no leaky roof.”
“Tell me about it,” I say.
“Least you’re back.” He nudges my shoulder with his. “Oh, thank the goodness!”
I laugh. That was one of the expressions Carlos and I called Enzoisms.
“Thank the very good goodness,” I say.






— Chapter 21 —
I leave work with thirty-seven dollars and seventy-eight cents in tips. There’s another twelve bucks from my hourly coming at the end of the week. I don’t know how I’ll pay the insurance bill in a month, but at least I can buy groceries. Thankfully, I don’t need much. When I told Carlos I’d take my shift meal to go, he made me a turkey sandwich and packed it in a big paper bag with three servings of bone marrow, a few carrots, some celery, an onion, and a sprig of fresh oregano so I can make soup. I didn’t mention how desperate I’m feeling. I must be wearing it on my face.
“I can’t stand to waste food,” he said, shoving the bag into my arms. But he always finds a way to turn leftovers into something else. He wouldn’t have wasted any of it.

On my way home, I stop by Gristedes. Before I go in, I eat my sandwich in the car so I won’t be shopping hungry. But I’m still healing, and I spent four hours on my feet. Even after I’ve eaten every last crumb, all the cells in my body are still calling out for food. It’s hard not to grab everything that looks good.
I have a six pack of shrimp ramen, a box of ditalini, and three bags of dried beans in my cart when I hear “Well, hey, Carol!” from the next aisle. I would know that fake-smile voice anywhere, and I’m struck by the level of fear I’d have if there were a polar bear growling over in produce. I want to run, or hide, or lie on the floor and pretend to be dead.
“I was just thinking about you!” Steena says. “Charlie has a client looking for land, and I thought, ‘You know, Carol and Bob have that empty acreage over by Muscoot. I wonder how set they feel about hanging on to it.’ ”
I can’t hear what Carol says, because she doesn’t talk like a television presenter, so her voice doesn’t carry over the sound of Blues Traveler playing on the store intercom.
“Why don’t we set up a lunch anyway? You, me, Bob, and Charlie? At the golf club? We’ll make sure you understand the opportunity before you decide for sure.”
I abandon my cart and walk away from Steena’s voice, toward the back corner of the store, which is also, tragically, as far from the exit as I can get. My armpits are drenched. Hands shaking. I worry I’ll vomit.
I’m near the meat counter, and when I look over, there’s Jam, back to me, wearing a white paper hat, sectioning a chicken with a cleaver.
“Jam,” I whisper, but he doesn’t move. “Jam!”
I scan the area and catch sight of Steena bent over a freezer case at an endcap five aisles away. She’s wearing a camel-colored wrap coat, black cigarette pants, and red heels. Her shiny shoulder-length hair is falling in her face. I don’t think she’s seen me. I turn away, ring the bell on the counter.
Jam stops hacking at the poor dead chicken. “I’ll be with you in—” He looks over his shoulder and realizes it’s me, waves his chain mail glove as he bellies up to the counter. “What’s a girl like you—Shit, you okay?”
I whisper, “Steena.”
“I gotcha.” He unlatches the door and lets me in. I duck down. The fluorescent lights are even brighter back here, and the floor is sticky from layers of old disinfectant. Ace of Base is playing on the intercom now, and I feel like I’m stuck in a surrealist nightmare.
Jam leans on the counter. “She’s—ope, nope, she’s not buying frozen shrimp,” he says in a hushed tone like a golf announcer. “Wait, wait… she went for the bigger bag. Someone’s making scampi.”
I smack his calf. “She’ll hear you!”
“Oh, she’s used to me fucking with her. She won’t think it’s because of you,” he whispers, then switches back to golf voice. “And now, in a stupid move, Steena Russo is grabbing the French bread from the endcap by the butter, even though that is clearly yesterday’s loaf.”
“Jam. Please. Stop.” My entire body shakes with each heartbeat. I can’t keep my balance and have to sit on the floor. Everything smells like death and bleach.
“Oooh, crap,” Jam says, in his normal voice. “Stay down. She’s coming this way.”
Her heels are clacking closer and closer. I touch my forehead to my knees. It feels like I’m five years old again, hiding from my sister in my bedroom closet. I never felt like this in Maine.
“Benjamin,” Steena says when the clacking stops, her voice high and saccharine.
“Augustina,” he says, because he knows Steena hates her full name.
“I’ll take three rib eyes, cut fresh. Half a pound each. Please.”
When Jam opens the white sliding door at the back of the meat case, I look up, terrified she might see me, but Jam has angled his legs to block her view.
“Do you prefer one side or the other?” Jam asks, holding up the rib roast, showing her both ends.
“I trust you’ll take good care of me,” Steena says. She gets off on being performatively pleasant to people who hate her.
“Oh, you bet I will.” Jam shuffles his foot like a tap dancer, and I know it’s commentary for me. I can picture him staring down my sister, one eyebrow raised. He shuffle-steps his way to the cutting board in time to the music, slams the meat down, cutting quickly with confidence. Then he sheds his chain mail glove, drops the steaks on a fresh sheet of white paper, and brings the paper to the scale. He seems like his usual self, and I wonder if that means he slept it off or got what he needed to maintain.
“Pound and a half on the dot,” Jam says. “We good?”
“You’re a marvel.” Steena’s voice is laden with sarcasm, and I’m curious about the face Jam must be making.
It’s cathartic to witness Jam’s disdain for Steena. I spent way too much time as a kid hearing “Your sister is so nice!” from old ladies at church and girls in my class who only saw Steena when she was laying it on thick.
“All set then,” Jam says. “Done with your shopping?” He wraps the meat and slaps the price sticker on top.
“As a matter of fact, yes I am.”
“Well, I was just about to go on break. I can check you out up front before I go.”
Without giving Steena time to answer, Jam grabs her package of steaks and slips out the door.
I stay on the ground, listening to her heels clacking alongside the squeak of Jam’s sneakers for as long as my ears can follow the sound. My butt is going numb, but I can’t make myself move.
“She’s gone,” Jam finally calls over the top of the butcher counter. “Saw her leave the store with my own eyes.”
He meets me behind the counter and holds out his hands. His white smock is covered with almost-bleached-out blood stains, like a million little shadows, paper hat tucked in the chest pocket.
My scar stretches as I let him pull me up but doesn’t hurt as badly as I expect it to. “Thanks,” I say.
“S’what I’m here for. Hiding fugitives behind the meat counter is my kink.”
I give his shoulder a half-hearted punch. “I feel like an idiot.”
He hugs me. “Eh, I want to hide from Steena and she’s not even my monster. Let’s get you out of here.”
We recon my cart. Jam walks with me while I grab a head of garlic, three green apples, a carton of milk, toilet paper, tampons, hand soap, and a clearance-price bag of generic cereal.
“Bran flakes?” Jam says. “You’re this boring already?”
“Cheap calories.”
Jam signs in to an empty register and scans my groceries. He logs the apples as one apple and pretends not to notice when the cereal doesn’t scan, throwing it on top of the bag anyway. I would protest, but the bill comes to thirty-four dollars and forty-eight cents, so I couldn’t afford the true price.
“Thanks,” I say, handing over my cash.
“Don’t mention it.”
We hear the clacking again.
It’s too late to walk away.
“You rushed me, and I forgot stamps,” Steena says to Jam, planting herself at the end of the register stand.
Up close, she looks like the same old Steena, but better. Like someone made a bionic version. Her teeth are very straight and pearly white. Her face is luminous, uncreased, unmoving. The mole over her eyebrow is gone and I can’t even see a scar.
She stares directly into my eyes, narrowing hers—the look that always meant I’ll get you later. Steena never forgot to make good on that promise. Not ever.
“Three books of stamps, please,” she says, turning to Jam as if I don’t exist at all. She holds out a twenty and a five.
My throat tightens. If I breathe, I might cry. There’s still a small, stupid part of me that wants my big sister to be happy I’m here.
Jam hands me my change and receipt and gives me a nod.
I grab my grocery bag, gasping, walk fast to the door, then sprint to my car. I balance the paper bag on my bumper while I try to fish my car keys from my pocket. But my hands are shaking and my fingers are stiff.
I hear heels clacking on the asphalt, and when I look over my shoulder, Steena is walking out of the store. She holds out her key fob, squeezes, and the headlights on the white Range Rover next to me flash.
I lose my grip on the bag. It breaks when it hits the ground, making it impossible to scoop up the groceries quickly. I get my car open and toss things into the back seat as I pick them up.
The soap is leaking. The tampons fell from their box and are scattered around my feet like cellophane-covered bullets. I try to grab as many as I can, but my hands are slippery. One of the apples is under Steena’s Range Rover. I reach for the other two.
Steena walks up to me and leans forward, hands to her thighs. For a moment, I think she’s going help, but she shakes her head. “I hope you’re not planning to stay,” she says.
I hear the rattle of shopping cart wheels. Steena smiles and waves. “Hi, Pauline!”
A gentle voice says, “Do you need help, dear?”
I glance through my armpit and spot beige leather orthopedic shoes. I think Pauline could be my second-grade teacher, Mrs. Massey. My face is burning. I don’t want any of this.
“Oh, you’re so thoughtful!” Steena says, voice bursting with kind exuberance. “Don’t you worry. We’ve got it!”
As soon as the wheels trail off, Steena’s face falls to a sneer. She stands tall, brushes off her pant legs as if she’s done something messy.
“We were all relieved when you left,” she says, in her low, true voice. “Mom had the best years of her life without you.” She opens the door to her Range Rover and climbs in. Before she slams it closed, she says, “Your hair looks like shit, Freya.”
Then she peels out of her parking spot, turning sharply so I have to jump out of the way to avoid getting hit. There’s a loud pop under her tire and my bag of bran cereal explodes into the air like confetti.






— Chapter 22 —
We were friends for a little while, Steena and me. It was her husband’s doing.
During her junior year in college, Steena spent winter semester at the University of Amsterdam, and when she came back that spring, she was engaged to Charlie Wells, with a wedding already planned at his family’s “camp” on Cape Cod two weeks later.
Charlie, who had been skiing with his brother in Baden-Baden, decided to pop down and say hello to his old friend Steena, and the rest was history. They’d dated the summer before, when Steena interned at his family’s real estate development company, so it wasn’t completely out of the blue, but there’d been no mention of him since. Not a single mention of him since! At least that’s what our mother kept saying in a way that made it obvious she was offended to be sideswiped, even though she viewed Steena’s upward mobility as her own personal triumph. Nobody asked if Steena would go back to school in the fall, as if getting married to Charlie was a superior form of graduation.
Aubrey was a very large preemie, so I suspect she was the reason for their rapid engagement, but there was no point in asking Steena about things she didn’t want people to know. It was none of my business anyway.
Charlie was from Somers too, but he was a few years older than Steena and went to a Connecticut boarding school called The Gunnery. His older brother went to Exeter and his younger sister was still at Miss Porter’s. I think because, as a teen, Charlie only saw his brother and sister a few times a year, and mainly at the beach, he viewed them as cheerful playmates and confidantes. He assumed Steena would have the same relationship with me, and since she didn’t want to shit on that assumption and risk appearing uncouth to her fancy in-laws, she started pretending we were chummy too. This is how I ended up being a bridesmaid in my sister’s wedding, even though Steena hated that Nonna had to sew straps on my strapless bridesmaid gown, because my late-blooming fourteen-year-old body couldn’t fill it out.
That summer, Charlie and Steena moved into the Wellses’ pool house in Somers while they broke ground on their own home. Since Charlie was busy managing the construction, he didn’t get out to the Cape as much to see his own siblings, so he adopted me as his cheerful playmate and confidante.
“Hey, little sister,” he’d say after Sunday dinner at Nonna and Babbo’s. “What’s say we grab some ice cream for all these good people?” And I’d get to ride in his red Volkswagen Cabriolet with the top down, Billy Idol blaring on the CD player he’d just had specially installed.
We’d drive to Friendly’s to get one of those sherbet rolls that looked like a watermelon, because that was my favorite, and a half gallon of rocky road, because it was his. Then we’d stop at Baskin-Robbins for Jamoca for Babbo and rum raisin for Steena, because Charlie did not believe anyone with a distinct preference should have to compromise on ice cream in the summer.
Sometimes he let me drive back to Babbo’s, even though I was only fourteen and a half. Holding his hand over mine, he’d show me how to shift gears on his manual transmission.
“Okay,” he’d say, pushing my palm against the leather gearshift. “Take it to second. See how that feels?” And he’d grin like I was a quick learner, even though I couldn’t remember which gears to use and needed him to show me every single time. And when I ground the gears, he’d just laugh, shouting through the rush of the wind, “Everything’s fixable. Don’t let it scare you.”
Charlie didn’t look or act like any of the men in my family. His hair was the kind that had to be styled with mousse and a blow dryer. He wore Wayfarer sunglasses, coral-colored Bermuda shorts, leather-laced boat shoes without socks, and one of those white rope bracelets that shrinks on your wrist and stays put all summer until you cut it off on Labor Day. My Uncle Angelo kept calling him a poncy boy under his breath, and even though I wasn’t exactly sure what it meant, I knew it had to do with Charlie’s appearance.
Uncle Angelo finally laid off the jabs when Charlie started bringing Cuban cigars to Sunday dinner. And sometimes when we went out for ice cream, Charlie would leave me in the car and run into the liquor store for a bottle of Brugal. Then he and Uncle Angelo would stand out in Babbo’s yard smoking and drinking rum and talking shit, and Charlie’s laugh would sound just like Angelo’s.
I don’t know if Charlie knew there was anything to mend, but he helped me win Steena over the same way he won Angelo. When we got back from our supply runs, he always let me give Steena her ice cream. She was hot and pregnant, desperate for relief, so I was her hero when I handed over a whole pint and a plastic spoon.
When Charlie and Steena went out to the Cape for one last weekend away before the baby was born, they came back with a white rope bracelet for Uncle Angelo as a joke.
“Here you go, you S.O.B.,” Charlie said, tossing it across the dinner table. “Don’t worry, you won’t have to wear it long. Summer’s almost over.”
Angelo laughed so hard his face turned red.
Charlie got me a rope bracelet too, but he had Steena give it to me. She slipped it over my hand and showed me how to shrink it to size in a bowl of salt water since we weren’t near the ocean.
“You have such small wrists,” she said, wrapping her hand around my bracelet to press the water out. “Our hands are the same size, but your wrists are tiny. I always forget.”
And I was astonished that she’d ever noticed something like that about me.
After Aubrey was born, Steena got sad and lonely and overwhelmed.
“Hey, little sister, how you feel about helping out?” Charlie asked one Sunday when he showed up at family dinner with the baby and no Steena. “I think your big really needs you right now.”
Of course, I wanted all the time I could get with Aubrey. And I wanted to collect moments when my sister was happy to see me. I thought maybe if we had enough of those, we could turn into the kind of sisters who were friends. So, after school, I’d take the bus to the Wellses’ house and watch Aubrey while Steena slept and showered and did her postnatal exercise videos. Charlie brought home dinner from real restaurants, not just take-out places, and before he drove me home, the three of us would eat together in the living room while I rocked Aubrey in her bouncer with my foot.
“See, Stee. That’s what family’s for,” Charlie would say. “You just have to ask, and Freya’s here. What a good sister you have.”
So, for a while, Steena truly did appreciate me. I wore that white rope bracelet well into winter when it stayed cold and damp for hours after I showered. I didn’t want to cut it off. It made me feel like Steena’s whole sister.






— Chapter 23 —
I don’t want to go back to the house. Ever. But at least not right away. I drive to Deans Pond and walk down to the man-made beach where I built sand civilizations with Eddie Davis. The water is frozen over, opaque from getting warmed by the sun during the day and refreezing at night. A few feet from the edge, there’s a dark spot where someone threw a rock or sunk a foot while testing the strength of the ice.
As a kid, I spent every afternoon here, reading in my rowboat or lying belly down on the low branch of the really good tree, watching turtles and sunnies swimming in the shallows. I’d row out to the wild grape vines to eat mouthfuls of sour sun-warmed fruit, spitting the seeds into the water to see how long I could track them before they disappeared into the silt and algae. As long as I made it home shortly after dark, no one ever came looking for me. I guess I could have ventured further, but I never needed to. The pond seemed like an entire world, and I felt safe here.
From the beach, I can see the bare grape vines. It’s almost five o’clock and the sun is already low, turning the trees into silhouettes. The scuffed ice glows with the reflection of dusky sky. I stay until the light is gone. Until I’m shivering and my eardrums ache. When I drive home, I slow down by the spot where I used to keep my rowboat. Wild blackberries have taken over, and there’s a mess of leaf-bare canes blocking my view of the tree where I kept it chained. I can’t see my boat, but nothing I see tells me it couldn’t be there, which feels like a hope to hang on to.

At home, there’s a light on in the den, and the blue flicker of the television reflects in the window. When I get inside, Aubrey is lying on her belly on the floor, biology textbook and binder open in front of her. She’s wearing green pajama pants, eating popcorn from my mother’s yellow Pyrex mixing bowl. On TV, Anne of Green Gables, brimming with joy, tries on her puffed-sleeve dress for the very first time. Aubrey must have found the VHS copies. It was one of my favorites as a kid. I wanted to be an orphan so badly, but orphaned at twenty-nine does not hold the same breathless literary romanticism.
“Hey,” Aubrey says brightly when she sees me. She points to the television with her pencil. “I haven’t watched this before. It’s so good.” Without her makeup and fake piercings, she looks like the kind of squeaky-clean kid who would run for class president or volunteer to organize a bake sale. I wonder if that’s who she used to be.
If there were no danger to Aubrey being here, I’d be thrilled for all of this. I’d steal a handful of popcorn and curl up on the couch to watch her watching Anne, and when it was over, we could try to find the Avonlea videos. But I’m rattled and tired. I was hoping Aubrey had decided to go home tonight, because I can imagine the chain of events we are headed toward so clearly. There’s already a track of every horrible thing Steena will scream at me running through my head.
“Did you tell your mom I’m here?” I ask.
“No!”
“You can tell me if you did. I just…” I realize that I don’t need to know. It doesn’t make a difference if Steena had a heads up—she’s seen me now. I feel gross for throwing a loyalty test at Aubrey. She has no reason to be loyal to me, and I shouldn’t ask her to keep secrets from her mom. That’s what creepy relatives do.
“I don’t talk to my mother. Ever. About anything,” Aubrey says.
“I’m sorry. It doesn’t even matter. She saw me at Gristedes.”
Aubrey’s eyes get big. “What did she say?”
“She told me my hair looked like shit. Then she ran over my cereal.”
Aubrey lets out a nervous, sputtering laugh.
“Can she really think you’re at Kelly O’Leary’s every day?” I ask. It sounds more combative than I intend, but I don’t think you’re allowed to have your niece at your house if your sister hates your guts.
“My mom doesn’t care,” Aubrey says, more combative now too.
“She has to,” I say.
“She doesn’t care,” Aubrey says, eyes filling with tears.
“Can you at least tell her you’re at Shray’s house sometimes? So it’s not this many days with Kelly O’Leary? I’m sure she’s getting suspicious.” I wonder if Steena could have me arrested. I know if she can, she will.
Aubrey snorts. “My mom hates Shray. That would not be better.” She slams her textbook shut. “I don’t have to tell her anything, because I don’t talk to her, because she doesn’t care where the fuck I am. Because she hates me.”
My reflex is to tell her that Steena doesn’t hate her, but I know first-hand it’s not a given for a mother to love her child. “I’m sorry,” I say instead. “I want you here. I’m not saying you can’t hang out. Just put in some face time at home to keep her from looking into where you are.”
Aubrey throws her books into her backpack and slings it over her shoulder. “Whatever.” She storms into the kitchen, comes back, and shoves a grocery bag into my hands.
“Happy birthday anyway,” she says, hair swirling as she turns to leave.
“Aubrey! You don’t have to go right now.”
“Yeah, I do, apparently.”
“I don’t mean—”
She turns back. Eyes narrowed. Points at me. “You just care more about yourself. That’s what my mom always said. I didn’t think it was true. But I was a little kid when I knew you. What the fuck did I know?”
The ways she says it, I can tell that Steena said those exact words to her. You were just a little kid, Aubrey. What the fuck did you know?
“That’s not true!” I shout. “I’m worried she won’t let me see you! Again.”
“You’re like the opposite of brave.” Aubrey’s voice is sharp with disgust.
I brace for the sound of the door slamming as she leaves, but it doesn’t happen. Aubrey doesn’t like loud noises either. The quiet is almost worse.
In the grocery bag, there’s a plastic clamshell container. Six cupcakes. Pastel blue and yellow.

“Choo-choo-tree-ten-choo-tree,” Aubrey sang while I pushed her on a swing at Reis Park. She’d gotten pretty good at pumping her feet and didn’t need as many pushes as she used to. “Ten-choo-tree-choo-choo-tree!” She was four and finally had her T-Hs down but still said tree just as often as three.
“Hey, silly goose! What are you singing?” I asked.
She kicked her feet against the dirt until she stopped swinging and twisted the chains together so she could look at me. “Our birthdays,” she said. “Silly goose.”
“I thought you were singing about a train.”
Aubrey laughed in the way that made her whole face scrunch up. She sang her song again. Louder and slower. “Two-two-threeeeee-ten-two-thhhhreeeee.”
“I get it now.”
“Hey, silly goose? Are we twins?” she asked.
I looked up at the sky until I could get my face back to straight. I always tried hard not to laugh at Aubrey’s questions, because I remembered the burning shame that crept up my neck when an adult laughed at me for asking something I had no way of understanding yet. “Why do you think we’re twins?” I asked.
“Because we both have two-three birthdays.” She sounded pretty certain of her reasoning. “And the same shirt.” As she pointed to her block-printed baby tee, she lost her balance, and the swing spun her around.
I reached out to steady her, but she was finding her own footing, so I stepped back.
“I did say we were twins when I gave you that shirt, didn’t I?”
Aubrey nodded gravely. She’d liked my shirt, so I bought another one at the hippie craft sale that always seemed to be happening somewhere on the SUNY Purchase campus. It was full-sized on her, too big even. The tulip print didn’t stretch out like it did on me, so the flowers looked like tiny rosebuds.
“I’m sorry, goose,” I said. “That was a figure of speech.”
Her eyes were big and sad.
I felt terrible for disappointing her. “Remember how we talked about what a figure of speech is?”
Aubrey nodded. “But we have the same birthday.”
“We have the same day of different months as our birthday,” I said. “And different years as our birth date. Real twins are the same age.”
“Can we be pretend twins?”
“Yes.”
“Can I have my birthday on your day too, and you have your birthday on my day too?”
“Of course,” I told her. “I’ll wear my twin shirt.”
“Me too,” she said.
Her four-year-old mind came up with an elaborate plan for cupcakes—that we’d each have our own, and we’d get the kind of candles that are numbers, and one of us could have a two on our cupcake and the other would get a three, and we’d blow them out at the same time.
“The real birthday person should get the three,” she said, making the serious, squinting face that meant she was scanning her mind for the right answer. “Because threes are blue, and blue is for birthdays.”
“What color is two?” I asked.
“Yellow!” She shook her head at me, like she thought it was silly that I didn’t know. The letters and numbers in my mind have never been consistently one color or another, but I worried if I told her how it was for me, she might doubt her own reality. She was always so sure the world existed for everyone else in all the dimensions she saw, and I never had the heart to tell her otherwise. I wonder if I should have warned Aubrey that other people’s minds aren’t as busy and burnished as hers, because believing other people thought like me, that they had the same intentions I do, caused me so much pain.

On Aubrey’s fifth birthday, when I brought her cupcakes, she shrieked and clapped her hands. “We’re twenty-three!”
“You’re five,” Steena said slowly, holding up her hand, fingers spread, as if Aubrey didn’t know how to count. “Your aunt is nineteen. No one is twenty-three.”
Aubrey rolled her eyes at Steena, which made Steena glare at me.
“It’s an inside joke,” I said.
“It’s weird,” Steena said. And the look she gave me could have had its own subtitles: You’re weird. You’re making my child weird. She’s going to end up like you.
“Aubrey thought we might be twins,” I explained, trying to bring Steena in on the joke, hoping she’d find it cute. “Because we both have birthdays with a twenty-three in the date.”
“How long are you staying?” Steena asked, sighing. “I didn’t buy enough salmon to have an extra person at dinner.” She said extra with the level of disgust someone else might reserve for a stranger covered in cow manure knocking on the door to demand a full serving of broiled salmon.
“I’m not staying for dinner.” I didn’t want to sit in Steena’s echoey dining room, trying to choke down half a piece of dry salmon while baby Austin screamed, Aubrey quietly mourned the way spinach made her mouth feel, Charlie tried to teach me about annuities, and Steena blamed me for upsetting the perfect dinner she had planned. But I felt the sting of her rejection anyway.
Our friendship had been precious to me, even though it was short-lived. By Aubrey’s second birthday, Steena had a group of friends she met at a Mommy and Me playgroup, and a few of her high school pals had gotten married and were having babies. She was no longer an isolated new mom who didn’t want the outside world to see her with greasy hair in postpartum sweatpants. She was back to queen-bee, cute-outfit Steena, and her appreciation for me had devolved to what was, at best, a simmering tolerance. It hurt all the more because of how much I’d loved that brief span of time when I was important to my sister.
As Aubrey grew out of the cherubic toddler stage, Steena was put off by her evolution into personhood. She was not inclined to show off a three-and-a-half-year-old who had proudly dressed herself in mismatched socks and inside-out overalls. And when Aubrey got hold of the kitchen scissors and cut her own hair, Steena stopped taking pictures of her for four months, claiming, “Well, I don’t want to remember her looking like that!”
At home, Aubrey was always uncomfortable. The kitchen light was too bright or the TV was too loud. She didn’t like the smell of the candle Steena had burning on the coffee table. She didn’t like Charlie kissing her cheek when he came home from work with a scratchy five-o’clock shadow. It never occurred to Steena or Charlie to ask Aubrey how she needed things to be or even what she liked.
I never minded if Aubrey wanted to wear her t-shirt inside out because the seams were being mean, or we had to leave a movie because the theatre smelled too popcorny, or that when I took her to the Bronx Zoo, she spent the whole time following pigeons. I understood how awful it was to be trapped in someone else’s preferences, and I didn’t want Aubrey to feel the way I always had. So it made sense that she was happy around me and crabby at home. But Steena saw it as some kind of slight, as if Aubrey were a mean girl trying to dethrone her, instead of a little kid with a lot of sensory issues.
Steena hadn’t planned anything for Aubrey’s fifth birthday. No cotton candy machine on the patio or petting zoo in the cul-de-sac like the year before. No preschool friends scheduled to descend on the house with a deluge of plastic presents, ready to decimate a three-tiered teacup cake.
“She doesn’t like parties anyway,” Steena said, when I’d asked what the plans were. This was true, but Aubrey’s feelings rarely tempered Steena’s efforts to prove to the world that she was a better host, a better mother, and an all-round more spectacular human being than the other women in town. Since Austin was born, it had become very clear that Steena would rather show off her perfect baby boy than the strange little girl who insisted on wearing Spider-Man galoshes, even with a dress, even on sunny days.
I did everything I could to keep Aubrey from feeling the impact of the way Steena treated her. I woke up early after late night shifts to take her to preschool when I could, because I knew it made her happy. I’d been an observer my whole life. Of my friends. Of my family. I never felt like I belonged to anyone. I didn’t feel like that with Aubrey, and I made sure she didn’t feel like that with me.
The cupcakes I brought over for her birthday were from Gristedes, not a gourmet caterer in Chappaqua. But I special-ordered them to make sure I could get the right colors. They were the kind with icing that’s gritty with sugar crystals and dyed too bright, and the cake part smelled strongly of imitation vanilla.
“These are my favorite!” Aubrey said, pointing at them with her pinky finger, eyes bright.
I stuck the number three candle into the icing of Aubrey’s blue cupcake and the two on my yellow one. When I lit them, she leaned in to whisper, so Steena couldn’t hear, “We’re twenty-three. For all the times, always.”
In the months between that October and February, I brought Aubrey cupcakes on the twenty-third. She would go get the two-three candles she’d secreted away in her nightstand drawer. We’d sing Happy Birthday to each other at the top of our lungs and light the candles and watch them melt a little more.
There were very few moments when Aubrey acted like a child. But when she blew out her candle and shouted all her silliest wishes, she looked like the little kid she was supposed to be, all her concerns falling away for a moment.
I wish I was an aardvark!
I wish I was the moon!
I wish we lived in a treehouse! On the moon! With an aardvark!
By March twenty-third, I wasn’t allowed to see her anymore.

This time, the twenty-third snuck up on me. My life has been about days of the week for so long that I don’t keep track of dates.
I’m fucking thirty now. Aubrey remembered and I forgot.
I pull my phone from my pocket but can’t bring myself to call her. If Aubrey wants to come back, I won’t have the heart to say no. But she needs to go home. I can’t have Steena or Charlie showing up to look for her.
I carry the cupcakes to the dining room table. In the bottom of the bag are candles in the shapes of a two and three. I light the three with the mini Bic Aubrey keeps by the back door and stick it in one of the blue-icing ones. It’s dark outside, so the windows are mirrors again and I can see myself and the cupcakes and the candle. I don’t know what to wish for. I never really did. I watch the reflection of the candle as the flame melts the cheap wax, the roof of the three starting to fold in. These candles are meant to go fast so you always have to buy new ones. The original two-three candles were tiny nubs by my birthday, but Aubrey insisted she still knew which was two and which was three and we had to use them again, “so the candles don’t feel bad.”
I would have taken her with me to Maine if I could’ve.
In the window, I look more like Step than I can stand. I look more like an adult than I feel I’ve earned. I have nothing to show for myself. I blow out the candle without wishing, pull it from the cupcake, and lick the icing off the wax.
Aubrey’s rat is scratching around in his cardboard castle. He’s eaten through one of the turrets.
“Hey, Lenny Juice,” I say, and he pokes his head out of a pile of shredded paper to look at me. “Want some?”
He climbs up the bars of his cage, chattering. I pinch a piece of squishy imitation-vanilla sponge from the side of my cupcake and hand it to him through the bars, feeling an instant wave of revulsion when his tiny fingernails graze my thumb. But then he looks at me while he’s holding that little clump of cake in his hands, murmuring and pleased as he chews. It feels like he’s thankful, and I’m moved by how human his mannerisms are. I change seats to sit closer and finish my cupcake, giving him a tiny piece every time I take a bite. I’m sure it’s not great to feed him sweets, but it can’t be the worst thing a rat has ever gotten into.
I sit with Lenny and polish off another cupcake and then another. It doesn’t take long for the sugar to give me jitters and call acid into my stomach. I feel the urge to eat more, as if the right food could make me feel less full, but almost everything that survived my shopping trip requires effort to prepare. I’m tired, so I just keep eating cupcakes.
I leave one yellow one for Aubrey in case she comes back tonight or shows up tomorrow, or before the cupcake turns into a brick. Then I’ll light the two candle for her and listen to all of her wishes.






— Chapter 24 —
I don’t have weekend shifts at The Aster. Restaurants are busy on Saturdays and Sunday afternoons, and I’ll look like an asshole if I try to stop in at all the local spots to ask if they’re hiring. It would be one thing if I could get a drink at the bar and casually inquire. But I’m broke, so I’ll have to wait and go after my lunch shifts next week. Jam has to work all weekend but says he’ll come by Sunday night.
I intend to poke around the house. Clean something. Fix something. But I find my copy of Beach Music on the bookshelf in the den. Pat Conroy was my favorite writer when I was in high school, and I bought this book the day it came out, the summer right after I graduated. I gave it to Step when I was done, hoping he’d read it. I wonder if he ever did. The father in that book loved his daughter the way I wished Step loved me. I flip open the cover like there could be clues inside, but the next thing I know, I’m sprawled on the couch, reading a book that left such clear images in my mind it feels like I’m crawling inside a memory.
It’s snowing big fat flakes that melt almost as soon as they hit the damp ground, making everything muddy, but from the couch, I can watch the snow fall without seeing the end result. I read and sleep and read again. I cry at the description of Jack McCall shaving a piece of truffle into his daughter’s scrambled eggs, how he’s delighted to share joy with his child.
I make soup from the marrow bones Carlos gave me.
I wish for Aubrey to come back. She doesn’t.
The last cupcake is stale when Lenny and I eat it.
Sunday afternoon, after I finish my book, I work up the nerve to go into my parents’ room. I’m expecting the furniture to be gone, but Aubrey left everything exactly as it was. The horizontal surfaces of the dark pine bedroom set are so dusty they look three shades lighter than the verticals. There’s a basket of laundry on the unmade bed. Mostly Step’s undershirts. I know he’s the one who folded them because they’re in quarters and my mother folded shirts in threes.
Step’s battered Yankees hat is on the bench under the window, sun-faded. Their potted dragon palm tree is dead, trunk shriveled, fronds brown and papery like raffia.
My mother’s watch is on the dresser. It’s delicate, with gold hands like star points against a black background. I could never tell time on it because it didn’t have numbers, only dots. When I was very young, I loved to sit on my mom’s lap, releasing and closing the clasp on the inside of her wrist until she told me to stop. When I got older, she started quizzing me about time whenever I paid any attention to her watch. I’d have to start at twelve o’clock and count the dots, and somehow I’d still get it wrong. “That’s what I get for marrying your father,” she’d say, when I was flustered and ready to cry. It’s what she’d say when I failed math tests too. I don’t try to read the time now. It’s not ticking anyway.
Over on her nightstand, there’s a box of Pine Bros. honey cough drops and a copy of Never Let Me Go, the bookmark closer to the end than the middle. And on Step’s there’s a tumbler, contents long evaporated, faint white water lines ringing the glass. He was reading a library copy of Mornings on Horseback and, as always, left torn scraps of tissue to mark the pages he intended to revisit. It bothers me that no one returned the book for him. I’m sure the library waives fines for dead people, but I hate thinking that some kid doing a report on Theodore Roosevelt couldn’t check out that book when they needed to. I pick it up and wipe the dust off the cellophane cover, and then I freeze. Once I remove the tissues, I’ll never know which pages meant something to Step. I can’t decide if I care. I drop the book on the bed, and a cloud of dust rises from the corduroy comforter.
On weekend nights when she was at our house, not her dad’s, Steena would climb into bed with our mother, like she was claiming her. They’d watch infomercials on TV and giggle about jokes only they understood. It’s an inside joke and you’re on the outside was one of my sister’s favorite phrases, and it always made our mother laugh. Steena would share gossip about school, and babysitting, and her dad’s wife, and our mother would act like it was terribly important information.
Sometimes Steena cuddled into the crook of our mother’s arm, head on her chest, and our mother would smooth Steena’s hair and tickle the inside of her elbow as if Steena was still a little girl. When I wanted to say goodnight to my mom after I brushed my teeth, I’d peek in the doorway to assess the situation. Most of the time, Steena would see me but pretend she didn’t, and I knew to stay away. But if Steena was in a generous mood, she’d catch my eye and say, “Get in here!” And I’d jump in bed with them, and all three of us would cuddle under the big, soft corduroy comforter like we were in a television show about a happy family. Steena would let me hear all the gossip too, as long as I didn’t ask any questions and wasn’t a buttinsky.
When Step came in, exhausted, ready for bed, fraying flannel pajamas sagging on his shrinking body, he’d stand in the doorway, like I had. But Steena always gave him the stink eye and said things like “I just really need my mother right now, Step.”
When I was on the inside, under the covers with my sister and my mom, I would understand how he felt. But I’d think, You’re on the outside, Step, gleeful in a way that made me ashamed. Sometimes Steena and my mom and I would fall asleep in that bed, and Step would have to sleep in mine. On nights when I was on the outside too, he went downstairs to sleep on the couch, because Steena’s room was off-limits and he knew not to antagonize her.
I wish, for the dumbest fleeting moment, that I could climb into bed with my mother and my sister and know that feeling of being warm and on the inside for just one more moment. My mother’s voice sounded like a bell when she laughed. Steena’s hair smelled like Wella Balsam, and she’d let me rub the ends between my fingers as I fell asleep. I thought they were both so beautiful.
The pain starts as a dull ache over my left eye and sharpens, nerves at the base of my skull tingling like a warning. It’s what my mother always called a “sick headache,” but it hasn’t happened since I was a kid. I just want to go to my room.
I don’t turn on the light. Outside the sky is that split of yellow and blue that happens just before the dark takes over.
Aubrey made the bed. It sags when I sit on it. I lie down, but my brain feels too large in my skull to move with my body. I pull the sides of the comforter up and around me and wait for my head to settle. I can hear a train pulling into the station a mile away and imagine the clank of silverware downstairs as my mother made dinner. When I had a sick headache, she and Step kept their voices low if they could help it—the only time they tried not to fight. Later, Step would bring me a grilled cheese sandwich and a bowl of Ring-O-Noodle soup, and I would try hard to eat while he sat there and watched me in the streak of light from the hallway. I remember the worried look on his face and that, after I’d eaten enough, he’d take two Tylenol from his shirt pocket and hand me the tumbler he’d been holding—the water warm from the heat of his hand. Then he’d tuck me in again and let me go to sleep without making me get up to brush my teeth.
Those headaches were so painful that tears would fall from my eyes without effort. But I liked the way the world felt in that dark and that light. It was the closest to peace I ever had inside this house. It was the only time I felt cared for.

I’m completely zonked when Jam calls. I haven’t taken anything for the pain. I don’t want to get up to get soup or water. “I’m done with work, if you want me to swing by,” he says.
“I’m sleeping,” I tell him. “I need to sleep.”
I hang up the phone and slip it under my damp pillow.






— Chapter 25 —
Sam calls Monday to say one of his bartenders quit and he needs me to work doubles until he finds someone new. He sounds desperate. “I can’t get my dad back for lunches. Now that he’s a hundred percent retired, he swears he’ll only come by the bar if he can stay on the drinking side.”
I don’t have any idea if I’m up for that much time on my feet. My incision still gets red and hot by the end of the day, and it’s itchy the rest of the time. I haven’t gone back to Dr. Singh to get my stitches out, and worry they’re becoming their own problem. But those shifts might pay my insurance bill, so I tell Sam I will take all the time he needs to fill.
On Tuesday when I get in my car, I realize I barely have enough fuel in my tank to make it to the gas station and not enough cash to pay, so I’m stuck taking Step’s car to work. I drive with my ancient down jacket zipped all the way up and the windows rolled all the way down so I don’t hyperventilate trying to decide if Step’s car actually smells like bananas. Feathers escape from the hole at my left elbow, and I can see them in the driver’s side mirror, flying away a few puffs at a time.
When I get to The Aster, Sam lets me in. “It’s meatloaf day,” he says, rolling his eyes. The hearty scent of Enzo’s recipe is thick in the air, and I’m sideswiped by longing, like a low-pressure system in my chest. I don’t even like meatloaf, but I like being reminded of the times I felt safe and Enzo always looked out for me.
“Gus and Shorty will be so happy,” I tell Sam, trying to sell him on the kindness of his concession. “Tomorrow too, if there’s leftovers. Shorty loves a good slab of meatloaf on a hard roll.”
“Don’t I know it,” Sam says, with the melancholy of a man pursued by a rain cloud. I wonder what kind of life affords a person the room to be so upset about what other people want to eat.
The lunch shift is light, the regulars are happy, and the other specials are three-bean salad made with “curated heirloom-variety beans” and the Italian wedding soup Carlos made from marrow bones, so I don’t have to stand around answering a bunch of questions about Sam’s strange ingredients.
“Hey, Freya,” Shorty says, slipping me an extra five after he settles up. “Save me a slice for a meatloaf sandwich tomorrow, will ya?”
The next time I go in the kitchen, I clip the five to Carlos’s order line. “That’s for making Shorty a meatloaf sandwich tomorrow.”
Carlos laughs. When he pulls the five from the line, he does an exaggerated look around and whispers, “Tell him I’ve got one with his name on it.”

After lunch, Sam gives me an hour and a half break before dinner prep. “Stretch your legs or whatever,” he says, which is extremely kind. When I worked doubles for anyone else, I had to fill gap time with side work. There’s a never-ending chore list behind the bar: everything from cutting lemons to changing the filters on the ice machine.
The work will build up anyway, and judging by the amount of gunk I had to clean out of the soda gun on my first shift, I doubt Sam has a handle on the necessary maintenance. But I decide to take my break this time and see if I can remember where Dr. Singh’s condo is.

I spend twenty minutes driving around Heritage Hills, where every building is beige and every road seems to be named West Hill Drive. I can’t remember which turns Aubrey took to get to Dr. Singh, so I’m just burning time and gas. I give up and head to Gristedes.
I don’t know if Aubrey is working, but it’s the only place I know to look for her, the only time I have to look, and I don’t want to leave things the way we did.
I circle the parking lot, scanning for Steena’s Range Rover, assessing the risk of going inside. But when I drive around the back of the store, Aubrey is out by the loading dock. She’s sitting on top of a row of broken grocery carts. They’re all pushed together in a chain and she’s cross-legged, smack in the middle, staring off into the mess of porcelain-berry vines beyond the asphalt. The hood of her enormous black sweatshirt is slipping from her head, and I can see her black-lined eyes and purple lips, a paper lollipop stick poking out of the side of her mouth. She seems effortlessly cool, although I can’t help but think it must be painful to sit like that, ankles pressed against the cold metal carts.
I park by the dumpster and get out of the car.
She flinches when she sees me.
“Thanks for the cupcakes,” I say.
“Yeah, well…” She shrugs, takes the lollipop from her mouth, and looks at it, assessing how much green-apple candy is left on the gum. I wait for her to say more, but she shoves the lollipop back in her mouth and looks at her watch.
“I’m sorry,” I say.
“Don’t worry about it.” Her voice is flat, like it was the day I found her at the house, and I’m scared I’ve ruined everything we’ve built since.
“You can still come hang out if you want to.” I’m trying to sound casual, but I hear the intonations of neediness in my voice.
She stares me down. The eyeliner at her waterline is wearing away, leaving black gunk at her tear ducts. “I don’t want to.” She pushes her hands against the grocery carts, lifting her body enough to uncross her legs and jump down. “Why would I want to?”
I turn away, stare into the brush, trying to see through the vines to the trees they’re choking. Because I want you to. Because I miss you. Because I love you. Those reasons are all about me, and they were never enough for anyone else. How am I supposed to stand here and tell her I’m good for her, that she should want to spend time with me, when I’m not sure I’m good for anyone? “I don’t know,” I say. “Just if you did… if you needed to—”
“Why did you leave?” Her voice is throaty and desperate. When I turn back, she’s wiping her eyes with her sleeve, smearing wet mascara down her cheek. “Fuck,” she says, sniffing through her stuffy nose, looking up to the sky.
“I’m sorry,” I say.
She shakes her head. “If you were sorry, you wouldn’t have gone. You would have come back.”
“That’s not true.”
“Then what is?”
“It was a lot of things.”
Aubrey snorts. “Yeah, whatever. No one tells me the truth. Why would you?”
“Aubrey…” I lose my words. Truth does not shine the same way from every angle. Even though Aubrey can’t see how knowing would be worse, I can.
“What?” She looks at me, chin crumpling. Tears spill down her face. “What are you going to say? Nothing!” She wipes her eyes again. “I used to pretend you’d come back for me. All the time. Like some kids dress up and pretend they’re princesses. I would pretend I had to get ready because my aunt was coming back.” Her shoulders shake. She’s crying like a little kid. I’m scared she might choke on her lollipop.
“I wanted to come back for you,” I say, wiping tears from my cheeks. I step forward to hug her, but she backs away.
“Why didn’t you?” She flaps her hands, then clenches them into fists as her face slips from sadness to anger. “My mom told Kelly O’Leary’s mom that you threw yourself at my dad, and when he didn’t want you, you ran away and left us.”
The shock hits like a cold flash in my chest. “That’s not how it happened!”
Aubrey’s eyes flare. “Wow. Okay.” she says, as if I’ve confessed to the sin Steena assigned me.
“That’s not what happened,” I say.
“Then what did?” she asks, eyes wide, daring me to change her mind.
I feel like I’m falling. My brain floods with images of everything that happened. But when I look at Aubrey swimming in her sweatshirt, clutching her lollipop, there is no way to forget that she’s still a kid who lives under her father’s roof. I shake my head. No matter how much I want to stop carrying secrets, I can’t throw tinder at a child who is already burning.
Aubrey pushes past me. “Don’t bother. I wouldn’t believe you anyway.” She stomps up the steps to the loading dock, and I think I can hear her crunching her lollipop on the way into the store.
I imagine my sister, well into her third glass of merlot, perched at the marble island in her cavernous kitchen, sharing horrible stories with Mika O’Leary, knowing full well Aubrey was in earshot. Steena’s voice would take on an echoing brightness when she wanted to assert her version of events as absolute truth, but no one else ever seemed to recognize her tell.






— Chapter 26 —
I get stuck behind a school bus on my way back to work. It’s packed with afternoon kindergarteners who have no interest in disembarking with any semblance of efficiency. I’m a ball of nerves and rage, running late. It is absolute torture to sit in Step’s car, unmoving. After three stops, I bail, take the long way around, and up on the hill, I can see Charlie and Steena’s plantation-style McMansion: the flagship of Charlie’s first development. A living billboard for his business.
They were close to done with the house the day Aubrey turned six months old. Steena and Charlie had gone out to dinner that night to celebrate half a year of parenthood. When they came back to the pool house, smelling like red wine and cigarettes, Steena begged me to stay and put Aubrey to bed. “I have to pump and dump,” she said, slurring her words.
Aubrey was already asleep, her head on my shoulder.
“I’ve got it,” I told Steena. “Don’t worry.”
“I only had two glasses. But it’s the first time I’ve even had one since…” Steena stared off, combing through her memories. “I don’t know. Amsterdam? It felt like I’ve never had a drink before.” She placed her hand on Aubrey’s back and looked at me, panicked. “I’m not a bad mom, right?”
“No,” I said, feeling dumbly proud that my sister was looking to me for reassurance, even though I knew my presence was my only qualification. No one asks a fifteen-year-old for parenting advice in earnest. “Of course you’re not a bad mom.”
I was glad she’d agreed to go to dinner. She’d been sullen and quiet for weeks, and although she had a momentary collapse when the dress she wanted to wear still didn’t fit, getting ready to go out seemed to boost her spirits. Even tipsy and tired she was brighter than she had been since Aubrey was born.
Steena fell asleep pumping, so after I put Aubrey down, I helped her to bed too.
“Freya,” she mumbled when I tucked her in. “You’re such a good sister.” She grabbed my hand. “You’re so good.”
I sat next to her on the bed until her grip loosened as she drifted off to sleep.
It was probably past midnight by the time I got in the car with Charlie to go home. He liked to take the long way, to see the house up on the hill. They’d finished wiring the week before, and the architectural lights made it look like a movie set. But that night, the house was lit from inside too.
“Shit,” Charlie said as we drove by. “The contractor left the lights on. Mind if we stop?” He grinned. “I’m still a little weirded out going up there at night by myself.”
One of the things I loved about Charlie was the way he admitted his fears and quirks to me. Babbo and Uncle Angelo were pure bravado, desperate to appear infallible at all costs. Step was overwhelmed by the world and mournfully fallible in every direction. But Charlie was a completely competent person who admitted to being scared in empty houses. Sometimes, when he drove me home, he’d tell me about his struggles with hurt feelings, impatience, depression. He made me feel like there was hope for me—a path to a successful life that didn’t require fearless perfection.
Charlie drove us up the winding private road, past the other houses in the development. They were all newly framed, without their skins, like a procession of skeletons flanking the path. I wouldn’t have wanted to be alone on that hill so late at night either. But with Charlie, I felt safe. And I liked the feeling that we were together on a side mission again, like our summer ice cream runs.
“Come on in!” he said proudly as he unlocked the door. “You haven’t seen the place since we got walls, have you?”
Our footsteps echoed through the bare house as we walked around shutting off lights. Charlie showed me where the stove and kitchen island would go and let me see the stone facing for the fireplace and the wood paneling that was about to be installed in his home office. Next to Aubrey’s new playroom was a guest suite with its own full bath already framed out.
“We keep calling this Freya’s room,” Charlie said, winking. “If we already lived here, I wouldn’t have to drive you home late at night. You could just crash with us.” He reached into a box on the floor and placed a tile in my hand. It was pale blue and not completely level, which I knew from watching Steena choose materials meant it was handmade and more expensive. “Steena says you like blue.” Charlie held his finger to his lips. “Don’t tell her I showed you. She probably wants to do a big reveal.”
“I won’t,” I said solemnly, trying not to cry.
Upstairs, he showed me the window seat in Aubrey’s room.
“Because she likes looking at birds so much,” he said, and I was overjoyed that he noticed and planned something for his daughter.
Walking into the extra bedroom next door, grinning, he said, “You gotta help me out here, little sister. For your nephew, maybe? Someday? If we can talk Steena into going through the whole baby thing again.”
I nodded, but I knew I wasn’t going to help him. Steena had too many dark days after Aubrey was born, and she didn’t need pressure to go through that all over again.
In the master bedroom there were two walk-in closets with a bathroom between them. The floor was already tiled with white marble. By the window, waiting to be installed, was a cast iron bathtub with gold feet like lion paws.
“This is my surprise for Steena,” Charlie told me. “She’s wanted a tub like this since she was a little girl.”
“She’ll love it,” I said, certain she would, even though I’d never heard her wish for one.
He pointed toward the window. “It’ll go right there.”
I walked over. The sky was clear enough to see stars.
“Do you know what any of them are?” he asked.
“That’s Cassiopeia.” I pointed to each of the five brightest stars in the constellation.
Charlie stood behind me, scrunching down to rest his chin on my shoulder, trying to match my view. I felt warm and a little fuzzy, like I used to when Steena braided my hair. I traced the stars with my finger again to show him the outline. “See the W?” Charlie’s breath tickled my neck and I felt my face turning red. I hoped he couldn’t tell. “Some people say those are the points of Cassiopeia’s crown, but the myth is that Poseidon tied her to a chair and cast her into the sky. So it’s like she’s sideways and those stars are at the bends of her body.”
Charlie chuckled, straightening up. “See, I knew you’d know stars. I have to learn. That seems like the kind of thing dads are supposed know.”
“Yeah,” I said, smiling. Step taught me to find Orion, the Big and Little Dippers, and Cassiopeia, and I found it comforting to spot familiar patterns in the great big sky.
“You’ll have to teach me,” Charlie said. “Alright?”
When I turned to look at him, he leaned over and pressed his lips against mine. I wasn’t immediately shocked, because I grew up kissing my Italian relatives on the mouth—my mother, grandparents, sister, even gross Uncle Angelo, whose breath stunk of beer and cigars. It was a practice Step found revolting, and as a toddler when I’d run up to kiss him, he’d turn his head, barely allowing me to graze his cheek. Step’s avoidance of affection was another way he didn’t fit in my mother’s family, and I had to prove I wasn’t like him. I convinced myself that the twisting feeling in my stomach and panicked need to sneak away and wipe my mouth were simply part of Sunday dinner—a toll I owed for belonging to people. So, I’d kissed Charlie before, in a room full of my relatives—in front of my sister—and never thought anything of it. I gave him a quick peck when he dropped me off at my parents’ house after babysitting, same as I would with Uncle Angelo if he gave me a ride somewhere, always with Nonna’s voice echoing in my head. Be a good girl. Give your uncle a kiss.
Be a good girl, Freya, I thought when Charlie kissed me. But then he pushed his palm against the back of my head, slipped his tongue through my closed lips. I felt like I could see inside our mouths, all pink and wet, tonsils and teeth, his body invading mine. My brain overloaded until I could only feel Charlie kissing me, as if I were no longer anything but lips and tongue.
“Oh god,” he said, pulling away, patting my shoulders with both hands like he was holding distance. He lowered his head, forcing me to meet his eyes. He smiled, so I smiled back, dumbfounded. “What are we even doing?” He sounded amused, as if this was something I had recklessly done, and it made me worry that I had. He dropped his hands and walked out of the bathroom. “You’re killing me, little sister,” he called, voice echoing through the empty bedroom.
We didn’t talk about it on the drive home. Charlie fiddled with the radio, muttering things about the contractor needing to get better about turning lights off at night. I started to wonder if the kiss had happened at all.
When he dropped me off, I got out of the car without saying anything and without leaning over to kiss him goodbye. So later, in bed trying to sleep, staring at Cassiopeia through my bedroom window, I was equally twisted by what Charlie had done and my own rude behavior. Be a good girl, Freya, I thought, over and over until the sky slowly brightened and the stars disappeared.






— Chapter 27 —
When I get back to the bar, I’m short on gas, out of time. My eyes are red and teary. I dig through Step’s glove compartment and find old napkins and a mostly full bottle of Visine. The drops are so cold they make my eyeballs ache, but the strangeness of that feeling snaps me into the moment. I hope it’s a busy night so I won’t have time to think. Right now, my thoughts are unbearable.
In the kitchen, Carlos is peeling purple carrots singing Little Bunny Foo Foo as if he’s Plácido Domingo, and even though my heart is breaking, I laugh. He jumps, then starts laughing too.
“Oh, you got me, Freyalina!” he says. “I thought I was all alone.”
Sam left the specials on the bar. Tonight’s dinner is his meatloaf rebellion: spiced rabbit tagine with dried Bucurian apricots. The appetizer is bagna cauda made with clotted buffalo cream and Cantabrian anchovies, served with roasted rainbow carrots, fried whole fingerling potatoes, and pan-blistered haricot vert. The extra words sound like a collection of diseases, not something I’d want to eat. And the soup is Connecticut clear broth chowder with salt-cured pork belly and young quahog clam, which is completely ridiculous. Most people around here are red chowder or nothing. Some like the phlegmy New England bullshit I was stuck serving in Maine, but no one wants their chowder to be clear broth or to eat food specifically inspired by Connecticut. I make a mental note to ask if Carlos can throw together a chicken parm for my shift meal when Sam’s not looking.

Eddie and Tommy Tom come in before I have time to meet with Sam on the pronunciations, but it doesn’t matter because they ask if Carlos can make a couple of meatball subs, and I know we have meatballs in the freezer for the kids’ menu.
I run their order to the kitchen. Sam and Carlos are plating a family-style meal for the dining room, humming along as Sweet Child o’ Mine plays on the scratchy portable radio that’s been duct-taped to the kitchen wall since I started working here.
Sam strains a pot of capellini over the sink, steam fogging the kitchen. Carlos ladles pomodoro sauce into the bottom of the serving bowl, lets Sam pour some pasta, adds another ladleful. They are completely in sync. Sam is in a state of bliss, the trials and tribulations of meatloaf behind him.
Everything about food service is transient, but sometimes you have these perfect streaks—a few days or a week or maybe a month—when you get to work with people who move how you move and work how you work. It’s what I love about restaurants. Anyone who’s been in the business long enough understands the precious nature of that feeling. Three weeks from now, the dishwasher will get a job as a line cook across town, your favorite waitress will leave for business school, the assistant sous will get the yips and cut his fingers so many times you have to start checking plates before you serve. The rhythm will change and not everyone will be able to catch it or care to. So, when it’s good, you let yourself disappear into the busy nights and become the restaurant, which means, for as long as it lasts, you don’t have to be yourself.
I fold Eddie and Tom’s order slip and clip it to the line just as Sam and Carlos start screeching to the Oh, oh, oh part of the song. Carlos locks eyes with me, twisting his body like Axl Rose, still not spilling a single drop of sauce. I Axl-dance back for a split second, which surprises me as much as him, but my body feels good enough to move, and I need to be something other than myself.
Carlos grins and Sam shouts, “Whoo!” I feel a flash of happiness.
We are all laughing when I spin back to the door, pushing through to the bar.
And then there’s Bee. Sitting next to Eddie, looking exactly the way I’d imagine the thirty-year-old version of my very first friend. Her straight blond hair used to be so long she could sit on the end of her ponytail, but now it’s blunt cut to her shoulders, tucked behind both ears, showing off her high cheekbones.
“Woah. Frey! I like your hair,” she says, grinning.
She tips her head to the side, studying me, and I worry she might think I’m trying to be like her—I was jealous of her blond hair when we were kids.
“I’ve never had the courage to go that pale,” she says. There’s a little bit of lazy at the ends of her words like all the Westchester County kids whose parents grew up in the boroughs. “It works on you because you have dark eyebrows, so it looks punk rock. Pretty sure I’d look like I was fading.”
“Thanks,” I say. “WhacanIgechu?” Even though she managed to jump right in, I don’t know how to talk to Bee like I just saw her a week ago.
“On me.” Eddie taps the bar with his index finger, and I feel a little slip of my heart that I don’t want to feel.
“T&T,” Bee says.
“What is it, summer?” Eddie asks.
“Fuck your seasons,” Bee says, and they both laugh like it’s an inside joke.
I walk away to make her Tanqueray and tonic and shake off my left out little kid feelings. I wish Bee were a friend I saw a week ago and I could meet her in the ladies’ room and cry about what Steena told Aubrey, and she’d hand me tissues and tell me that my sister is an asshole.
“You come here often?” I ask when I bring Bee her drink. I flash a silly smile, pretend it’s a line I’m dropping ironically, but I actually want to know so I can set my brain around how often this will happen.
“No.”
“What are the chances—”
“I came to see you,” she says, her green eyes focused on me in that direct, steady way I always loved.
“Who told you I was here?” I ask, trying to sound chatty, but I’m pretty sure it comes out like an accusation.
“I’m Aubrey’s guidance counselor,” Bee says, which is as shocking as it would have been if she told me she was actually an alien living in the body of my old best friend. Everything is strange and small and close.
The bell on the door jangles, and Shorty saves me, shouting, “Hey, Freya!” as he walks in.
“Two times in one day?” I dive into full bartender mode and hear my old accent slipping in. “People are gonna think we got something going on!” I head to the other end of the bar.
Shorty gives me his sweet boy grin. “You think Carlos could make me that meatloaf sandwich now?”
“Ah, you’re killing me, Shorts,” I say, holding my hand to my chest. “I think you’re here for me, but it’s really about the meatloaf.”
“It’s about the meatloaf and you,” Shorty says.
I grab him a Weihenstephaner from the cooler and sneak a glance at Bee. She and Eddie are laughing at Tommy Tom for spilling beer down his shirt.

On the first day of kindergarten, when I climbed the steps of the school bus, Bridget Shulman was sitting in the seat right behind the driver, pressing the soles of her Mary Janes against the divider wall to keep from sliding around. She was wearing a blue corduroy dress with matching blue ribbons in her long, curled pigtails.
I was wearing jeans and a green t-shirt from art camp that was covered in paint splotches, because Steena told me only losers dressed up for the first day of school. So, when I saw Bee, I thought, What a dork, but then felt a swell of jealousy, because she looked like she was dressed for a special day, and I did not.
“Hey, you,” she said as I walked past her seat.
I turned back to look at her.
“Can you sit with me?” She was smiling, but her eyes were red, and I could tell she’d been crying.
I nodded and slid into the seat next to her, pushing the soles of my hand-me-down Buster Brown sneakers against the divider. All my feelings were jammed up in my throat. I was nervous about the bus, and getting lost, and if my teacher would be mean, and what mood my mom would be in when I got home. But I knew if I said any of that to my family, Steena would torture me for always being such a broken little baby. Bee’s red eyes and desperate smile made me feel like it was okay to be worried about going on the school bus for the first time. Or at least, if I was a wimp, she was too, and we could be wimps together.
“Thank you,” she whispered, and then she said, “I’m not scared of you,” like it was an explanation for why she chose me as a seatmate.
“I’m not scared of you either,” I said.
And then she was my best friend for the next seven years.
Bee lived in Jam’s neighborhood, almost exactly one mile from me, and it was so much fun to be her friend. Her family called her Busy Bee because she had endless energy and was always making up games, or trying to figure out how to build, bake, or fix something. I loved helping with her projects. Her parents were patient with her, so Bee knew how to do a lot of big kids things, and she was always happy to teach me how to tie my shoes or measure a cup of flour. She appreciated that I was careful and wanted to learn. We were a really good team.
When we were nine, Bee and I started breaking the rule about not crossing main roads without an adult so we could play together every chance we got. Her neighborhood was built around Lake Purdys, which is a man-made swimming hole just like Deans Pond, so we spent a lot of time catching frogs, digging holes in the sand, building forts out of fallen tree branches, and generally adventuring. On days when we were worried about getting caught breaking the main-road rule, we’d stand on either side of Route 116 and shout to each other in the quiet gaps between passing cars, or we’d stay home and read our copies of Ranger Rick magazine together over the phone.
Nine-year-old Bee was the best friend I ever had.
Thirteen-year-old Bee broke my heart, even though she didn’t mean to.

By eight-thirty, the bar is busy and loud. Good turnout for a Tuesday. Tommy Tom is in the kitchen helping Sam because the dishwasher never came in. Shorty and Eddie are drinking Weihenstephaners and talking about truck engines. Bee is perched on a bar stool next to them, reading a battered copy of The Da Vinci Code, looking up to laugh whenever Shorty tells Eddie he doesn’t know shit.
I’ve got a business casual crowd at the other end of the bar, drinking whiskey sours and playing hair bands on the Seeburg. I’m happy Sam kept the old jukebox but sorry he didn’t get rid of the Scorpions records, because I’m well past my lifetime limit on Rock You Like a Hurricane.
“Have you read this book?” Bee asks when I check in to see if she needs another drink.
I shake my head.
“One of the teachers at school gave me her copy, and I was like, ‘Why would I want to read this?’ But now I can’t stop. I’ll give it to you when I’m done. It’s nice to be consumed by something.” She drinks the last sip from the melty ice left in her glass so I can take it.
I still don’t know what to say to her, so I ask if I can get her something to eat because the kitchen is closing soon.
“Probably a good idea. I’m bad at drinking.” Bee picks up the specials, squints to read them. She’s got the blurry pink copy, and the glass on that frame is foggy. “I can’t believe I need reading glasses already,” she says, even though she was just fine with her paperback. “What the fuck is clear broth chowder? Who would want that?”
“Beats the hell out of me. Carlos has leftover Italian wedding from lunch.”
“Ooh, yeah. I want that. Big bowl. Can he do garlic bread with provolone?”
“Sure.”
“Why do you keep holding your side?” Bee asks.
I hadn’t realized I was. I’m touched that she noticed. “I had an appendectomy. Couple weeks ago.”
“Holy shit. I thought you had cramps. I was going to offer you Midol.” The business casual crew is singing along to Sister Christian, so Bee has to shout, and her face looks the same as when she’d yell across Route 116 to tell me about a bullfrog she found. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. I haven’t had a chance to get the stitches out and they’re itchy.” I know if I let my guard waver, I’ll fall into our little kid comfort, and I don’t think I want to. But I’ve been living in a world of men in bars, and Bee’s attention is like water in the desert.
“If my dad was here, he’d be like, ‘Alright, let me get my Leatherman tool.’ ”
I laugh. Bee’s dad never saw the point in hiring someone to do a job he could do himself or letting anyone else hire someone to do a job he could help them with. Every weekend he was roaming the neighborhood with his toolbox, helping someone frame a porch or replace their leaky water heater.
“How is your dad?” I ask. If he’s still got the same attitude, I could use his help.
“He and my mom moved to Nicaragua,” Bee says, leaning across the bar so she can talk at a lower volume.
“Woah.”
“Yeah. I do the good daughter thing, get a job here, buy a condo ten minutes away, and my parents decide their third act is a Habitat for Humanity project outside of Managua.” Bee’s voice is proud and sad.
Every time I went to the Shulmans’ house, I felt like I was in a play about a family. Her dad would read things from the newspaper to start discussions at dinner, and her mom always asked how I felt about school, or green beans, or my new haircut. Bee and her two older brothers played soccer in the backyard after dinner, and no one cared who won; they just liked kicking the ball around together.
“You must miss them,” I say. I would miss them, too, if they were mine.
Bee looks at me, kind and steady. “Hey, I’m sorry about your folks.”
“Thanks.” I pull the rag from my back pocket and use it to wipe an imaginary spot on the bar. If I look at Bee, I’ll cry, and I don’t think I have the strength to pull myself together. I hold up my order pad. “I’ll put this in.”

One of the waitresses watches the bar so I can take a bathroom break. As I’m walking out of the stall, Eddie walks in.
“Wrong room, bud,” I say, grinning to soften the blow.
“No. Bee told me.” He holds up a small blue packet. “I had a suture removal kit in my gear bag. I got you.”
“Really?”
“If it’s okay by you.”
My desire to lose the fishing wire in my gut overtakes any awkwardness I might feel. I turn the lock on the bathroom door, hear it click.
Eddie peels the lid off the suture kit and sets the plastic tray on the sink counter. He pulls a sterile packet of gloves from his pocket, rips them open, slipping them on with stunning efficiency. “Okay.” He gestures to my shirt. “Can you kinda… lift that and sit on the counter, lean back a little?”
I untuck my shirt and pull it above my incision, pushing the band of my pants below it. My face flushes as Eddie leans close to study the stitches.
“Damnit. This light is terrible. And I already… I only brought one set of gloves.” He looks into my eyes. “Can I ask you a favor?”
“Uh huh.”
He laughs. “This is about to get really awkward.”
I wave my hand over my exposed belly. “In for a penny…”
“I swear this isn’t… uh… I need my flashlight. From my front pocket.” He turns his hip toward me. I reach into his pocket, the denim pressing my hand against his warm, muscled thigh as I hook my fingers around his mini Maglite and fish it out.
“Thank you.” He grins, and it’s the kind, earnest smile he’s always had, except now the corners of his eyes crinkle nicely.
“Should I hold—” I switch the flashlight on and aim it at my incision.
“Yeah,” he says. “Angle down, tiny bit?”
“There?”
“Yeah. Good.” He grabs the scissors from the pack. “I’m going in.”
He clips the knot at one end and uses tweezers to pull the blue nylon from my skin, one loop at a time. It doesn’t hurt, but I can feel the tug. I clench my teeth and close my eyes.
“You alright?”
I nod.
“You’ve got a subcutaneous stitch too. It’ll come out in one long pull.”
This tug happens in a layer of skin I couldn’t comprehend before this moment. The thread sticks and slips, and then I feel the end of it.
“Done!” Eddie says.
I open my eyes.
He uses gauze to wipe my stomach.
I can’t look. I’m woozy, trying hard not to be.
He pulls off the gloves. “Still okay?” he asks, resting his hands on my shoulders to steady me. “Give yourself a sec.”
I notice the thin line along his cheek and run my finger over it without thinking. “I remember when you got that.”
He was playing ice hockey on the pond with his brother and a bunch of older boys when he fell and hit his face on another kid’s hockey stick. I heard him yell, and the other kids did that stupid laugh boys do when they don’t know how to handle a crisis.
“Whoo. I passed out when my mom pulled those stitches,” Eddie says.
“Yeah, but you were what? Six?”
“Maybe seven?”
I skated over to him as fast as I could and sat on the ice and held his hand while his brother ran home to get their mom. Eddie wouldn’t look at me while he cried, wouldn’t talk to me either, but he clung to my hand like he was scared I’d leave if he didn’t. So I stayed and tried not to stare. I wiped his neck with my mittens, careful not to touch the cut so it wouldn’t get infected, and my mom screamed at me later for ruining them. “You always make a mess of your nice things. You could have at least used his mittens,” she’d said.
“It healed nice,” I tell Eddie.
He rubs his hand over his scar. “Thanks.”
We stare at each other for a moment. I wonder if he’s cataloging all the ways I’m different or the same, like I am with him.
“You good to get down?” Eddie says, and I laugh. His face turns bright red. “I mean from the sink.”
“Yeah,” I say, but still feel off-kilter.
“I’m going to help you anyway.” He slides his arms under my armpits while I stand.
My knees wobble.
“Oh boy!” Eddie squeezes me tightly, maybe just holding me up. But it feels like a hug, so I hug him back.
“Thank you,” I say.
“It’s nothing.”
Once he’s sure I’m steady on my feet, we stagger our exits from the bathroom. He goes first.
Before I tuck my shirt, I look at my scar. It’s straight and thin, pink and purple. I can see the tiny holes where Eddie pulled the thread through, and I kinda hope at least one leaves a little mark.

When I get back, Sam is behind the bar, refilling his iced tea. I worry he might be annoyed by how long I was gone.
“Sorry, bathroom break,” I say.
“No skin off my teeth.” He makes a face. “That’s a gross expression, isn’t it?”
“No hair off my toenails,” I say, and Sam laughs.
He surveys the bar. “What is everyone eating? Is any of this on our menu?”
I point toward the business casual crew, directing Sam’s attention away from Eddie’s meatball sub and Bee’s special garlic bread. “That guy’s having the clear broth chowder,” I say.

Eddie, Tom, and Shorty stay past closing to have a beer with Carlos while he eats his shift meal. Bee is still reading at the bar, but she’s switched over to tea, and the guys keep teasing her.
Carlos made me chicken parm, but I have to sneak bites in the walk-in so Sam doesn’t feel like all we do is betray his menu. I’m running into the kitchen for another bite when Sam comes out of his office, finishing a rocks glass of whiskey.
“Hey,” he says. “Do you mind staying to let them hang a bit? I’ve got to be up early to meet with my microgreens supplier.”
“Yeah, no problem,” I say, even though I’m completely exhausted, everyone out there has already tipped, and my hourly wage is shit. I will take every dollar and smidge of job security I can get.
“Here.” Sam throws me a small ring of keys. “That’s your set. Hang on to ’em.”
“Really?”
He takes his pen and writes an eight-number sequence on the palm of my hand, tracing a few of the numbers a second time when the ballpoint stops turning against my skin. He’s close. I can smell the whiskey on his breath. It’s intimate, but not sexual, and the panic I expect to well up never comes.
“Safe is under my desk,” he says.
It seems insane, but he’s not wrong to trust me. And it’s not an uncommon experience—some people can sniff out my earnestness right away. I never even stole a lipstick from the drugstore as a teenager. So, while Sam could be dumb and using bad judgment, I think he actually sees me.
“Got it,” I say. “You alright to drive?”
He laughs. “I live two doors down. I’ll walk safely, promise.”
Sam leaves through the kitchen door and I lock up behind him. When I get out to the bar, the guys are gone, but Bee is still there, folding straw papers together to make a spring. When she’s done, she hands it to me.
“Can I get you anything else?” I ask.
“I’m fine. But I’ll wait and walk out with you.”
I want to tell her she doesn’t have to, but I’m not sure I want to be here alone at the end of the night. It’s familiar, but not the same.
Plus, I’ve missed Bee. For a very long time.






— Chapter 28 —
Once we got to sixth grade, the difference between Bee’s home life and mine made me feel like we didn’t speak the same language anymore.
My sister left for college that year, and when my mother didn’t have Steena to stroke her ego and occupy her attention, she looked to me to fill that void. I’d been largely ignored for most of my childhood and didn’t have the stamina to be Steena’s successor. And since my mother no longer had a spy in the house leaking intel to her ex-husband and his wife, she stopped keeping up appearances. She didn’t clean or make dinner. We were always running out of groceries. She didn’t get out of bed before I left in the morning. But she picked me up after school so I could run errands with her, which meant stopping at the liquor store for cooking wine, even though most nights we ate Swanson’s microwave meals in front of the television while Step worked until past my bedtime.
So, while Bee was starting to care about clothes and boys and getting noticed by popular girls, I was steeped in dread. I couldn’t focus in school. My best moments of the day were when I pretended I had to go to the bathroom. I’d leave class and sit in a stall in the empty girls’ room, tearing toilet paper squares into snowflakes and flushing them down the toilet. I tracked my bathroom breaks on a grid on the inside cover of my binder to keep my teachers from getting suspicious. Figuring out the right pattern for my complex rotation schedule was the closest thing to useful math I learned in grade school. I didn’t tell Bee any of it. I didn’t have words for what I was going through.
Jennifer Petrelli moved to town in seventh grade. There were only a hundred and fifty kids in our class year, and most families stayed in Somers until their children graduated high school, so a new kid was a big deal. And Jennifer P. was one of those girls who seemed like she was born knowing how to be cool. She had long wavy hair and the kind of bangs that had a top layer curled up and back and another layer curled down over her forehead. She wore pearly pink lipstick, smelled like Aussie hairspray, and wore a jean jacket from Hard Rock Cafe, even when it was freezing outside. The principal chose Bee to show Jennifer P. around, which suddenly made Bee more interesting to the rest of our class too. For a while Bee tried to make us all friends, but Jennifer P. didn’t like me. She didn’t care about frogs or climbing trees or nature. She didn’t read books for fun. She didn’t think it was cool that I had my own rowboat. In all honesty, I thought Jennifer P. was boring too, but I understood why Bee liked her. Bee was excited about growing up, and Jennifer P. had a really good handle on being a teenager. I was still clinging to childish things because I needed comfort anywhere I could find it.
So that spring, when Bee told me her mom said she could bring a friend to see Janet Jackson at Madison Square Garden, I told her it was fine if she asked Jennifer P. Anytime I tried to do something special, my mother would create a crisis to make me late. She’d accidentally bleach the outfit I’d planned to wear or lose her keys when she was supposed to drive me, and she could never find my inhaler. If I showed any sign of being upset, her breakdown would become the crisis. She’d stomp and slam doors, screaming about how ungrateful and worthless I was. “Oh, I’m such a horrible mother, aren’t I? Who bought you those clothes to begin with?”
If I’d gone to the concert, I would have been fighting tears the whole train ride instead of playing “I spy” with Bee. I’d be sick to my stomach through the performance and the ride back to Somers. I’d risk ruining Bee’s special night, the way my mother ruined mine. And then when I got home, my mother would be waiting in the living room to yell at me for keeping her up. “I’m glad you had fun,” she’d say, in her sharp, sneering voice. “Because I’ve been sick with worry! And you don’t even care. Thank god I had your sister, so at least I got to have one grateful kid. At least Steena wasn’t a waste of my life!”
When I saw the pictures Mrs. Shulman took of Bee and Jennifer P. flashing peace signs outside Madison Square Garden, I felt more happy than sad. I wanted Bee to enjoy every good thing she could have. I just wished she still loved catching frogs, climbing trees, and reading Ranger Rick over the phone.
Not long after the concert, Bee and Jennifer P. got invited to a sleepover at a popular girl’s house and started sitting with those kids at lunch. Bee saved a seat for me, but I didn’t belong with them. I didn’t have the energy to pretend. Eventually I started spending lunch in the library so I didn’t have to watch my old best friend with all her new ones. Bee never asked where I went. She stopped taking the bus home because she went to Jennifer P.’s house after school. If I saw her in the hallway, she’d maybe flash a smile, but mostly she avoided looking in my direction. I understood, but it broke my heart.

“Do you need a ride?” I ask as I lock the door to The Aster. I point to my parking spot, but Step’s car is where I was expecting mine. I wish I could take back the offer. I don’t want to drive the banana car with the windows closed. Or explain the banana car.
“Nah, I sobered up,” Bee says, pointing to the blue Ford Focus across the lot.
“Okay. Well, good to see you.” I look up at the sky. It’s barely orange tonight and the stars are bright.
Bee looks up too. “Nice out. Warmed up a lot.” She reaches in her coat pocket, then opens her hand to show me a perfectly rolled joint. “You want to go look at the water?”
“Sure.” I’m still curious about why she came looking for me.
We walk through the squishy grass to the reservoir. The moon is almost full, reflecting off the water, and once our eyes adjust, it’s not hard to see.
“I’m glad you’re here,” Bee says.
“Really?”
“Of course. You’re the one who hated me. Not the other way around.”
I didn’t hate you, I want to say, but the words are stuck in my brain.
We sit on the table part of the picnic bench by the water. Sam hasn’t made it down here with his renovations. The wood is withering away, but I can still find the place where I carved my initials into the bench with my corkscrew—F. A. After it someone has carved R T in slightly smaller letters. I laugh.
Bee says, “Yeah, I know. This is weird, right?” She lights the joint and takes a puff, passes it to me.
“Super weird.” I haven’t got the heart to tell her I was laughing at something else.
I don’t inhale. I’m good at making it seem like I’m right there with someone when they’re smoking pot, even though I try to stay several steps behind. I think my brain in its regular state is not far off from what people are trying to achieve when they get stoned—all the loose thoughts and convoluted connections that bubble up are basically what’s banging around in my head all the time. It’s probably fun if it only happens when you purposely send your brain on a long, looping journey, but when you’re trying to pay bills, do laundry, mail a form to the DMV, it’s exhausting to think in every direction.
“So, I’m going to talk to you like you’re Aubrey’s primary caregiver,” Bee says, as if she’s getting to the point she always intended to reach. “Because Aubrey told me I could.”
My heart does that flipping frog thing. It must be serious for Bee to track me down and wait all night to have this moment.
“That doesn’t make this legal,” Bee says. “Because Aubrey’s a kid and has no authority to authorize me, but let’s pretend, okay?”
I nod.
“Aubrey is getting bullied at school pretty badly. She doesn’t want me to report it. And I get why, but I think I may have to.”
“What is she being bullied about?” I ask, which instantly seems like the wrong question. Like I’m asking for the flaw of Aubrey instead of trying to understand what’s going on.
Bee passes me the joint again, blowing smoke to the sky. I don’t think she took it the wrong way.
“Aubrey used to be friends with a group that was mostly the daughters of Steena’s friends, and they’re… like their moms, who…,” Bee looks at me pointedly, “voluntarily spend time with your sister.”
“So, fun all around?”
“Super fun. Those kids have the kind of parents who book a hotel room for the weekend to leave the house and ‘let their kids be kids.’ That whole ‘At least if they’re drinking at my home, they’re not driving!’ bullshit. And yeah, I know kids drink, but these kids especially shouldn’t have free run.” Bee kicks at the bench board of the picnic table with the heel of her duck boot, flinching when the damp wood splinters a little.
“Anyway,” she says, taking the joint back from me, relighting it as she talks. “Aubrey was best friends with Kelly O’Leary, and last spring, Kelly started dating a kid named Josh Barrett—he’s such a little shit. Josh’s brother Carter—who’s a bigger little shit—was a junior and has a car, so Aubrey got stuck hanging out with him all the time because he drove them around. Everyone thought of the four of them like a standing double date, but I don’t think Aubrey even liked Carter. Then all of a sudden, Aubrey stops hanging out with all of those kids. It was around the time your parents died, so I think everyone just assumed she was sad. She started hanging out in the art room to avoid them. Which is the good part—that’s when she and Shray hit it off.”
“Is he Ravi Singh’s kid?” I ask, taking the joint when Bee hands it to me.
“Yeah. Looks exactly like him too! But… artistic. Shray is the fucking best, but Steena was convinced that Aubrey’s whole…,” Bee gestures to her face, “appearance is Shray’s fault. Kelly O’Leary got mad that Aubrey wasn’t under her thumb anymore. So she started telling everyone that Aubrey had an abortion.”
“Holy shit.”
“It gets back to Steena, and she confronts Aubrey, who totally falls apart, which your sister takes as an admission, and instead of having fucking empathy for her child, she tells Aubrey she can never see Shray again. They have a huge fight and—”
Bee keeps talking, and I can see her words in my head, but it’s like I can’t read them fast enough. Once I understand what she’s said, she’s already saying something else.
“Wait—”
“So we were all relieved when you came back.” Bee’s hand brushes mine as she takes the joint from me, and I swear I can feel every ridge of her fingerprints against mine.
“We?” Everything small is big. Everything big is faded. I must have forgotten that I was only pretending to smoke. “Wait—”
Bee is talking about Ravi Singh, and I keeping picturing his kneecaps, but I’m trying not to because she’s saying something important. I lose her words in my head.
“I have to go.” My voice feels like molasses. Time has started jumping and it’s terrifying. I was sitting, then walking; now I’m driving Step’s car, and my feet are damp—I must have a hole in my shoe—and then I remember that Bee, with her thirty-year-old face, looked at me through our breath and smoke and said, “Steena kicked Aubrey out of the house.”

I pull over and try to call Aubrey, then Jam, then Aubrey again. There’s no answer. Ringing and voicemail and neither of them have a real message; they only say their names. Aubrey Wells. Benjamin Olbrich. Both of them sound surprised, like they didn’t know the robot voice would ask them to state themselves. Aubrey Wells. Benjamin Olbrich. Aubrey Wells.
I don’t have Bee’s phone number. I don’t know where she lives now. Her words keep catching up with me. “Someone’s been leaving wire hangers in Aubrey’s locker,” she said.
Step’s car runs out of gas on Deans Bridge Road. I coast into the turn for my street, game the slope of the road, and park in the patch of dirt where I used to wait for the school bus.
The stars move in time-lapse across the sky.
I get out and walk.
I’m far down the road and don’t remember if I closed the car door.
I wish I could call Shray. Or Ravi. Or Eddie. I feel like Eddie would know what to do. Do white pages still exist? Could the operator find Eddie? Does dialing zero on a cell phone work? I don’t know much of anything.
Aubrey Wells. Aubrey Wells. Benjamin Olbrich. Aubrey Wells. I was trying to be good and I made it worse. I always think what I want must be wrong—that other people know better and do better than me. I thought letting Aubrey stay would be selfish because I wanted her to.
I think about my rowboat, maybe in the brambles, that I could row to Eddie’s house across the pond. But then I’m in my driveway and the house is dark. Then I’m in the house. Lenny Juice is chewing his paper castle and Aubrey isn’t on the patio. She’s not in my old bedroom. She’s not on the roof or in the bathroom. She’s nowhere. Not picking up her phone.
The gray clapboard walls of the toolshed flash in my mind. I picture Aubrey huddled next to the lawn mower, lips blue from cold.
When time stops folding inside itself, I am in the yard.
There’s a faint glow coming from the basement window.






— Chapter 29 —
“Aubrey!” I shout as I run to the back of the basement. She’s up on the granite ledge, swaddled in a sleeping bag, lying on a pile of vinyl cushions from lawn chairs we threw away decades ago. She’s using a battered Rayovac lantern as a reading light, holding a composition notebook open against her chest.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I say, climbing the step ladder, crawling over to her. I don’t know if my body hurts. I can’t feel myself. It wouldn’t matter if I could.
“Aunt Frey,” Aubrey says, sobbing.
I see her little-kid face, all the heartbreak rushing out. I pull her into my shoulder. Her ribs shake violently. The last time I hugged her, I could hold all of her in my lap, and now she’s bigger than I am.
“I’m sorry, goose. I’m sorry. You can stay here,” I say. “All the time. Of course you can.” It feels like her tears are running down my face, but they might be my own.
“What about my mom?” she says.
“Who cares what your mom thinks?”
She lets out a sob that almost sounds like a laugh. “Don’t leave again,” she says, leaning back to watch me answer, making sure I tell the truth.
She may as well be four years old, covered in ice cream. She’s a wonder. An earthquake. Every last chunk of plaster in my heart turns to dust.
“I won’t,” I say, and mean it.

I tuck Aubrey into my old bed and bring her a glass of water and a warm washcloth to wipe her face.
“Who took you?” I ask.
“Huh?”
“Bee told me why your mom kicked you out. You didn’t have to go alone, right?”
“I didn’t have an abortion,” she says. “I took the morning-after pill. I asked Kelly if she could get her sister to loan me her ID and drive me to… like, White Plains or Mount Kisco so I could try to get it at a pharmacy where no one knows me. But Kelly wouldn’t even ask her sister, and then she told everyone I had an abortion.”
“Why didn’t you tell your mom the truth?”
Aubrey makes the squinty face she always made as a kid, like she’s reading her thoughts from a page she can see in her mind. “Then she’d know something real about me.” She wipes her cheeks with her clenched fist. Jaw working hard. “Does it even matter if she thinks that? It’s no fucking reason to kick your kid out of the house.”
“You’re right. It is absolutely no fucking reason to kick your kid out of the house.”
She stares at me like she’s trying to read something from my mind now. “I don’t think it’s the real reason. She’s always looking to blow shit up so she doesn’t have to deal with me. If it were Austin in a few years—if he took his girlfriend to get an abortion, she’d give him the money to pay for it. But she loves Austin.”
“Hey,” I say. “I love you.”
She grabs my hand the way she did when she was little, squeezing my fingers together. Her eyelids are heavy. She must be exhausted. I can’t imagine she slept well in the basement.
“You got to the pharmacy, though, right?” I ask. “Are you okay? Do you need to go to Planned Parenthood?”
“That’s what I did,” she says. “My friend who took me said I should see a doctor too, not just get pills.” There’s a funny lilt in her voice when she says friend. I think if Shray took her, she would have said.
“You sure?”
“I got excellent care,” she says, her words slurring into sleep.
I sit on the side of the bed until her grip on my hand loosens and her breathing slips into even measures, then I sneak downstairs, one foot at a time, pressing my weight into each step slowly so it doesn’t squeak. I go outside. But I don’t want her to hear me. The front porch feels too close, then the landing is still too close, and I am down the driveway and walking up the hill when I finally call Jam. It’s almost morning. The cold air makes my lungs itch. The lights are out at all the other houses. Just moon. Clear sky.
Jam picks up the phone this time. “Hey.”
“Hey,” I say, panting hard.
“Where are you?”
“Walking over.”
“I’ll meet you.”
I hang up and keep walking. The asphalt is shining. I wish this town always felt so quiet and clear. When I round the bend, Jam is running toward me. Sneakers on wet asphalt might be my favorite sound. I walk slower and slower. He runs to close our distance.
“You okay?” he asks, wiping my cheeks with his sleeve. “You okay?”
Everything is damp and I felt like I was part of it. I hadn’t even noticed my tears.
“You took my niece to get the morning-after pill.”
“Yeah. She was crying at work because she couldn’t find a ride to White Plains. So I told her I’d drive her after my shift. But on the way, when I asked what street she needed to get to, and she said, ‘Wherever there’s a pharmacy,’ I figured what was up and talked her into Planned Parenthood. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything—it wasn’t mine to tell.”
I say, “Thank you,” but they’re such silly little words. Hardly enough.
“I’d do anything for you,” Jam says. “Even when I thought you were gone for good.”
In the moonlight, he’s shining too—so beautiful—and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to explain the way I love him. I’ve never met another person with a heart as broad and strange and true. We fall in step, our shoes making the same sounds in the same rhythm, and I’m pretty sure Jam is keeping time with me on purpose.
“Did you know Steena kicked her out?” I ask.
Jam shakes his head. “Shit.”
“Shit.”
“So, she lives with you now?
“Yeah. Of course.”
“I won’t let Steena kill you,” Jam says, and he holds my hand and walks me home and sleeps on the couch with me, even though we barely fit.





It is frequently reported that Bailey named Old Bet after his daughter Elizabeth Ann, who he then called Young Bet. Since Elizabeth is said to have been born in 1805, this story clashes with the theory of Bet’s 1796 purchase date. We cannot be certain if the elephant was named for the child, or the child named for the elephant. Conflicting records list Bailey’s children as Calista, Lewis, Jane, Joseph, and Stephen. We cannot be certain the child existed at all.






— Spring —






— Chapter 30 —
The details come out in pieces over the next several weeks. Aubrey reminds me of the coyote who used to hang behind The Aster late at night—shying away from direct attention, but always circling, engaging when I least expect. I don’t know much about kids, except for remembering the way I wished people would treat me. It took so long to work up the nerve to tell anyone anything, and then I’d feel the blistering creep of embarrassment if I shared more than I’d intended.
Aubrey asked about my work schedule and shifted hers. On my days off, she comes straight home after school, throws a pair of Step’s work gloves in the back pocket of her jeans, and finds me wherever I’m working. She seems to like the puzzle of house repair, which is what I like about it too. When I tell her she doesn’t have to help, that she should go do teenage things, she raises her eyebrows at me like I’m talking nonsense.
So far Aubrey has helped me reattach the siding out front and replace the disintegrating flapper in the toilet tank. We fixed the leaky faucet in the kitchen, put new weather stripping on the doors, and caulked all the windows on the first floor. Aubrey used the internet at school to research how to fix loose tile, and we re-grouted the ones in the entryway. Step had the materials in the basement; he just hadn’t gotten around to doing the work. Aubrey also asked Mr. Gioletti how we could figure out if the well water is drinkable. He was so thrilled to be asked that he ordered a test kit for us and told her if she presented the results to her biology class, he’d give her extra credit. So now we know our water is safe and don’t have to spend money on bottled.
We’ve cleaned the gutters we can reach with Step’s ladder, pulling out the rows of tiny trees, their roots woven together. Just as I was getting sad over the idea of throwing away saplings who have fought so hard to grow, Aubrey said, “I feel like we should plant them in the woods.” So we gently separated their roots and found a sparse spot beyond the deer fence where we could plant them together—close, but not too close—to give them room to grow. I think they might make it. Some of them, at least.
While she was holding the ladder for me, Aubrey talked about how Kelly split her stretch pants in gym class, and she was proud of herself for not laughing—and how Shray does the best Michael Scott impersonation she’s ever heard.
I don’t let on that I don’t know who Michael Scott is. And I don’t ask too many questions. I collect what she tells me when she feels like talking and try to compile the story on my own. I don’t ever want Aubrey to feel like the details of her private life are some kind of currency she needs to exchange for my support.
It was Carter, she tells me while we snake the bathtub drain, trying not to gag at the scummy hairball that emerges. They weren’t really dating; he was just around a lot. Kelly started the rumor months after the fact. Aubrey wasn’t even friends with Shray back when everything actually happened, so it’s ridiculous that Steena blamed him. “Plus, Shray isn’t into girls,” Aubrey says, plunging the spiky plastic snake into the drain one more time to make sure we got all the hair we can reach.
On our next chore day, we fix the downstairs bathroom door. That was the one my mother most liked to slam. There’s a hairline crack down the middle, and the hinge screws are loose. We don’t know how to fix the crack yet, but Aubrey looked up a trick for filling screw holes with toothpicks and wood glue so you can drill into them again like it’s fresh wood.
While we’re gluing, Aubrey tells me she found a hanger in her locker that was covered in red paint—still wet—but it was on the day Kelly was out of school having her wisdom teeth removed. Aubrey doesn’t think Carter cares enough to do something like that, but it could have been anyone who heard the rumor. Aubrey told Bee about the hangers, but then worried Bee would have to report it, so she tried to backtrack and say it didn’t really happen.
“I don’t think Bee believes you on that count,” I tell her.
“Yeah,” Aubrey says. “I don’t think she does either, but maybe it saves her from getting in trouble for not reporting it.”
“Are you sure you don’t want her to?”
Aubrey looks at the ceiling. “I keep thinking—what if they did this to someone who actually had to get an abortion? Like maybe I should report it because it might stop that person from being bullied.” She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “But if someone gets in trouble for this, all their friends will be mad at me, and it will just get worse. If I don’t react, maybe they’ll get bored. I keep my books in Shray’s locker now.”
I’m not sure if Bee should report it, but I think Aubrey’s right about the way things would play out. “I’m sorry this is happening to you,” I say, which hardly seems like enough.
“I know I did the right thing getting the morning-after pill,” Aubrey says, trying to shove one more toothpick into the door frame. “I was being responsible.” She gives up on the last toothpick. It won’t fit. She uses it to smooth out the wood glue and sticks it to the newspaper we have spread on the floor to catch spills. “I’d never get out of Somers if I had a kid.” She’s acting so calm and logical, but I know even when you have logic on your side, if people are set on drowning you in shame, it’s pretty hard to breathe.






— Chapter 31 —
On my next day off, I start a big pot of soup to simmer on the stove and then clean the kitchen floor so we can re-grout those loose tiles. Lenny Juice rides around on my shoulder while I scrub, chattering in my ear. I feed him bits of apple when I stop for a snack. The weight of him is comfort. I even like the scratch of his creepy little feet through my shirt. My mother would never have allowed a rat in her house, so Lenny keeps me from slipping into memory.
“Hey, Aunt Frey!” Aubrey shouts as she opens the front door.
“Hey, Aunt Frey!” Shray calls too, their voices only slightly staggered.
“In here,” I say. “Did you eat?”
Shray hugs me when he walks in the kitchen. “You’re just like my dada,” he says. “Pushing food on everyone.”
I have always been confounded by my sister, but the idea that anyone anywhere wouldn’t like Shray makes absolutely no sense—that he’s lovable is verifiable fact. When we first met, the day after I found Aubrey in the basement, he hugged me hard and said, “Oh my god, Aunt Frey! You’re real!”
Shray is wide-eyed and curious and constantly moving, so tall he has to hunch over to get chummy with people, like a sunflower following the light at the end of the day. His hair is dark purple this week, sprayed stiff like a halo of chaos. It was light blue the last time he was over. He wears black eyeliner like Aubrey. Today his red lipstick is ever-so-slightly smudged at the bow of his lips, and he looks even more beautiful for the imperfection. He’s a brilliant artist, so I trust he knows this, and the smudge was intentional. I want to tell him he reminds me of Robert Smith from The Cure, but I’m scared he won’t know who I’m talking about and I’ll feel old.
“I would be honored to be anything like Dr. Singh,” I say, hugging him back. “Do you want some soup?” I feel proud to be able to offer food. I paid the insurance bill two weeks ago, and it cleaned me out. But Carlos keeps sneaking extras in my take-out shift meals, so I am able to be generous with soup.
“What is this?” Aubrey asks, raising her left eyebrow at me as I add three ladlefuls to each bowl. I’m certain she learned that expression from Jam.
“Pasta e fagioli,” I say.
“Huh?”
“Pasta fazhool?”
She shakes her head like I’m talking gibberish.
“Italian bean and pasta soup. Your mom never made this?”
Aubrey laughs. “My mom tries to pretend she’s just as WASPy as my dad’s side of the family.”
“My mom did that, too, sometimes,” I say. There was a mix of pride and shame twisted around our Italianness. Babbo was barely first-generation American, born three months after his parents left Positano and landed in Brooklyn. Nonna came from Naples when she was two. They were raised to be American in public, Italian in the privacy of their home, and didn’t teach their children to speak their native language except for expressions like agita and ah fanabla! that couldn’t be translated to the same satisfaction. They had a sauce kitchen in the basement, but when they threw a neighborhood party, they barbecued chicken and hamburgers and made potato salad. No one would have served fazhool to a guest, and I find delight in breaking that rule.
“Can we eat outside?” Aubrey asks. It’s one of those weirdly warm April days that feel like summer, even though we could get snow tomorrow if the weather changes her mind. We take our bowls out to the patio and line the damp furniture with old beach towels.
“No joke, Aunt Frey,” Shray says. “This does taste almost exactly like the vegetable soup Dada makes.”
I’m delighted that what I threw together qualifies as real soup. I didn’t use a recipe, just tried to visualize what Nonna tossed in her stockpot when I shadowed her in the kitchen as a child. I wasn’t sure if I could trust my memory, but it is pretty close to her fazhool.
When we’re done eating, Shray helps us chip out the old grout and loose tiles. I use Step’s power drill to make holes in the cracked one that won’t budge, and Shray pries the little pieces up. Aubrey mixes mortar in an old Cool Whip container from Step’s stack in the basement. I don’t understand how my parents ever ate so much Cool Whip, but the little buckets come in handy.
“Wow, I love this,” Shray says, spreading the mortar on the new tiles while Aubrey and I smear it into the open spaces on the floor. “It’s like… good in my brain.”
I hadn’t realized I felt the same way, but I do.
We have to wait two hours for the mortar to set before we grout. Aubrey says she has math homework and goes upstairs, but Shray follows me while I sweep up broken tile and put Step’s tools away. He’s quiet and curious, studying everything on the workbench. “No one in my family builds anything,” he says, sounding wistful.
“No one taught me how to build anything,” I say. “But I wish I’d learned.”
“You’re learning now.”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
Shray looks at me like he’s about to say something, then shakes his head and looks away. “Can I have this?” He picks up a triangle of scrap plywood.
“Of course.”
Shray sits at Step’s workbench arranging shards of broken tile on the wood, sharp ends pointing outward like a star. “Will it stick if I use the rest of the mortar?”
I think about it for a second. “Let’s try this.” I take the smallest gouge from my great-grandfather’s chisel set and score the wood in a crosshatch pattern to give the mortar more surface area for adhesion.
Shray spreads the mortar on the wood and rebuilds his design. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” he says. “I just like doing it.”
“Good a reason as any,” I tell him.
We dig through the depths of Step’s workbench, finding rusty washers and bolts and a half-empty bag of white aquarium gravel. He fills in the space around his broken tile star with swirls of rust and stone. While he’s working, I pull another triangle of wood from the scrap pile and use Vili’s tools to carve a star, surrounding it with swirls to mimic Shray’s design.
“I love it!” Shray says when he looks over to see what I’m doing. “We should get Aubrey to make one out of… something. So it will be like a triptych.” His eyes are bright and his energy changes the air around us. It reminds me of sitting on the piano bench next to Jam while he worked out a melody.
The last time Shray was over, he and Aubrey used a roll of butcher paper Jam swiped for them and drew the Creation of the Sun, Moon and Plants section of the Sistine Chapel in bold lines and polka dots, as if it were a Lichtenstein. When we hung it in the living room so Shray could take pictures, I asked if we should get better lighting or find a more professional way to hang it, but he said the shadows and sagging paper and dirty blue carpet were the point. “It’s a statement on the loss of grandeur in the post-postmodern world,” he said with a gleam in his eye, as if the pomposity of his description was also part of the point.
“Aubrey says you’re going to art school,” I say while carving deeper channels into my swirling galaxy.
“Hopefully. My father isn’t sold on the idea, but Dada is wearing him down. I want to go to RISD, if I can get in.”
“Of course you can!” I hate that Shray has any doubts about himself or his work. “Your art is exciting. Like, you’re playing with history to say something new. That’s not just being good at drawing or painting. Your work has actual depth and perspective. They’d be stupid not to take you.”
“Wow. Thanks, Aunt Frey.” Shray grabs a handful of aquarium gravel, shaking it in his cupped palm. “You always surprise me.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, most people are like… I can kind of figure out what they’ll say next. Like it’s a play I’ve read before.” He talks slowly, as if he’s clarifying his observations by expressing them. “But it seems like you have five more thoughts than you say, and you skip ahead without making me slog along. So, I can’t predict you.”
I laugh. “Well, thank you? I think?”
“It’s definitely a good thing,” Shray says with gravity. “Aubrey does it too.” He’s quiet for a while, working with each tiny piece of gravel to find the best side.
I carve little specks between some of my bigger swirls, carefully brushing the sawdust away so it won’t get stuck in Shray’s work. Even though he keeps the lid on the Cool Whip container when he’s not using it, the mortar gets stiff and we have to mix more.
“Can I tell you something?” he asks while we’re hunched over the laundry sink trying to get the consistency right.
“Sure.” I wash the mortar splashes off my wrist.
“Yesterday…” Shray’s voice shakes. When I glance over, his eyes are teary.
“Oh, sweetheart,” I say. “Are you okay?”
Just then we hear Aubrey running down the stairs to the main floor, her footsteps right overhead as she ambles into the kitchen.
“Hey, where’d you go?” she calls.
Shray leans close and whispers, “Yesterday Carter Barrett tried to…”
Aubrey opens the door to the basement. “You down there?”
Shray freezes, then shakes his head. I don’t know why he doesn’t want Aubrey to hear, but I trust him. He loves her.
“Yeah,” he calls back. “We have a project for you!” He looks up and swipes under his eyes with his index fingers so his makeup doesn’t run. He takes a deep breath and fakes a smile as Aubrey walks downstairs.
We pretend we were just talking about the triptych. Shray finishes his section while Aubrey searches through Step’s scrap for the right piece, then sands down the splintered edges. I try to stay in their conversation, but my head is swarmed with all the ways Carter Barrett might have tried to hurt my niece.
“It’s strange,” Aubrey says. “How Step kept collecting all this stuff and never did anything with it, and now that’s what’s left of him.”
“Migh-tee Ducks!” Shray says, thumping his palm against his chest. “You’ve hit a new level of morbid.”
Aubrey laughs. “Sorry. I just—sometimes I forget what happened and this is my normal. And then sometimes it’s like… Step’s not coming back to use this wood. He’s over. They’re done.” She looks at me. “Sorry.”
“You’re not wrong,” I say. “And I have the same kind of waves.”
“How are you supposed to…” She pauses. “How are you supposed to deal with the fact that you could live to be a hundred or for five more minutes?”
“Woah,” Shray says.
It feels like the weight of her question could crush me the way the tire of a monster truck would flatten a soda can. I’ve never thought about the living to a hundred part, because I’m only ever trying to make it through the next five minutes. But that’s a depressing thing to tell a kid.
Shray holds up his finished galaxy. “Make art?” He grabs my triangle and holds it next to his. My carving is better than I expected it to be, all the little gashes in the wood adding up to depth and movement. “Make art with people you love?”
And I think it’s the best answer anyone could have.
Aubrey hugs Shray and I wrap my arms around both of them.
“Deal,” I say.
“Yeah,” Aubrey says. “Deal.”

Aubrey decides to use paint pens on her plywood triangle. “Then our triptych is all stars in different mediums and the balance is right.”
She sets up at the dining table while Shray and I start grouting in the kitchen. I’m trying to think of a good excuse to call Shray out of the room to finish our conversation, when he tears a flap off the cardboard grout box and smears it with grout. Using the point of the trowel, he writes:
At locker. A → bathroom
I nod. He erases his words with the flat part of the trowel.
Said I’d meet her.
He erases again.
Carter → girls b-room! Stopped him!!!
He looks at me, eyes big.
Aubrey gets up from the table. Shray scrapes the grout away, pretends he’s about to smooth it into the tile gap.
“I think I need Q-tips,” Aubrey says. “My fingers aren’t cutting it.” She holds up her hands as she walks past us, showing off dark blue and purple smudges.
“Was Aubrey freaked out?” I whisper as soon as I hear her feet hit the stairs.
“She didn’t see him,” Shray whispers back. “I caught up as he was about to open the door and I was like, ‘Bro! That’s the girls’ room!’ Carter pretended he was confused, but I know he saw Aubrey go in there. And he’s like, not a nice kid. I hate the way he looks at her.” Shray sighs as if telling me has allowed him to let go of some of the weight he’s been carrying, and I’m caught by a mix of honor and pressure that I’ve never felt before.
“And you don’t want to tell her?” I ask.
“I’m scared of making things worse,” he says. “But I’m not sure what worse is.”
I’m not sure either. And I don’t know how I’m going to carry Aubrey three years into the future—to the day when she’s finally free to walk away from all of this—if everything could fall apart in five minutes.






— Chapter 32 —
“What was Shray writing to you?” Aubrey asks after he goes home. She’s standing at the kitchen sink washing our soup bowls while I lean against the counter, waiting to dry them. The dishwasher started leaking and we haven’t figured out how to fix it yet.
It doesn’t surprise me that Aubrey noticed Shray scrawling notes in the grout. She’s always been good at keeping track of everything going on around her.
I don’t want to betray his faith in me, but I need Aubrey’s trust. “He told me that he stopped Carter from following you into the bathroom yesterday.”
“Oh.” She doesn’t seem surprised.
“I don’t think Shray wanted to keep it a secret so much as he didn’t want to scare you.”
Aubrey’s eyes well up. “Shray cares about me the same way I care about him. I never had friends like that before.”
“He really does care about you. And he seemed pretty worried. Is Carter harassing you?”
She scrubs the last bowl. “It’s fine. I talked to him at lunch today. We’re fine now.”
“Are you sure?”
“Just a stupid misunderstanding,” Aubrey says, handing me the bowl to dry. “He thought I said something about him I didn’t say. It’s so dumb. I don’t even want to talk about it.” She takes a deep breath and nods. “Really. It’s fine.” She is not convincing, but I don’t know how hard I can push before she won’t talk to me at all.
“Tell me if that changes, alright?” I feel like someone playing a mom in an after school special. “I need you to let me know if it’s a problem.”
“What are you going to do?” Aubrey’s tone is teenage-snotty. She seems to catch herself and looks at me like she doesn’t know how to back out of it.
Steena always used to explode at me if I said the wrong thing or used the wrong tone. I’m sure Aubrey has experienced that. I don’t want her to be afraid to say anything to me. So I slip into the high-pitched British lady voice that always made her laugh when she was little. “Are you doubting me?”
Aubrey grins, then pretends she’s holding an invisible teacup, pinky in the air. “Indubitably!” she says, which was one of her favorite fancy words. She liked to watch British sitcoms on PBS to get better at “tea talk.” Sometimes we spent entire afternoons having conversations like this. And she remembers.
“Well, I’ve been known to throw grown men out of bars,” I say, taking a sip from my imaginary tea. “So, I can most certainly… follow this Carter chap down a dark alley and… hurt his feelings.”
“Dark alleys in Somers? Have you lost your head!” There’s a heaviness to Aubrey’s laugh, and I can’t tell if it’s because of the situation with Carter, or if she feels the same sad twist I do when memories of our good times together well up. It could be both, or neither.
“Perhaps I’ll utilize an empty cul-de-sac!” I say, taking my voice even higher. Maybe our only way out of the sadness is to make new memories.
“Right-o,” she says. “Tut, tut. If that scalawag troubles me again, I’ll advise him to steer clear of cul-de-sacs, lest my aunt bombard him with insults.”
“To start,” I say. “What kind of barmy name is Carter? He sounds like a wanker from the get-go.”
“That is quite true.” Aubrey clinks her imaginary teacup to mine, making a little tch sound with her mouth.

After she goes to bed, I head down to Step’s workbench and sort through a shoebox of odds and ends. I screw two eyehooks into the backs of each of our wood triangles and twist wire between them. In the living room, I hang our art on nails that used to hold framed school photos of me and Steena, the Olan Mills family portrait we had taken at church when I was four, and a photo from my parents’ wedding ceremony with Steena in a frilly pink flower girl dress standing between them, holding my mother’s hand. None of us looked happy in any of those pictures. In their absence, I place Aubrey’s star at the center, colors bright, silver and gold swirling through her galaxy. Mine and Shray’s are on either side. I wired them so the center of our pieces are displayed at their best direction, which sets the points of each triangle at random angles, making art of the blank space too. When I step back, I don’t just see what we’ve made; our whole afternoon together plays like a beautiful movie in my mind.

Later, as I’m starting to drift off, Aubrey comes into the den and sits on the end of the couch.
“Aunt Frey,” she says, her voice so small. “I don’t even know what to call it.” I scootch over and she lies next to me, her head resting on my arm. “With Carter.”
“What happened?” I ask, squinting in the dark to try to see her face.
“I didn’t want it to happen, but I didn’t tell him to stop because I was scared he wouldn’t and that would be worse. But Kelly told him I said he raped me, even though I didn’t say that. I just told her I didn’t want to and he didn’t care. I don’t know what to call that.”
“I’m so sorry, Aubs.” I hug her close. “I’ve never figured out what to call that either.”
“You know what I’m talking about?”
“Yeah.”
“My brain keeps playing the whole thing over when I don’t want it to. Does that ever stop?”
Mine hasn’t. The replay of what I can remember is still too constant and clear, but I’m not going to tell Aubrey that. “I bet Bee knows how to make those thoughts stop,” I say, hoping it’s true. I ran out of money for therapy long before I ever worked up the nerve to put words to what happened.
“I’m sorry that happened to you,” Aubrey says, and I feel her tears on my sleeve.
“I’m sorry that happened to you,” I say, and hold her tight while she tells me everything.






— Chapter 33 —
I wake up early. Aubrey is just out the door. It’s still dark, but my brain is bright, and it seems silly to stay under the covers on the couch, letting morning disappear. Coriolanus is snoring next to me and nips my arm when I sit up, like payback for taking my warm body away.
Aubrey left a cup of coffee on the counter for me. She makes pour-over with these cheap plastic cones she brought home from Gristedes. Usually, the cup she leaves is cold by the time I’m ready to drink it, but today it’s still hot.
I used to like to wake up super early for school when I was a kid. I’d make myself breakfast and watch I Love Lucy reruns on the little TV in the kitchen, my chair pulled up close so I could hear the show without the risk of waking anyone. I wish that little kitchen TV was still around. Instead, I bring my coffee into the living room and stare at the stars I hung on the wall. They change everything. They make that wall mine and Aubrey’s and Shray’s too. There’s an urge growing like a crack in my mind that knows exactly how it wants to be patched, and nobody is here to tell me no. I haul Vili’s toolbox up to my parents’ bedroom and lay the chisels out on the smaller dresser so I can see the cut and curve of each one.
I have to move my mother’s watch to wipe the dust from the surface, and my hands shake as if it could be a trip line. But, of course, it isn’t. Nothing happens. I drape her watch on my arm for a moment before I slip it into one of the small drawers at the side of the mirror. Her wrists were small like mine, and she had scattered freckles on the backs of her hands.
My mother bought that watch for herself when she got her first job as a bond analyst trainee the summer she graduated. She told me once she was the first person in her family to go to college and the first to get a white-collar job. I didn’t think it was a big deal. Plenty of people I knew had gone to college—all of my teachers. Step was the first in his family for both of those things and had a master’s degree, even though my mother thought he wasn’t smart.
Years after I left, I was reading an Angela Carter novel I’d bought at a used bookstore. Tucked between the pages, I found a faded leaflet about a rally for the Equal Credit Opportunity Act and realized that my mother had gotten a job on Wall Street before she was even allowed to have a credit card in her own name. Everything she attempted was exponentially more difficult than anything Step achieved. And even though it’s not the way anyone would want their mother to feel about their father, I understood why being the woman behind that man must have felt like a constant insult. She was the one who talked Charlie into referring all his new homeowners to Arnalds Insurance. Step had been struggling to keep the business open, and then suddenly he had a stream of new clients who wanted comprehensive coverage on their luxury properties. To Step’s face, my mother acted surprised, like it had all been Charlie’s idea, but I’d heard her on the phone with Charlie one afternoon when I skipped going to Steena’s after school so I could study for a science test.
“Of course, we can find ways to overlook… Right… Right,” she said as she paced in the kitchen, tethered to the wall by the phone cord. “It’s a good partnership, Charlie. It makes sense. Who’s going to take care of you better than family?”
When she hung up the phone and realized I was home, she stormed into the living room and said, “God, you’re such a lurker,” giving me a look that made me certain I shouldn’t repeat anything I’d heard.
Charlie invited Step to go golfing that weekend as part of a foursome, with a mortgage broker and a building inspector that were buddies of his. They smoked cigars and let Step drive the golf cart. And even though he had previously subscribed to the “good walk wasted” opinion of golf, Step came home buzzed, sunburned, and thoroughly charmed.
“Charlie said I played brilliantly for a first timer,” Step told us, pride showing in the awkward smirk that always took over his face when he tried not to look too pleased.
I understood how Step felt. Charlie’s special skill was making everyone in his presence believe they belonged there. And like me, Step had probably never felt that way before. So he agreed to handle Charlie’s homeowners as white-glove clients, processing their claims personally. And when Arnalds Insurance earnings tripled that year, he truly believed he’d proved himself to Charlie and turned his business around all on his own.

I choose the biggest scoop-shaped gouge and push the sharp edge into the smooth dark surface of my mother’s dresser, watching the wood curl away. Underneath the stain, the pine is soft and light.
I make waves, carving a spirited sea to churn up the flat surface, imagining that I am liberating the wood, like how Michelangelo said his sculptures already existed in the marble and he was simply freeing them. Maybe my mother’s dresser wants to be the ocean, and helping it become the truest version of itself will turn it into something I can love.
I picture sun breaking through clouds on the top edge of the mirrored hutch, a Viking ship to one side, fish and sea monsters and sirens swimming along the drawers below.
I will need help taking the mirror down to carve the sun. I’ll have to empty the drawers of my mother’s things and lay the whole dresser on its back to carve the front. But I have a picture in my mind and no need to hurry. My brain feels whole for having started. I rough in waves, carving happily, until I have to get ready for work.






— Chapter 34 —
I always get kind of sick to my stomach pulling into the parking lot of Hans’s office. And I always sprint from my car to his building, key out, ready to open the door, because even though the Bailey House is on the other side of the lot, I’m terrified of Charlie catching sight of me.
Once I get into the building, I do a pretty good job of pretending I’m somewhere else, and it’s nice to get paid for work that doesn’t leave me smelling like beer. Hans is rarely at the office while I am, but when he is, he’s quiet and kind and thanks me for my time, even though he’s paying me.
I found my Discman and a bunch of CDs in one of the boxes in the basement. It almost fits in Step’s old fanny pack, so I use that as a holster. When Hans isn’t in the office, I blast old albums through my flimsy foam headphones and power through the paperwork he left me. I probably look ridiculous, but it keeps me productive. Today I’m listening to the Gin Blossoms, and as I work my way through New Miserable Experience and a stack of probate paperwork, I smile every time I correctly anticipate the CD skips. Those scratches upset me so much back when they happened, but now they’re like my own secret track over all the songs.
After I finish filing the paperwork, I sit at Hans’s desk to stuff and stamp invoices that need to be mailed. The intercom buzzes. I can’t figure out where the receiver is. It’s not by the door. I don’t see it on his desk or in the closet. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to answer anyway, since I’m just here to push papers around. By the time I hear the buzz again, I have convinced myself that it’s actually my job to ignore it. But then a moment later someone is in the hallway knocking on the frosted glass door. First a little knuckled rap, then flat-palm slapping.
I freeze. No one knows I’m here. Whoever is knocking on the door cannot be looking for me, unless Charlie happened to peer out the window of his office at the exact moment I was racing from my car. Maybe I should have walked slow. Not called attention to myself. Maybe he didn’t come by right away because he wasn’t sure it was me, so he called one of his cop buddies and ran my plates and they just called back to say, “Yup, that’s her,” and now he’s at the door.
There’s no escape route in this office. I feel my sight narrowing, brain speeding up. The shadow through the frosted glass is strangely wide—too big to be one person, too small to be two. The slapping stops. The shadow bobs up and down, and I can make out the silhouettes of two heads. The smaller has round ears like a teddy bear. Is it a person holding a stuffed animal? A balloon?
“I know you’re in there,” a woman’s voice calls. “Come on, Hans! It was on the calendar!”
I get up from the desk, inching forward until I can see through the clear border around the frost. It’s a woman about my age carrying a toddler who’s dressed in a panda-spotted jacket with ears on the hood. The woman is slight and pretty, has local-news-anchor hair and perfectly contoured cheekbones. She’s holding the handle of a small rolling suitcase.
I unlock the door, opening it a crack.
“Hans isn’t here,” I say. “Can I take a message?”
The woman pulls the door open, pushes the suitcase handle into my hand.
“Oh, thank god,” she says. “I have to catch my train. Tell him not to lose her giraffe this time!”
She shoves her child into my arms. I try to step away, but the toddler reaches for me, and I worry she’ll fall if I don’t take her. It must be raining, because there are droplets of water balanced on her panda fleece, not yet soaked into the fabric.
“I’m just here to file,” I say, but the woman is already walking down the hall.
She calls over her shoulder, “Tell Hans I spent all that time setting up the calendar so this wouldn’t happen!”
The toddler is sleepy-eyed and cuddly like she just woke up from a nap. She has chapped cheeks and a stuffed nose and breathes through her red-stained mouth. Her breath is sweet and fruity.
“I just work here,” I shout.
The woman turns back to look at me. “I can’t miss my train!” There’s a tilt toward desperation in her voice.
“I’ll get him on the phone for you right now,” I offer.
“Great,” she says and walks out the front door.
The little girl whimpers, “Ma-ma-ma-ma,” her eyes filling with tears.
“Oh, sweetheart. It’s okay,” I whisper. “It’s all okay.”
“Ma-ma-ma!” she whispers back.
I sit in Hans’s chair as gracefully as I can manage, trying to keep my heartbeat slow and steady because I know that she can feel it. I dial the phone on his desk with one hand, and when Hans answers, I say in a singsongy whisper, “I’m at your office and I need you to come here.”
“On it,” he says instantly, without asking why. I wonder what he thinks I’m calling about. I have not had any reason to call him since I started working here.
“Thank you,” I sing.
When I hang up the phone, the toddler leans back to look at me. I smile, trying to get every ounce of kindness in my heart to well up to the surface. She reaches out her sticky hand and pats my cheek, then leans against my shoulder and starts sucking her thumb, curling her index finger over her crusty little nose. I rock back and forth in Hans’s chair and look at the pictures on his desk. There’s a framed photo of a young man, slight and finely featured like Hans, standing next to a Rutgers sign, autumn leaves at his feet. Another of a grinning teenager in a Cornell sweatshirt sitting cross-legged on a bed in a dorm room, her curls the same ruddy brown as the strands of Hans’s hair that haven’t yet gone gray. Between those photos is a small silver frame with a picture of this child grinning on a white-sand beach, wearing a pink bucket hat and a diaper, sand dusting her chubby legs like sugar. I’ve seen the picture before. I’d assumed it was his Cornell student as a baby, but now I see that the resolution is too high to be an old photo. She could be his granddaughter, but college kids from wealthy families don’t have babies. Hans hasn’t mentioned her, but our conversation is limited. Usually, he asks me how the house is. I tell him it’s mostly the same and that I’m trying to make it better. He nods like he approves and then we get awkward as we run out of things to say. I’m not great at chatting when I’m not behind the bar, and I think he might have a similar issue when he’s not lawyering.

Ten minutes later, when Hans bursts into the office, his sweet little girl is asleep, her thumb-sucking hand resting against my neck. I can feel her diaper leaking into my sweater, stinging my skin. He takes her from me, peeling her little body off my shoulder with gentle precision, the wrinkles between his eyebrows reaching up to meet the ones that run lengthwise on his forehead, like a cross-tide of concern.
“She’s wet,” I whisper.
He nods. She clings to him as soon as he’s finished the transfer, her sleepy eyes opening the slightest bit.
“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t want to wake her to…”
“Good call. Thank you.”
“Dadadadada,” she murmurs, grabbing at his beard in a lazy way, like it’s something she does all the time to calm herself.
Hans pats her back, shifting his weight from side to side to rock her to sleep. “Oh, my little Emmeline,” he sings softly. “Oh, my little Emmeline. Daddy loves you. So. So. Much.” It’s the kind of song you make up when you’re holding a baby—words that grow from the need for them to hear your soothing voice. I used to sing like that to Aubrey when she was little. Songs about Aubrey June and the beautiful moon. I wonder if anyone ever made up songs like that for me.
I’m debating going through the suitcase to see if I can find a diaper and a change of clothes. Then Hans points to the bottom drawer of his desk and nods at me. I find a stack of diapers, a box of wipes, a changing mat, and dinosaur footie pajamas.
“Can you stay another moment and help me?” Hans asks. “I know this isn’t in your job description.”
“Of course.” I have a little over an hour before I need to be at The Aster for lunch, so even though I have to stop home to change my shirt, I’ll be okay.
“Can you lay the mat on the couch? She probably won’t stay asleep, but I can try.”
I get Hans set up, then go down the hall to the break room to pour warm water on a dish towel so he can clean her face.
When I come back, Emmeline is changed and awake, holding Hans’s chin with both hands, rubbing her snotty little nose against his. He doesn’t even flinch.
“Here,” I say, handing him the dish towel.
“Good thinking! Thank you!” As he wipes her face clean, she licks the cloth. “Don’t eat the towel, silly,” he says.
She giggles and does it again. They are delighted by each other.
“Thank you so much,” he says to me. “I’m sorry for the drama. I remembered to book the babysitter but forgot to pick up the baby.” He seems embarrassed and I don’t want him to be. Step used to forget to pick me up from lots of places all the time, but I don’t think he ever once looked at me the way Hans looks at his daughter.
“All I did was watch her for a sec. It’s not a problem.”
“I’m going to get her home,” Hans says. “I’ll let you get back to your work.”
Emmeline grins at me over his shoulder as Hans opens the door to leave.
“And you make sure you charge me for all this time,” he says.

A few hours later, Hans walks into The Aster, shaking rain from his jacket. He sits toward the middle of the bar, as far as he can get from the other patrons, flashes a shy smile, and orders a ginger ale.
“I felt like I should explain,” he says.
“You don’t have to.” I serve his ginger ale in a rocks glass with a skewered slice of fresh ginger to make it look like a real drink, since bar people are always suspicious of non-drinkers.
“For me, I think I have to?”
“Alright.” The lunch rush has slowed to a trickle. I can spare a moment to listen if he needs it. I’m used to hearing confessions.
Hans takes a deep breath, puffs out his lips as he exhales. “After Natasha, our daughter, left for college, my wife went to Paris for an oil-painting intensive and decided she didn’t want to come back.” He swishes the ice cubes around in his glass to avoid looking at me.
“I’m sorry,” I say, using the earnest tone I’ve mastered over the years—concern without a hint of pity.
Hans bobs his head to acknowledge my sympathy but keeps going like if he doesn’t get the whole story out, he won’t tell me at all. “So, the day she called to say she didn’t want to be my wife anymore, I realized I’d spent my whole life playing it safe. The most reckless thing I could think of was to go to Atlantic City.” He rolls his eyes at himself. “It’s like the little boy idea of excitement. And when I got there, I realized I hate gambling. I hate those rooms. I hate all the bells, and dings, and fake coins spilling out of machines. I ended up in some dive bar with Mira sitting next to me. She’d just found out her fiancé was cheating. I kept buying her drinks, which meant I kept drinking.” He rolls his hand in a speed-up gesture like he’s fast-forwarding through their inevitable tryst. “I must have given her my card, and about two months later she showed up at my office. At that point, both my kids were siding with my wife—or at least they liked her better. Of course they did—I spent their childhood sleeping in my office in Manhattan more nights than I can count. I didn’t go to school plays, teach them how to ride bikes, or make soup when they were sick. Of course they love their mom more. And of course they’ll visit her on their school breaks.” His voice wavers a little. “She earned that. I wasn’t a parent. At best, I was a patron. When Mira showed up, I was in the middle of imagining the rest of my life as a lonely person. She liked the idea of half-time parenting, so we… had a baby. I left the firm, set up the new office close to home. Mira moved up to Katonah. We’re not together. We’re not even necessarily friends, more like parenting colleagues. She’s an excellent colleague, and I’m trying to be. Most of the time we work well together, but Mira’s an actress, so her schedule varies.” He finishes his ginger ale. “I’m a bit of a Luddite and she can’t keep track of paper. So you were caught in our one constant argument, and I am sincerely sorry for that.”
I refill his glass. I think there’s probably something unhealthy about Hans needing this moment of confession, but I also think it doesn’t matter all that much. Who knows how we’re all supposed to be?
“What’s that look on your face?” Hans asks. “What are you thinking?”
I shake my head.
“Truly,” he says. “I want to know.”
“I kind of assumed you were Mr. Conventional.”
Hans laughs.
“I’m sorry—that’s obnoxious for me to say.”
“No. It’s not. I was Mr. Conventional, and certain I was doing it right until the wheels fell off. I’ve come to believe that people who appear to have their lives all buttoned up spend significant energy on that illusion at the cost of all the good stuff. Not a single client has come to me in need of estate planning and had every part of their life figured out. We’re all woefully finite, trying to pretend we’re infinite.”
Since he seems to have his guard down, I ask, “Why were you so set on helping me?”
He lifts his glasses and pinches the bridge of his nose like he’s giving it a good think. “In my big firm days, I would have sided with your parents. I thought my children were difficult. My wife was difficult. After I lost them, I realized that when they were angry with me, what they felt was true to them, and even when I didn’t understand, I should have listened. I should have listened because I didn’t understand. When your father had me set up his will, when I had to deal with your sister after your parents died, I could see quite clearly no one had listened to you.”
I didn’t see Bee come in, but suddenly she’s sliding onto the barstool next to Hans. “God, it’s already a shit show! Can I have a cup of tea, Frey?”
Hans smiles at her, holds up his glass. “Ah, a fellow teetotaler saddling up to the bar!”
Bee raises her eyebrows like she’s not sure what to make of him, but then she laughs. “Well, teetotaling today at least. Those roads are getting slippery.”
Just as I realize it’s early for Bee to be done with school, Aubrey walks out of the bathroom and sits next to her.
“Hey, what are you doing here?” I ask.
“School let out early.” I can tell Aubrey feels awkward, like she might not be wanted or allowed. I pour a Pepsi in a big glass and slide it across the bar to her so she has something to fiddle with.
“I figured I’d bring her to you,” Bee says, “and get a good meal before the world shuts down.”
“Because it’s raining?”
“Temperature’s dropping.” Bee walks over to the TV. She stands on her tiptoes to reach the buttons, flipping to the Weather Channel. “See?”
The ticker on the bottom of the screen shows a winter weather warning.
“It’s April!” I say, feeling queasy. I have a kid and a house and a cat to keep safe. I should be paying attention to the weather. I should have kept Coriolanus inside and filled the bathtub and all the pots with water.
I get called to cash out a lunch check, but as I walk away, I hear Bee introducing herself and Aubrey to Hans. And then I hear her say, “Hans as in Solo?” Hans laughs more than is warranted for something he’s probably heard a million times.
Sam comes out of the kitchen to get a cup of coffee and looks around the bar.
“That’s my niece,” I tell him, pointing to Aubrey before he can notice her. “School let out early.”
“Oh, no problem, Frey,” he says. “She’s always welcome here. Actually, if she ever wants to wait tables, we could use—” He looks up at the TV, where the weather map shows a giant mass of freezing rain heading toward us. “Shit. We need to close, don’t we?”
He asks like maybe it’s my call. When he does that, I’ve learned it’s best to respond as if it is. “Yeah. We probably do.”
Sam shouts, “Last call, everyone! We want you to get home safe!”
When Hans, Bee, and Aubrey are the only people left at the bar, Sam and Carlos come out from the kitchen with towering stacks of take-out containers for each of us.
“Eat up! It’s all going bad if we lose power,” Sam says, and I can tell he’s feeling queasy too.






— Chapter 35 —
The roads are already icing over. We drive slowly, keeping distance from each other, but it’s comforting to see Bee’s headlights in my rearview and Hans’s tail lights ahead. There aren’t many cars on the road, and I wonder if it’s because people knew about the storm and went home early, or they’re about to get stranded wherever they are. Bee splits off when we get to the cemetery, flashing her lights at me before heading toward her condo. Hans makes the turn we do, but then turns again, driving off toward the neighborhood where all the kids in my class whose parents were doctors and lawyers and investment bankers lived.
It takes me twenty minutes to drive two miles. The sand truck hasn’t been by. I’m afraid to use my brakes, so I barely hit the gas.
I expect Aubrey to be annoyed by my caution. It’s the kind of thing other people always tease me about, but when we get to the driveway, she exhales hard, like she’d been holding her breath. “Thank you for driving slow,” she says. “That was scary.”
She pulls a garage door opener from her backpack and opens the door. “Park in there,” she says. She points to the big old maple that hangs over the driveway. “In case the tree falls.”
Since there’s only room for one car, we park Step’s wagon right in front of the garage, to get it as far from the tree as possible.
“Alright,” I say. “I’m going to fill up the bathtub. You start filling pots, and then we’ll plug the sinks and fill them too.”
“Why?” Aubrey asks, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind.
“We have a well. The pump is electric. If the power goes out, we won’t have water.”
“For real?”
“Do your parents have municipal water?” I wasn’t sure any part of Somers did.
Aubrey shakes her head. “I don’t know. But they have a generator.”
“Oh, man. This isn’t going to be fun, kid.” I comfort myself by thinking that if our situation becomes dire, I’ll find a way to get her to Steena’s house.

By nightfall, the rain sounds like wire brushes on a snare drum. We’ve filled every vessel that will hold water and hauled in firewood from the part of Step’s wood pile that’s covered with a tarp. Aubrey even found Coriolanus, wet and crabby, crouched under the shrubs by the toolshed. He let her carry him inside and doesn’t fight me when I dry him with a bath towel.
“I think he’s relieved,” Aubrey says, scratching his chin. He purrs loudly but nips at her hand. “You little shit!” She laughs and bares her teeth at him, but he goes right back to purring.
We find flashlights and candles and books of matches from restaurants that have been closed longer than Aubrey has been alive. We set up by the fireplace, drag in all the pillows and blankets in the house, and bring Lenny Juice’s cage into the living room so we don’t have to try to carry it in the dark. We grab towels to cover his cage if we need to keep him warm, and Aubrey gives Lenny one of Step’s old sheepskin slippers to sleep in. He chatters happily, looking inside the slipper and back to Aubrey, like he’s thanking her.
I don’t think there’s anything else we can do except hope that the roof holds and all the trees hold too.
The last time Aubrey and Shray went to the junk shop in Danbury, Aubrey picked up a box of random VHS movies for three dollars. We heat up some of the food Sam and Carlos gave us and watch Romancing the Stone, sitting cross-legged on the floor with our backs against the couch and Steena’s old comforter over our shoulders. If I weren’t worried about the storm, it would be the perfect night.
“This movie is ridiculous,” Aubrey says. “But I also kind of love it?”
“I think that’s what they were going for.” I remember watching it at one of Bee’s sleepover parties, but at nine or ten I didn’t understand that the melodrama was on purpose.
“Why is this spaghetti black?” Aubrey asks, picking at her take-out container.
“It’s made with squid ink.”
She wrinkles her nose. “I want to say that’s gross, but it’s good. What’s the rest of it? Tell me all the fancy words.”
“You are dining on a monkfish scampi made with hand-churned double cream butter and paper-thin Villafranca lemon slices, served over house-made squid-ink tagliatelle and garnished with a Hamburg parsley chiffonade.”
“It’s unreal that this food comes from that little restaurant out in Brewster. It’s like, New York City good.” She passes her tray to me and takes my chanterelle and Crottin de Chavignol polenta.
“You’ll have to tell Sam the next time you come in,” I say, and gulp down a forkful of pasta. It is incredible. The Aster is finally hitting some semblance of stride. Carlos nudged Sam toward less-expensive ingredients, and to Sam’s credit, he listened. Since they’re making heartier meals at a lower price, I’m getting better at selling our regulars on dishes outside of their comfort zone. The other day Shorty ordered Cornish hen coq au vin and liked it.
“I hope we get to eat all this food before the power goes out,” Aubrey says. There are still five more take-out tins in the fridge. “I’m getting full, but I don’t want to waste any of it.”
The decadence of our dinner does a pretty good job of distracting us from the storm, until the wind picks up. There’s a sudden crack and a crash. It sounds like it’s out on the road, not too close. The power doesn’t even flicker. But it reminds us of the outside world. We look through the window, but it’s dark and there’s nothing to see.
Aubrey tenses and doesn’t relax again, even though she tries to act like she’s fine. “So, that guy is the dad of the Mighty Ducks guy, right?” I hear the wobble in her voice.
“No, that’s Michael Douglas. You’re thinking of Martin Sheen.”
“Oh,” she says, nodding, but I can tell she’s not processing any of it.
“It’s okay to be scared. You don’t have to pretend you’re not.”
She flashes me a nervous smile.
“We’ll be fine,” I say. “We have firewood and water and a lifetime supply of ramen noodles.”
“What if a tree falls on us?”
“I don’t think we have any that would hit the house if they fell,” I say, imagining all the big trees around us, trying to visualize potential trajectories. “And even then, it might hurt the house and be really loud and scary, but we’ll get through it. This isn’t a hurricane. It’s just an ice storm. So, we’re worried about branches getting heavy and breaking, not high-force winds turning them into projectiles.” Running through all of this to calm Aubrey makes me feel less panicked too.
We go into the kitchen to peek through the take-out containers, and just as we find two slices of salted caramel apple galette, there’s another crack somewhere in the distance. Everything goes dark. My hands shake as I reach for the counter to put the take-out tin down.
“I feel like reality just shifted,” Aubrey says.
“It kinda did.” I catch myself before I spiral. “But we’ll be okay.” I pull a pen flashlight from my pocket. It’s white with Arnalds Insurance: We Protect You! printed in blue ink. “Let’s go start a fire in the fireplace. You’ll feel better once we do.”
Aubrey follows me into the living room, staying so close I worry she’ll trip on me if I stop quickly. I light the crumpled newspaper we stuffed under the stacked wood. The room starts to get smoky before I remember to open the flue. I’ve never actually made a fire by myself. We only used this fireplace when the power went out.
Once the fire is going, Aubrey feels better, but I start worrying about debris in the chimney or cracks I don’t know about, sparks that could fly up into the air and somehow ignite the entire ice-covered woods. I know I can’t let her see me panic, so I tell her I have to pee and then sit on the side of the bathtub with my head resting on my knees, trying to calm down enough to make Aubrey believe I’m not scared.
I wouldn’t be scared if I were alone in this storm. In Maine, I drove home from work in a whiteout on roads that had been officially closed by the state. I ran out of food in a blizzard and didn’t eat for two days. I stood on the beach and watched a nor’easter churning toward shore as the barometric pressure felt like it might push my heart into my stomach. The stakes never felt very high. I’d be okay or I wouldn’t, and I didn’t care much, because no one else did either. But Aubrey has to be okay, which means I have to be okay too. Not because I’m the only person in the world who can keep her safe, but because I matter to her. I have value and purpose because she cares about me, but that raises the stakes, and it feels like every nerve in my body has a ragged edge. It takes many deep breaths to pull myself together.
“Why does the fire smell weird?” Aubrey shouts when I finally open the bathroom door. “Is it the wood?”
I worry that we may be singeing a dead squirrel up in the chimney, but as I run back in the room, I get a whiff of stale ammonia and understand what she’s talking about.
“No, it’s not the wood. My parents had the fireplace refaced when they put the addition on the house, and legend has it our cat, Tibby, peed in the mortar sand.”
“Ew! And they used the sand anyway?”
“No one noticed until after the fact. It only reeks like that when it’s damp or the fire heats it up. But it’s definitely cat pee, and it never faded.”
“This house is terrible,” Aubrey says, shaking her head. “But I love it so much.”
Out of the corner of my eye I see a flash of light shining through the kitchen. It’s quick, like one headlight passing, except there’s nothing but woods behind the house.
“Did you see that?” Aubrey whispers.
“Shit. You saw it too?”
She grabs my hand.
“It’s okay,” I whisper. “Do you know where the little fireplace shovel and poker are?”
“I sold them. Sorry.” She squeezes my fingers.
I’m trying to remember what’s around us in the dark. There are tools in the basement, but I watched too many horror movies in the eighties to think it’s a good idea to go down there.
There’s a knock on the back door—the clear, sharp crack of knuckles hitting glass five times.
We are frozen.
Two more raps.
I let go of Aubrey’s hand. Grab one of the kindling sticks from the pile next to the fireplace and hold it in the flames.
Four raps this time. The fourth disjointed from the others, like a question.
“Stay here,” I whisper and carry my flaming stick through the kitchen to the sunroom, holding my hand under the flame because I don’t fully understand how the fire will act.
Jam is standing on the back patio, perfectly framed in the glass door, flashlight under his chin like he’s telling a scary story at a campfire.
I scream even though I know it’s him, because it takes a moment for my brain to catch up with my fear.
I hear Aubrey murmur, “Oh god.”
“It’s Jam!” I shout as I unlock the door. “It’s just Jam.”
“Why are you holding fire?” he asks.
“Move!” I yell, pushing past him to lob the stick onto the patio, where the freezing rain makes it hiss and crackle before it dies out completely. Now, Jam’s flashlight is the only light. He’s still shining it on his face, making his eyebrows glow and the bridge of his nose disappear.
“What the fuck are you doing?” I ask. “Why are you knocking on the back door?”
“I’m not climbing your broke-ass stone steps in an ice storm.” He’s dripping water on the floor, like he’s his own weather system.
“But how did you even get here?” I’m ranting and I don’t mean to be. I can’t control it. “How did you get down the hill? It must be a sheet of ice now!”
“I walked on the dirt on the side of the road,” Jam says. “It’s amazing how far you can get when you don’t care if you fall.”
“Did you fall?” Aubrey asks, joining us in the sunroom, holding one of Step’s pen flashlights.
Jam shakes his head. “Just barreled on through.”
“You could have called,” I say.
“I forgot to charge my phone. And I couldn’t call from the house because your number is… in my phone. Are you mad at me? Because I can go out in the raging storm and get pelted with ice again if you want me to go.”
“No.” I’m relieved to see him, but there’s too much adrenaline coursing through my body and it’s making me crabby. “I thought you were a murderer.”
“I don’t think a murderer would bother in this weather,” Jam says. Then he starts laughing. “You came at me with a torch.”
“Shut up.”
“You were holding your hand under it. Like you didn’t want to spill fire. But it would have spilled on you.”
“Why are you here?” I ask, because I don’t want to think about the ways my instincts have failed at self-protection.
“I was worried about you. And it was weird being alone in the storm. My dad is at his woman’s house.”
Aubrey has been quiet. When I look over, her shoulders are shaking, but I can’t see her face.
“Are you laughing or crying?” I ask.
“Both?” she says, her voice cracking.
“It’s okay.” I hug her. She clings to me. I understand the way she’s feeling. When terror crashes into relief, it creates more energy than a body can hold.
Jam makes eye contact with me over Aubrey’s shoulder and mouths, “I’m so sorry.”
“You can say that out loud,” I say.
“Hey, Aubrey. I’m really sorry I scared you.”
Aubrey pulls away from me and hugs Jam. “It’s okay,” she says. “I’m glad you’re here—oh god, you’re soaked. Bad idea.” This time when she laughs it sounds like laughing.
Aubrey braves the upstairs to get Jam one of her enormous hoodies and a pair of Step’s old sweatpants.
We sit in front of the fire with our feet pressed against the warm hearth stones, eating cola and crab apple braised short ribs while we attempt to heat up a foil take-out tin of seared scallion mashed potatoes.
“Shouldn’t you be watching your house?” Aubrey asks Jam. “In case something happens?” She licks sauce off her fingers one at a time.
“What am I going to do if something happens?” Jam asks, talking with his mouth full. “Anyway, if my dad’s not going to care about our house, why should I?”
I want to point out that maybe his dad feels okay leaving the house because he thinks Jam is there to keep an eye on it, but Jam has the air of an abandoned child right now. He also doesn’t seem like he’s high, and I can imagine that made it extra hard to get stuck with his feelings all alone in a storm.
“I’ll help you check on it as soon as it’s safe,” I tell him.
“Thanks,” Jam says, leaning against me.
“I am happy you’re here,” I say, and he leans into me harder. “But you gotta be more careful, man! Don’t make me torch you!” I laugh and it gets them going again too.
“You looked like an angry villager!” Aubrey says, doubled over, voice squeaking, definitely all laughter this time.

I don’t know when we fall asleep. I remember resting my head on my pillow while Jam and Aubrey were counting sheep and naming each one.
“Twenty-four is Morton. He’s kind of a dick,” Jam said.
“Twenty-five is Betty. She has the softest wool, but it smells like farm,” Aubrey said.
“Twenty-six is Justine. She does not believe the cow jumped over the moon.”
They sounded so awake and giggly that I worried Aubrey would never settle down. But when I wake up, they’re both fast asleep and don’t budge even when I add more logs to the fire. Jam has his arm hooked over his face, as if the firelight was too bright for him. Aubrey has her index finger curled around her nose, and even though she’s not actually sucking her thumb, it reminds me of when she did.

The next time I wake up, it’s daylight. Still gray, but bright. Aubrey isn’t in her nest of blankets. Jam is cuddled up with Coriolanus, even though he’s allergic to cats; both of them are snoring. I’m about to get up to look for Aubrey when she comes bounding in.
“Bee says they sanded the roads and the bagel place has power, so she’s bringing us coffee.”
Jam’s head jolts up. He stares at her.
“Bee’s coming over?” I say.
“Yeah,” she says. “She got bagels and lox cream cheese too.”
“I should get going,” Jam says.
“She got enough for you,” Aubrey tells him. “I told her you were here.”
Jam looks at me and shakes his head. In high school, Bee dated a kid from Jam’s class who had picked on him like a wounded chicken all through grade school.
“You should stay,” I say. “It’s fine. She’s—we’re all grown ups now.”
Aubrey laughs, blissfully unaware of Jam’s baggage. “I wouldn’t go that far,” she says, looking to Jam for a reaction.
Jam looks like someone just knocked the ice cream off his cone, and I realize that it’s not my place to tell him what he’s supposed to get over. His childhood would have been hard enough if everyone was nice to him.






— Chapter 36 —
There’s a bucket labeled Ice Melt in the basement, but the salt has solidified. I haul it to the driveway and chip into it with the back of Step’s hammer, trying to make a safe path for Bee.
The sun is starting to break through the clouds. Everything is encased in ice: the pine needles, the red buds of maple trees just about to sprout leaves, power lines, asphalt, the wood pile, Step’s car. Everything shines when the sun hits. Everything is dripping.
I fall on my ass more than once trying to pour salt out of the bucket, and even though I’m healed, the impact sparks in my appendix scar and makes me queasy.
Jam walks around from the backyard in his own clothes—still wet from last night. We should have hung them by the fire instead of leaving them in a soggy pile on the bathroom floor.
“I’m gonna go,” he says, nodding in the direction of the hill.
“You sure?”
“I have to find out if our old maple tree fell on the roof. Suspense is killing me. And my dad probably called the house line a bunch by now.”
“Yeah, you should check in so he doesn’t worry,” I say. I don’t think either of us believe his dad has called, but he deserves the dignity of my buy-in.
“I’ll come back later,” he tells me, in a tone that leaves me wondering if later is today or three days from now.
“I’m sorry. She’s Aubrey’s guidance counselor.”
“Yeah, I know,” he says. “I should just get over all of it, shouldn’t I?”
“Nah. That seems like a lot of effort.” I grin.
Jam laughs. “What if the rage is what keeps us alive?”
“Probably is. What if we get over all that old shit and then we just deflate?”
Jam waves his hands overhead, like one of those red inflatable tube guys outside a used car lot, and then starts to wither as if he’s losing air.
“Exactly,” I say.
He hugs me hard, kisses my neck. We both smell like woodsmoke.
“I fucking love you, man,” he says.
“I fucking love you too,” I say. “Thanks for staying with us.”
He looks surprised at my thanks, and his eyes are so sad. I don’t think he trudged through the storm to check on me and Aubrey. I think he needed us. And his need brought us comfort. And that’s okay too.
“I’ll come by later,” I offer.
“Yeah,” he says. “Good.”
He walks on the grass to the end of the driveway, then follows the crumbled asphalt at the side of the road. Just as he’s crested the hill, disappearing from sight, Bee drives around the corner from the other direction and pulls into the driveway.

Aubrey added logs to the fire, so Bee joins us in our nest of blankets. We drink coffee that’s blazing hot and eat warm salt bagels that were split and spread with inches of lox cream cheese. I wonder how much the food you’re raised on sets a baseline in your soul. I have not had a real bagel with a New York amount of cream cheese since I left. It is a shock of salt and fat that seems unreasonable for the briefest of moments, but then I get lost in the pure joy of too much.
“This house feels weird without all the stuff,” Bee says, looking around the room.
Coriolanus licks cream cheese off the paper wrapper from Aubrey’s bagel. I break a piece off the unsalted side of my bagel and hand it to Lenny Juice through the bars of his cage so he won’t get jealous.
“And with the whole menagerie you’ve got.” Bee looks at Aubrey. “Oh, man! Do you remember when Mr. Gioletti lost his rat? Poor janitor spent a whole weekend trying to track that thing down.”
Aubrey doesn’t look up from the cat. I don’t think Bee was trying to make any kind of point beyond idle conversation, but as a flush creeps up Aubrey’s neck, Bee claps her hand to her forehead and laughs.
“Really? Really?”
Aubrey shakes her head. “I had to. He was miserable.”
“Good for you,” Bee says, shielding her eyes. “I didn’t see him. I wasn’t here in this house with this contraband kid and her contraband rodent! You didn’t see me.”
I lean over, bumping into Bee. “Shit, what’s that, Aubrey?” I say. “No one else is here.”
Aubrey laughs like a little kid.
Bee looks at me, blinking like she’s trying not to cry.

Later, Shray comes to get Aubrey because the power is back at his house. “You and Ms. Shulman are invited too, Aunt Frey,” he says while he waits for Aubrey to grab fresh clothes. “My dad wanted me to make sure you know you’re always welcome.”
For a moment I think he’s inviting Bee’s mom to his house, and then I realize he’s talking about Bee. I keep forgetting that she’s a big serious grown up.
“Dada is making soup,” he tells us. “And my mom said there’s plenty of clean towels if you want a hot shower.”
The divine concept of hot water and clean hair is in complete discord with the awkwardness I’d feel bathing in Ravi’s house—of going to Ravi’s house unbathed.
Thankfully, Bee jumps in to say, “Maybe we’ll stop by later?”
Aubrey gives Bee a quick hug and then hugs me so hard I can barely breathe. “Thanks for keeping me safe. It was… fun.”
“Anytime,” I say. “All the time.”
Moments after they leave, the doorbell rings. The lights flicker and then come on completely. I hear the furnace click and the radiators gurgle back to life.
“Alright! Now we get to work!” Bee says. “My dad had a whole list of things to check after a storm, and I think I remember most of them.”

We start in the basement. The sump pump basin is empty, but the concrete is wet all the way to the top. It must have flipped on as soon as the power came back.
“Keep checking this,” Bee says. “Most of the rain froze, but when it melts, it could make problems.”
We look at the furnace and the breaker box, but we’re not sure how a problem would present.
“I guess it’s good that nothing’s obvious,” Bee says.
“I can ask Jam,” I say, waving my fingers at my head. “Electricity makes sense to him.”
We walk around the yard, feet breaking through the ice to wet grass beneath. The toolshed is still standing. My favorite pine tree is just fine. Beyond the deer fence, there’s a toppled birch tree, roots torn from the ground. I wish I could replant it, prop it up with scaffolding, but the ice that encased the roots after the fall probably killed it and there’s nothing to be done. The tree will rot down to dirt eventually. It’s not mine to worry about anyway.
The swamp only froze at the edges. At the center, the water is still, reflecting the glassy tree branches hanging low from the weight of the ice.
“I always loved your yard. Like its own world,” Bee says. “I’m glad you had this, at least.”
Inside, we check every windowsill on the first floor and make sure the water is running. Bee flushes the toilet. “I don’t know why my dad did that,” she says. “But he always did.”
There’s a little water on the windowsill in Steena’s room, so we mop it up and figure out where I’ll need to caulk it once it’s dry again.
Aubrey’s room is fine. The upstairs toilet flushes no problem, but once the swish of water slows to silence, we hear what sounds like someone tapping a pen on a desk. We stand still to listen. It’s coming from my parents’ bedroom.
I let Bee go in first because I’m scared to look.
“Well, shoot,” she says.
There’s a large bubble in the sheetrock, looming at the corner of the ceiling, leaking water from the lowest part, like an indoor rain cloud. The dresser is splattered, dark finish turned white where moisture stayed; water has pooled into the waves I carved, the bare wood in those crevices starting to yellow. On the carpet, a darker beige spot is spreading across the room.
“No no no!” I cover my eyes, pressing my palms against my cheekbones, like I might be able to keep my head from exploding if I push hard enough. All the panic leaks out anyway. I sit on the floor in the hallway, where the carpet is still dry for now. “How did I think I could take care of Aubrey? I’ve basically kidnapped her to live in squalor.”
Bee grabs my wrists, pulls my hands away from my face. “Okay, okay. Look at me.” She’s calm, resolute. “Firstly, you didn’t kidnap her. She was here before you, when this house was much, much worse. And second, the storm was scary, but your niece woke up safe and laughed through breakfast. That’s a fucking miracle. I have worried about that kid since she started high school. As long as I’ve known her, it’s like she’s always waiting for the other shoe to drop. And I got to see her truly, purely happy today.”
“But this,” I point toward the ceiling, “is the other shoe.”
“And you’ll catch it. We’ll figure it out. Kids don’t need a life where nothing bad ever happens. What they need is someone who’s there for them when the bad stuff happens. And if it’s you and Aubrey against the world, I’m not betting on the world, okay?” She nods, her green eyes focused on mine, and I find myself nodding too. “I’ll call Eddie to see if he can help us stop the leak before all that ice on the roof melts. And then we’re going to empty those drawers and move the dresser out of here, pull up that carpet and try to get it to dry.”
“You sound like your dad.”
She grabs my hand and pulls me up. “The only way to go is to keep going, kiddo,” she says, in an uncanny Burt Shulman voice. Then she musses up my hair.

Bee goes down to the basement to call Eddie so she can tell him what tools we already have. She comes back with a bucket to catch the dripping water, a cardboard box, and a big black garbage bag.
“You don’t have to touch any of it,” she says. “I’m going to hold it up. You say yes or no, and I’ll put it in that box or the garbage.”
I say no to almost everything. My mother’s sweaters, her underwear, socks, scarves, old receipts, dried out lipsticks, sample vials of perfume, a pair of leather gloves, an unused set of monogramed handkerchiefs. I watch Bee throw it all in the garbage bag, wishing that it hurt, not because I want pain, but because I worry it’s collecting inside me in a place I can’t feel yet.
I keep my mother’s gold watch. Water leaked into the face, leaving condensation on the glass. I am tempted to wind it, to see if it will tick, but decide it’s better to let it dry first. Or maybe just better not to know.
Bee hands me a stack of black and white pictures. Damp, but not ruined. My grandparents’ wedding photo with my grandmother in a sensible travel suit, my grandfather in his military uniform. My mother’s senior-year portrait, the classic black drape across her chest, shiny hair cut to her shoulders, ends flipped up. I remember she told me that she smoothed her hair with her mother’s clothing iron, pressing her face to the ironing board. Then she curled the ends around beer cans she heated on the stove, burning her index fingers so many times it changed her fingerprints. There are photos of Grand Central Station and the Bethesda Fountain in Central Park. One of my mother in a plain white dress and Steena’s father, Tony, in a ruffle-front tuxedo, stiffly posed on the stone steps of Church of the Holy Family. In another she’s holding Steena in the hospital. Then holding Steena by the hand on the stone steps of this house, pregnant with me.
Toward the bottom of the pile is a photo from my mother’s childhood that I’ve never seen: my grandmother and her sister, Lena, seated in front of a Christmas tree, my mother and Angelo cross-legged between them on the floor. Nonna’s brow is creased, eyes sad. Lena looks to Nonna instead of the camera. Their matched gaze feels like a conversation they’re having. Angelo is holding the engine car from a train set, fiddling with one of the wheels. But it is the sight of my mother—no more than three or four years old—that catches me in the ribs. She’s hugging a brand-new doll to her chest, grinning. Her teeth are straighter than mine, nose more Roman, but otherwise, even though everyone always said I took after Step, she looks like me. There’s a disarming brightness in her eyes that I never knew, and it feels like the pain in my grandmother’s face was just about to reach her. I flip back through the other photos of my mother, and I can see the timeline—how the shine in her eyes was so clearly, specifically dimmed, then dimmed further still. That beautiful, happy child is a shock to my system because I assumed she’d always been sad and angry.
“God, Frey! Are you alright?”
I hand Bee the photo.
“Wow. That’s your mom,” she says, pointing to the little girl.
I nod.
“It’s hard to believe she was ever that—”
“Yeah.”
“Your grandmother was so pretty. Like a movie star.”
“Does she look sad to you?”
Bee glances at the picture again. “Oh.” She puts her hand on her heart. “She does.”
I imagine myself in a swollen river, far downstream, reaching out to grab Aubrey’s hand and pull her to shore before we’re swept to sea. I hope it’s possible.






— Chapter 37 —
I didn’t see Charlie for a few months after he kissed me. He’d sold out the development he was building around his new house and started breaking ground on another neighborhood over by the high school. He was keeping long hours, so Step would pick me up at the pool house on his way home from the office.
“It’s not really on the way,” Step would say, sighing. “It’s across town and back.” But he did it because he wanted to keep his new business buddy happy.
One night, Step was late picking me up from Steena and Charlie’s house.
The phone rang just as Charlie walked in the door. He grabbed it in the kitchen, and I could hear him laughing.
“Yeah, no worries,” Charlie said. “I understand. I’m sure I’ll make the same mistake myself someday.” After he hung up, he walked into the playroom and said, “Your dad forgot and went straight home. No problem. I’ll drive you.”
I was scared to be alone with Charlie again, but also fascinated. I hadn’t stopped thinking about that kiss. It was my first kiss that didn’t feel familial. Right after it happened, everything I thought about it made me feel gross and ashamed. But sometimes when I was lying in bed at night, I thought about Charlie kissing me. I’d reimagine the moment, making up scenarios that could make it okay. Like what if Steena had left Charlie for another man, and even though we knew it was strange, we had fallen completely in love? I imagined standing in that bathroom, looking out the window at the stars, and maybe it was the Fourth of July, and maybe we could see fireworks, and he’d tell me I was more beautiful than the sky, and dip me backward and kiss me like we were in a movie. I’d imagine it over and over again and feel the pressure of his lips against mine in every inch of my body.
My daydream was so vivid and clear that it felt like Charlie had to know about it too, like I’d been broadcasting my thoughts. When we walked out to his car together, I was flushed and nervous, heart beating in my throat.
The smell of whiskey on Charlie’s breath filled the car. He was talking fast, telling me things about the new development: a soil assessment, an old oak tree they weren’t allowed to take down. “But as my dad always tells me, accidents happen,” he said, with a laugh that was too intense. “Oops. Sorry, tree!”
I kept my fingers touching the door handle so I could open it the second he stopped the car in my driveway. But as I was trying to leave, he grabbed my arm. I turned back to look at him. In the dome light, his pupils were tiny dots framed by gold and green. He kissed more roughly this time. I felt like his breath was mine too, trapped in my nose, sour like an apple core left in a lunch box. When I tried to pull away, his grip on my arm tightened. I felt a scream forming in my chest, expanding into my throat, but I was unable to make a sound.
He finally let me go when I started to cry, my ragged breath breaking our lips apart.
“Woah,” he said. “Where did that come from?” As if we’d both been equally invested. And I was sure we hadn’t been, but then unsure, because I’d wanted to scream, but I didn’t. Because I could have gotten out of the car a little faster if I’d tried. Because I had spent so many nights imagining a better version of our first kiss. And I missed the Charlie who made me feel like I belonged.
“I don’t know,” I mumbled and pushed the car door open. When I ran up the stairs to the landing, I could see my mother standing at the living room window.
She’d witnessed what Charlie did, and for a moment, I felt relieved. Maybe she wouldn’t have believed me if I’d told her, but she had to believe what she’d seen. When she opened the door to let me in the house, she was red-faced, disgusted. I expected her to run after Charlie’s car to give him a piece of her mind.
Instead, she said in a sharp whisper, “We raised you better than that,” spit particles following her words. Her breath smelled like Charlie’s.
“No,” I pleaded. I wanted to tell her it wasn’t my fault, but I was scared there was something I did or didn’t do to make Charlie kiss me, and maybe my mother had seen that part too.
She hissed, “Don’t make a mess of our lives, Freya!” She kept looking over her shoulder. I could tell she didn’t want Step to know.
When I climbed into bed, Cassiopeia was shining bright through my window, and I wished on all her stars that I had the kind of mom who would chase down Charlie and tell him not to lay a hand on me ever again. Or at least the kind of dad who would remember to pick me up after work.
Steena and Charlie moved into their new house a few weeks later. That house was on the way home from Step’s work, but my mother started picking me up. Every time I went over there, she’d be waiting for me in the driveway at seven-thirty on the dot. But I had the distinct feeling that she was trying to protect Charlie from me, not the other way around.
That summer, I started working at The Aster, and picked up as many hours as Enzo would give me. Jam drove me to work before his piano lessons, and Carlos drove me home at the end of the night. Once school started, I worked double shifts on both days of every weekend.
As soon as I turned sixteen, Shorty sold me an ’82 Ford Fiesta he’d bought for parts. He gave it to me at cost and helped me fix it too. Once I had my learner’s permit, Carlos got me straight on parallel parking so I could pass my driver’s test. And then Enzo had Mary write me an employment letter that allowed me to drive after nine with my new junior license.
After that, I didn’t have to rely on anyone to see Aubrey. I didn’t have to get in the car with Charlie ever again. I felt certain I’d solved the problem. When I did see Charlie, it was always around Steena and Aubrey. Sometimes, when he could flash me a look that Steena wouldn’t see, he’d raise his eyebrows and hold up his hands as if to say, Oops! But otherwise, it felt like everything had gone back to normal. So it was almost easy to pretend nothing had ever gone wrong. And eventually, I started to believe that was true.






— Chapter 38 —
By the time Eddie comes over, Bee and I have gone through not just my mother’s dresser, but my father’s too. We stripped the bed. Emptied the nightstands. Bee took photos of the pages Step marked in his book and said she’d drop it off at the library. We’ve removed the empty drawers from all the furniture and carried them to the basement.
Eddie helps us move the big pieces. We peel back the carpet and padding. Prop it up with laundry baskets and run Step’s old box fan.
“It’ll dry,” Eddie says. “Not as bad as it looks.” I know he’s read the worry on my face. He puts his arm around my shoulder. He smells like sweat and sawdust and aftershave. “It’s gonna be alright, Frey. These things happen. My roof was leaking too.”
“I need to head home,” Bee says. The way she smiles makes me think she’s leaving me and Eddie alone on purpose. “You’ve got it without me, right?” She takes the garbage bags of my parents’ things with her so I don’t have to think about them anymore.

After Bee leaves, we arm ourselves with gloves and goggles and climb the ladder to the attic. Eddie carries a piece of plywood over his shoulder. I follow with a stack of towels tucked under my arm. Once I get to the top, I perch awkwardly on the two-by-fours that frame the trap door. Eddie walks across the beams, sure of his steps. His leather tool belt has a layered patina of paint spatters, and it moves with his body like it’s part of him. His work boots are creased, shiny at the friction points. I like the way he has existed in his life. Stayed rooted. Worn things down.
I try to join him, but I’m terrified of losing my balance and falling through the sheetrock. My knees stop working. When Eddie notices, he lays the plywood down over the joists at the other end of the attic and walks back to me. Takes the stack of towels. Offers his hand.
“You got this,” he says. “I got you.”
We walk across the boards, his fingers threaded between mine, grip so strong that I believe he could keep me from falling. After each step, he waits to make sure I’ve caught my balance. We make it to the plywood landing and get to work ripping out wet insulation and sopping up the water pooled in the bubble. We settle into the thing we had as kids, that way of working nicely together.
Eddie follows the drip up the rafter. “It’s usually not right above the leak in the ceiling. Everyone expects it to be, but the water travels along the wood.” After he locates the source, he goes out to his truck and comes back with a sheet of shingles, a tube of wet-dry roofing cement, and a caulk gun. “I know, I know, shingles go on the outside,” he says. “But since we can’t get on the roof with all that ice, this’ll stop the bleeding.”
He shows me the right way to apply the cement and makes me do it so I’ll know how. Then he has me press the shingle over the leak, like a band-aid, and hold it in place until it dries enough to stick. After a minute, he reaches up to take over for me, flat palming the shingle, twisting his hand to make sure the cement has dried enough to hold.
“It’s not a long-term fix,” he says, wiping his hand on his jeans. “But I’ll help you re-roof this summer if you want. And I’ll come back when the ceiling is dry so we can cut out that bubble and patch it. It’s not hard, but it’s a two-person job.” He smiles and I feel a shock of warmth in my chest.
“How are you still single?” I ask and immediately wish I could grab the words and put them back.
“I was married,” Eddie says, clearing his throat. “To Lexi Doyle.”
“Oh, that’s nice,” I mumble, my face flushing.
Lexi was in our grade. She was super sweet and pretty. Always had a good part in school plays because she was a great dancer. I don’t think they dated in high school, but I’m not sure I would have noticed. I catch myself wondering if Bee has the scoop on what happened, but it wouldn’t be right to ask. That’s the ultimate unfairness of small towns. You become a character stitched from everyone else’s version of the things that happened to you.
Eddie holds his hand out to walk me back across the boards. We make each step in unison. He’s quiet and it feels heavy.
“I’m sorry,” I say when we’re back to the ladder. “I didn’t mean to—”
“S’okay.” He climbs down ahead of me. “We’re separated—for a while now. Waiting on paperwork and then we’ll be divorced. Lexi is a really good person. Just—sometimes you have the best intentions, and the facts work against you, you know?”
I want to ask what he means, but it feels too personal, so I just agree.
When I step off the last rung, Eddie puts his arm out as if he thinks I might still need steadying. He laughs when he realizes it’s overkill. “Sorry, I’m so awkward,” he says. “The divorce isn’t something I’ve talked about much.”
“I’m sorry. I wanted to say something nice about you helping me and somehow I turned into my Aunt DeeDee.”
Eddie grins. “Aunt DeeDee sounds like a catch. Is she single?”
“I don’t know. She was my Uncle Angelo’s second wife. He’s got to be on number four by now.”
“Then I hope she has a hot young boyfriend to make him jealous,” Eddie says. “Not a guy like me with an almost-ex-wife and achy knees.”
“She could do worse than a guy like you,” I say, in my best Aunt DeeDee accent.
“Thanks,” Eddie says sincerely, like he needed the encouragement. He goes back into the attic to retrieve the plywood board, and as I’m watching him climb the ladder, I imagine what his life with Lexi was like. I bet she decorates for different seasons and planned their dinners on a calendar. Even though their marriage didn’t work out, the fact that Eddie tried means he had an idea of what he wanted and reached for it, which is so much more than I can say for myself.
“I gotta get back to my mom,” he says when he climbs down. He folds the ladder into the ceiling and pushes the trap door closed. “Call if you need me. Go up there a few times in the next two-three days while the ice is melting. Flash a light to check for shine from water leaking in. It’s no problem for me to come back.”
I help him carry stuff to his truck. He hugs me goodbye before he leaves, and I know that when I go to bed tonight, I will think about the feeling of his strong arms around my back, the way his stomach curves out where mine curves in, like we were made to have no space between our bodies. I wonder if, across the pond, in his bed, he’ll think about me at all.

I stand in the driveway after Eddie leaves, listening to the ice melt dripping from the trees. The sun is low in the sky. I don’t know if all the ice will be gone by morning, so I try to memorize the glowing branches, the frosted ground.
There’s a huge crash behind the house. A sheet of ice fallen from a branch maybe, tiny broken pieces following. I hear crunching. Something shatters.
I trudge to the backyard, my feet breaking ice with every step.
When I round the corner of the house, I see the deer. She is wild-eyed, charging toward the fence she easily jumped over while running down the hill, retreating when she realizes it’s too high for her to clear in the other direction. She grunts when she sees me. Rears up, then crashes into another section of raspberry canes, shattering the ice encasing them.
I am afraid for her as much as for myself.
“I’ll show you how to get out,” I say. I back away, but every step I take comes with the loud crackle of ice beneath my feet.
She stares at me. I back away a little more, hug the wall of the house. She returns her focus to the fence, barreling toward it, bailing at the last minute. Trying again with the same result.
While she’s distracted, I manage to get behind her.
“Go on.” I hold my arms wide, stomping my feet on the ice.
She jumps sideways, then backsteps.
I stomp more and it scares her in the right direction.
Slowly, I herd her toward the front yard. As soon as she spots the open gate, she turns her back on me, running down the driveway into the unfenced woods across the street.






– Chapter 39 —
It’s almost dark by the time I call Jam. I should have called earlier. I meant to check on him, but the day got away from me.
He doesn’t pick up. I give it five minutes and he doesn’t pick up again. I could call Aubrey to see if she’s heard from him, but I don’t want to worry her.
The sun is fading, temperature dropping. The roads will freeze over again, and I trust my feet more than my tires, so I bundle up and climb the hill. As I walk past the neighbors’ houses, there are tarps on roofs and branches down everywhere. It makes me feel a little less like the rain cloud exists directly over my head.
I look for signs that I might still know the people who live in these houses—a familiar car, or flag, or statue of Mary—and I realize that we never actually had much contact with our neighbors. I knew the kids on my school bus by sight and name. I played Marco Polo with some of them at the pond. But I’ve never been inside most of these houses. My parents didn’t have friends. We never had barbecues with other families. Steena’s social life existed away from our house. Maybe there was a neighborhood happening around us that I never noticed. Or maybe people moved out here for the solitude and we were just part of the culture.

The lights are off at Jam’s house, but when I walk up to his bedroom window, I can hear piano music. I slide the window open and climb in, kicking my shoes off before they make a mess. The lights work when I find the switch, so I think he’s been playing since before dark.
I stand by the door to the basement and listen. The song is one of Jam’s own pieces, I think. It feels like him. The plink plunk of high keys, played slightly off rhythm, creates a sense of unease while he builds the bass notes, bringing their stability in like a wash of relief. He loops back, plays the same bar again and again, then crashes the keys, which I don’t think is part of the song. It sounds likes he’s writing and frustrated. I take the pause to open the door.
“Hey, Jam! It’s me!”
“I’m down here,” he shouts, as if I wouldn’t know otherwise.
His purple and green lights are reflecting strangely off the floor. As I walk down the stairs, I realize there’s standing water in the basement, all the way up to the bottom step.
Jam is seated on the piano bench, feet submerged to reach the pedals. The water is over the metal wheels, lapping at the legs that Vili may have carved.
“Jam! We have to get the water out!”
He shrugs and goes back to playing the bars he’d been repeating; the music echoes across the water.
“This will ruin your piano!” My mind is scrambling for a solution.
He keeps playing.
“Why would you let it be ruined?” I yell.
He looks over his shoulder at me. “I’m ruined,” he says, as if it’s a cool, calm fact.
I feel like my heart might slip through my ribs. I want to tell Jam he is not ruined, but I’m afraid he might be.
He finally plays something he’s happy with and takes that riff, repeating it, changing the last few notes each time until he lets the first ones tumble. I sit on the steps to listen. He is caught in the trance of his own music, waves of emotion twisting his face, swaying his body.
When he’s done, we just sit there. He rests his head against the music stand.
“We have to get the water out,” I say, breaking the quiet.
Jam sits up, bangs the keys ferociously. A knocking sound follows the notes. “Do you hear it? The death rattle? There’s a crack in the soundboard. It’s been chasing me for years.”
“Where’s your sump pump?” I ask.
He turns to look at me. Even in the weird purple light I can tell his pupils are large. He smiles, long and lazy like the Cheshire Cat. “Sump. Pump,” he says, making popping sounds of the Ps. He raises his arm, flips his hand toward the corner as if he’s conducting.
I take my socks off, roll the cuffs of my jeans as high as they’ll go, and step off the stairs into the flood. The water is bracing. My toes ache instantly. I worry Jam could have frostbite. There are pages of music and pencils floating on the surface. I walk slow, sliding my feet forward, one at a time to avoid stepping on anything that could cut or trip me.
When I get to the sump pump, it’s tipped out of the drain hole, floating on its side, so there’s no way for the buoy to trigger the on switch. The motor hasn’t drowned. As soon as I get it upright, the pump kicks into gear, but it will take hours to drain the basement.
“Oh, sumptuous pump,” Jam says. “Do your bidding.”
My anger hits the boiling point. “Damnit, Jam!” I shout. “You can’t let your piano rot. That was an easy fix!” But Jam is unmoved, and it feels like yelling at a brick wall.
“A crumb to a human is a boulder to an ant,” he says, plunking out a marching rhythm on the high keys.
“Jam! Stop! This is pathetic!”
“Being a musician means you’re always at least a little pathetic, right?” His voice is dispassionate. “You’re either struggling to get somewhere, or you got there and you’re living off the praise, terrified it’ll end. You’re striving. Starving. Striving.” He bangs chords on the low keys that sound like a chorus of his words. “Everyone’s life is like that. Security is always an illusion, but in art, we know security doesn’t exist.” He breaks the chords into solitary notes that climb upward like an anthem. “Pathetic. Pathetic. The only way to be an artist and not be pathetic is to keep the art close.” He changes key, turns a rumble into a melody. “But I—I don’t know how to do that. Do you? I don’t. Music isn’t mine. It’s a tribute. I’m a tribute band,” he says, like he’s just finally made sense of something.
And then I realize he’s playing Free Bird.

It takes me ages to convince Jam to get his feet out of the water. Eventually, whatever he took starts to fade, leaving him exhausted and pliable. I lure him upstairs with the promise of hot cocoa, hoping there’s some in the cupboard. It doesn’t matter when there isn’t. At that point, he’s sad, shivering, grateful for any care. I fill the bathtub with a few inches of cold water and make him stand in it, adding heat slowly so it doesn’t hurt as his feet thaw. He’s quiet mostly. I feel like he’s not really with me. My mother exploded when she drank. But Jam gathers his pain, drawing it inside, turning himself into a bomb blanket. He doesn’t realize the loss of him would hurt me so much more than the shrapnel.
Eventually, I drain the water and draw a real bath for him. I help him lift his sweater over his head. Steady him while he takes off his pants. When he gets in the tub, I sit on the side and scrub his back with a washcloth, running my hand along the knobs of his spine.
“I’m sorry,” he says finally. “I don’t know how to be me in the world.”
Once the tub is too full to keep adding hot water as it cools, Jam kicks the drain with his foot. I wrap him in a towel when he stands. He walks back to his room in a dreamy haze and curls up in his bed.
There’s a message on my phone from Aubrey. She’s spending the night at Shray’s. So I take off my pants and climb into bed with Jam, feeling the warmth radiate from his body.

In the morning, I hear Jam get up. I mean to follow but drift off again, my brain collecting the sounds of kitchen clatter and footsteps without being sure what’s real and what’s dream. When I do open my eyes, Jam is standing next to the bed, holding a plate with a huge stack of pancakes swimming in syrup.
“I’ll spill this on you if you don’t wake up,” he says, a grin in his voice. He sits beside me, hands me a fork, digs in with another. He’s dressed, bright-eyed, hair combed. “I figured out the song I was writing. You want to hear it?”
And, of course, I do.
“Bring that,” he says, pointing to the plate.
“Don’t you want to eat more while they’re hot?”
He shakes his head. “You can have the rest. I ate like six while I was cooking.”
I follow him to the basement, which is mostly drained now. There’s sediment collected at the water line, puddles on the floor, sheet music stuck to the concrete like papier-mâché. Jam has dragged the shop vac down the stairs.
“I didn’t want to run the vacuum while you were sleeping. But I’m going to clean today.” He says it like he’s trying to prove something to me, and I really want him to.
I sit next to him on the bench. The cushion is cold, and maybe a little damp from all the moisture in the room.
“Okay,” he says, making fists with his hands, rolling his wrists. “I haven’t plunked it out yet. I just heard it in my head. But I think I got it. So, we’ll see.”
He starts playing a discordant twinkling that makes me picture stars in my mind. When it turns into a melody, there are whole constellations and I swear I can see them glow. So brightly.






— Chapter 40 —
When I get home, it looks like the house has been ransacked. Soggy cardboard boxes are leaking into the living room carpet; a green tarp and a bright yellow sleeping bag hang from sawhorses dragged up from the basement.
Aubrey is crouched next to the fireplace, blowing on a lit scrap of newspaper underneath a fresh stack of logs. She doesn’t look up when I come in.
“Do it!” she says to the flame that is already burning out. “Come on! Fuck!”
“Here.” I take the lighter from her, twist up a new piece of newspaper, and use it to get the fire started. “Also…” I show her how to open the flue.
“Okay. Yeah. Fire needs air,” she says, rubbing at her forehead.
“Yes, and so do we.”
She keeps looking around the living room like she’s trying to figure out a puzzle. “It’s all going to get moldy,” she says, her eyes tearing. She’s not wearing any makeup or magnets, and she looks so young. “I should have checked it. I thought because the boxes were up high…”
“What is this stuff?”
“Step’s backpacking gear.”
“When did he start backpacking?” I ask.
Step had been a Boy Scout, and he talked about camping like it was heaven on earth, even though he hadn’t been since before he met my mother. He still had some of his camping gear, but it was already torn and mildewed back when he let me and Bee use it to play adventurer in the yard.
I look in one of the cardboard boxes and see an ultralight cookstove and enough foil sleeves of dehydrated stew to get a person through the apocalypse. In another there are hiking pants, UV shirts, a down jacket, wool socks.
“He was going to hike the Appalachian Trail,” Aubrey says.
“By himself?” A wave of overwhelm rises through my body. I can’t tell if I want to laugh or cry, but the emotion hurts to hold. “The whole thing?”
“I think so.”
Step planning any kind of trip on his own seems so far outside his character. This one would have taken him half a year and required a level of strategy and strength I never knew him to have.
“Did he talk about it?” I ask.
“No. I didn’t know until I found his stuff.”
“Do you think my mother knew?” I can’t decide if Step disappearing into the woods would have been a cruelty to her or a gift.
Aubrey shakes her head. “I don’t think anyone did. He had all these boxes in the closet under the basement stairs. I moved them to that weird shelf to get them off the ground.”
“The granite weeps up there,” I tell her. “It’s bedrock.”
“I thought I was keeping everything safe,” she says, her voice catching in her throat.
“It’s okay, Aubs. You couldn’t have known.”
I don’t understand why she’s so upset, but I don’t want to make it worse by asking the wrong questions.
Aubrey thumbs through a soggy notebook. It’s the black and white marbled one she was reading when I found her in the basement. “It’s still readable,” she says, pressing her hand to her heart. She turns the book around to show me. “Step had the whole trip planned. He broke the route into calories per day, based on how hard the hiking is. He was going to mail food to himself at different checkpoints. There are lists of what has to go in each box and where to send them.”
“So, he was close to leaving?” Nothing about this makes sense. Not only would I expect my father to fail at a trip of this magnitude, but the Step I knew would also expect that from himself and not even bother to try.
“He put a lot of work in,” Aubrey says. “A lot of money too.”
“Is the gear worth something?” I ask, thinking that probably explains her concern. “All this stuff is meant to get wet, right? We can probably still sell it.”
Aubrey rests the book on the mantel, sits on the ledge next to the fireplace. She looks at her hands, not me. “Before you came home,” she says, then pauses for what seems like eons, picks at her ragged thumbnail, “I was going to take a bus down to the trailhead in Georgia and start walking.”
“Holy shit.” I imagine her in a window seat on a Greyhound, staring at the white dashes on the road whizzing by, then in a blink, she’s trudging into the woods alone. It’s so clear in my mind that I feel like she’s about to disappear.
“It’s not that crazy. I have Step’s plan,” Aubrey says. “And most of the stuff I’d need. His pants even fit okay.”
“You’re not going to go now, are you?” I know my fear has leaked into my voice, my face. It’s too much to hold.
She shakes her head.
“You swear? You promise?”
“Yeah. Of course,” Aubrey says, as if I’m being ridiculous. “It’s already April. You have to start in March.”
The air smells like damp basement and cat pee and feels toxic in my lungs. I don’t trust myself to keep standing. I sit next to Aubrey on the fireplace ledge, fighting the urge to grab her arm, hold her in place. In February, I told her she couldn’t stay here. That could have been the last time I saw her.
“I still had to buy more food and mail the supply packages. And then you came home.” She swallows, looks up at the ceiling. Her voice gets higher as she talks. “I wanted to see you. Like, if you were going to be here, even just for a little while. I didn’t want to miss you.”
I lean over and hug her hard enough to feel her bones, to know for sure that she is here and not about to slip away into the dark forest.

We spend the next few hours washing Step’s hiking clothes and sleeping bag, wiping down his tent and backpack, taking the batteries out of his flashlight, and opening up his first aid kit so any moisture that leaked in can dry. Aubrey goes through the food packets to make sure none of them are broken or expired. I sort all his odds and ends—titanium utensils, refillable lighter, small shovel, multi-tool, switchblade, flat-rolled duct tape, orange plastic whistle, sewing kit, tent patches, extra parts for the cookstove. He had to do so much work to acquire these things and bring them into the house without my mother noticing.
“You weren’t scared of hiking two thousand miles alone?” I ask.
“Yeah,” Aubrey says, “but before you came back, I was scared here too. It’s so dark at night. Out there.” She points to the window.
“It’s pretty dark in the wilderness,” I say, pulling my best impression of Aubrey’s thinking face.
She gets what I’m doing and smiles. “Yeah, I know. But when I was here by myself, I had to keep pretending my life was normal, so everything felt worse. I think the trail is just abnormal, you know? And it’s like a goal I can have.” She checks the date on the last packet of stroganoff and chucks it on the keep pile. “I read about this thing people on the A.T. say—that you have to hike your own hike. Like, you’re supposed to do things your way. So, sometimes you walk with other people when your hikes match, but when they don’t, it’s okay to keep walking.” She looks at me and I can tell she’s trying not to cry. “I thought maybe if I knew what my hike was, they couldn’t hurt me anymore.”
I’m not sure if she’s talking about Kelly and Carter, or her parents, or everyone. I want to ask, but she shakes her head like she’s trying to erase her thoughts. She looks under the bottom flaps of the last soggy cardboard box, then turns it over to make sure there’s nothing in it.
“Did you find Step’s compass?” she asks.
“No.”
She runs down to the basement, comes back with a blue stuff sack, and dumps it out on the floor. There’s some rope and tent stakes and a tiny red velvet bag, sun-faded, worn down to the cloth in most places. “All of his gear looks brand new except for this.” She unties the pull-strings, shakes it over her palm, and holds out her cupped hand to show me a tin compass, smaller than a dime. The metal is worn and shiny, and the glass face is scuffed. It looks like something Step might have had as a toy when he was a child. “It works. That’s really north,” she says in a reverent tone, as if we’re in the presence of a precious artifact. It’s still hard to get my head around her affection for Step. I wonder if this was how my mother felt when she watched me cuddle up in Babbo’s lap to read Dr. Seuss.
Aubrey slides the compass back in the little red bag. She rests it on the mantel while she airs out the stuff sack. Maybe some of her reverence is for the gear itself, the comfort of an escape plan.
“What made you check on Step’s stuff?” I ask. She may have missed the March start date to thru-hike the Appalachian Trail, but there are other trails, different distances. “It’s not because you want to go somewhere else now, right?”
Aubrey shakes her head. “No. I just like to read his notebook. It calms me down.” She grabs the book from the mantel and holds it out to me. The paper is dry now, but the edges have ruffled. “It’s mostly supply lists and meal plans, but sometimes he drew little pictures of a flower he wanted to try to notice, or a bird that’s specific to a place. There are hot springs near a mountain named Max Patch and a hostel in Tennessee that has really good showers. Do you want to read it?”
“That’s okay.” I can’t decide if I’m proud of Step for working toward his goal or devastated that he found the courage to stand up for his dream when he never figured out how to stand up for me. If he were just some guy from the bar, I’d definitely be proud of him. It’s a shame he had to be my father.






— Chapter 41 —
“There’s a little dip in the driveway, so…” I gesture with my hand.
“Yeah, sure, Freya. Thanks,” Shorty says, his arm leaning out the window of the appliance delivery truck.
When we were all telling our post ice storm war stories at the bar, I mentioned Jam’s piano and that I wished I could keep it at my house for him. Shorty winked and said, “Once I fix the truck I got coming in next week, I’m gonna have to give it a test drive.”
Now, I’m certain I’m about to witness the demise of both the deer fence and the truck because I can’t see how Shorty is going to get it through the narrow gate, or how anyone could navigate this backward. But he hits the gas and glides right on through like it’s nothing.
Jam, Shorty, a few guys from the auto shop, and a cashier from Gristedes who owes Jam a favor dismantled the piano as much as they could and hauled it out of the Olbrichs’ basement.
They use dollies and muscle to get it across the soggy grass and bring it in through the French doors in the sunroom.
“Can we set it up here?” Shorty asks, even though the plan was to put it in the living room. He’s panting, sweat pouring down his temples in streams.
That side of the sunroom is under my parents’ bedroom, where the roof leaked, so I worry that we’re just moving the Steinway from a place where water wells up to a place where it rains from above. But I know trying to talk these guys into moving that piano through two more doorways is probably a bad idea.
“Yes!” I say brightly. “Perfect! Thank you!”
When they’re done, I make Jam buy everyone pizza and beer. He sits on the patio with the guys to eat, and they all joke around together like they’re friends.
As everyone is leaving, I catch Jam handing a wad of bills to Shorty, who tries to refuse. Jam sticks the money in the front pocket of Shorty’s coveralls and pats his chest. Shorty nods and gives him a hearty slap-on-the-back hug. It makes me feel like Jam is still existing in the world, trying to connect. He still values his piano.
I am warm and fuzzy and full of good feelings for the state of humanity until Jam sits down with his weird little hammer to tune his piano. The tile floor in the sunroom creates an echo that floods every single room in the house. He plays a sour note, twists the corresponding peg, hits the key again. He consults his tuning fork, hums a bit. Hits the note again. When he’s finally satisfied, he moves on to the next key.
“How long does this take?” I ask.
“Two hours, maybe?” he says, frowning. “Three? It’s pretty far out of tune. I need to voice the hammers too.” He is serious Jam at the moment. On task and unconcerned with his change of scene.
Already, I am missing the quiet of the house. Without meaning to, I have given up my peace.
I go down to the basement to work on the dresser, but Jam’s sour notes follow me. So I grab Step’s bolt cutters and walk down to the pond.

I’ve forgotten how to navigate brambles. I used to be really good at getting through them. Maybe it’s just because I’m bigger and there’s more of me to get stuck. Or maybe I’ve lost some of my resilience—I believe I shouldn’t be scratched by thorns, so I catalog the pain. As a kid I was always proud of my scrapes and I loved to pick the scabs off my skin.
My rowboat is still there. Chained to the tree, right where I left it. The edges are sunken into the mud. There’s a little corrosion around the bolts. But my boat was made to last a lifetime and hasn’t been through half of one yet. I can’t remember the combination, but Step’s bolt cutters make easy work of the padlock. I have to muster the guts to turn it upright, imagining that the hull is now home to a cranky snapping turtle or writhing mating ball of snakes. When I sink my fingers into the mud, grab the edge, and flip it over, there is a catastrophic crashing sound. I scream, sneakers slipping in the mud. But as I jump back, preparing to run, I realize that it was just the oars I kept stored under the bench smacking the boat’s floor. In the end, all I’ve unearthed are a few worms who are shocked by the sunshine.
The boat is dirty and there’s a small leak I can’t locate, but it floats. And it doesn’t take long to catch my bearings. My muscles remember how to steady myself as I step onto the bow and launch forward to push off from shore. I navigate the wobble to get to my seat. The echo of the metal and the smell of silt churned from the bottom of the pond feel like dear old friends.
I push the oars into the locks, slide the paddles into the water, and row out to the middle of the pond. The air is cool, but the sun is warm. I lie across the seat with my knees up and my head against the side. I swear I can hear sunnies swimming underneath the hull. I am in a state of bliss I have not experienced in years, and I stay until the sun starts sinking behind the trees. Then I slip my oars back into the water, throw my weight against them, and feel the left one crack.

“What happened to you?” Aubrey asks when I get home. I am still raining pond water. My sneakers are filled with mud. But even though I had to jump in the freezing water to swim my boat back to shore, my body feels light and calm,
“I went for a dip.”
“You’re so weird,” she says, shaking her head.
The house is warm; my shower is hot. Jam’s piano is tuned, and he made us risotto. Aubrey and I sit on pillows on the sunroom floor and eat while Jam plays our requests. In the dark, the windows reflect us back to ourselves, and we look so happy.





Most accounts agree that Old Bet died on July 26, 1816, but her cause of death is another discordant detail.
Some historians claim that Old Bet was killed by a vagrant. Some say her murderer was a religious zealot who believed the elephant to be a vessel of Satan.
The story my fourth-grade teacher Mrs. Lucarelli told us is that Bailey was boarding Bet on a farm in Maine for the summer. In exchange for Bet’s housing, Bailey gave the hosting farmer an ownership share of his elephant.
But soon, the farmer grew tired of having Old Bet on his farm. He felt that her large body was too destructive to his barn and his land. It was a burden to clean up after her. The farmer told Bailey he was going to shoot Old Bet—that she was his elephant to kill if he wanted.
Bailey said, “You only own half of her.”
The farmer said, “Well, then, I’ll only shoot my half.” And he did.
Another version of this story sets the argument as pure financial discord and puts the gun in Hachaliah Bailey’s hand.






— Summer —






— Chapter 42 —
It’s been too hot for days, but the field mice made a project out of the wires of The Aster’s A/C over winter and Sam hasn’t gotten it fixed yet. We’re stuck with open windows and ceiling fans churning the humid air, but no one seems to mind. School let out for the year and the bar is packed with teachers, all raucous and relieved. They drink piña coladas and cold beer in frosted mugs and order way too much food for the table. Their laughter rises to hysterical heights and falls into sighs as they catch their breath.
The kid! With the pants!
And the girl! Who forgot! Aboutthecheesesandwich! In. Her. Backpack! For six months!
They are once-a-year drunk, and I’ve already put in a call to the cab company to give them a heads up.
I know a few of the teachers; they were my teachers too. While I pour beers and run the blender, I vacillate between the burning embarrassment of realizing they may have laughed about me this way, and feeling like it doesn’t matter at all. I would laugh the same way about them in the right company. I am not ashamed for working at a bar, though. I thought maybe I would be, in the face of teachers who last saw me as a college-bound kid. But I’m good at what I do. I’ve helped Sam and Carlos make this restaurant a place that is always full of happy customers. I am paying my way in the world, taking care of my niece, fixing my house, working on my carvings. I’m not living my life waiting for the end of something—I am living in my life. So lately, I have been feeling a lot less like a college dropout and more like someone who’s got a good thing going.
At last call, Mr. Gioletti sits at the bar in front of me and orders his third whiskey sour. I don’t think he’s a big drinker, and he seems slightly in the bag, so I make it heavy on the sour.
“I remember you, Freya,” he says.
“I remember you too, Mr. Gioletti.” I put his drink on a napkin in front of him. He’s wearing a Hawaiian shirt that gives off a whiff of closet when the breeze hits right.
“You,” he points at me, “were always so smart.”
“I think I almost failed your class.”
“School has nothing to do with being smart.” He takes a sip of his drink and laughs. “Good call,” he says. “I’m driving.”
“That one’s on me,” I tell him.
He holds up his glass to thank me. “School is about fitting in a system. Some smart people do that well. And some smart people would perhaps be better off if we left them to their own devices.” He blinks at me, owl eyes magnified by his glasses. “Your niece is the same way. She plays the system a little better than you did. But only a little.”
“She stole your rat.”
His face lights up. “I know.”
“You know?”
“She walked out of the classroom with a rat in her coat pocket. You think I didn’t catch that?”
I laugh. “But you didn’t stop her?”
“I was happy for that poor little bugger to get a good home.”
“Mr. Gioletti! You are full of surprises.”
“It’s Bob. You’re a grown up. You can call me Bob now.” He polishes off his drink. Burps a little. “And yes, I am.”

Eddie nurses his beer until everyone else has gone home. I barely saw him all night. He was sitting at the table of teachers for a while. He went out to the pier for a smoke with Sam a few times. I think Bee was buying his beers. I keep track of him more than I should. I try not to think about him too much, but I do anyway. I like it when he’s here.
While I count the drawer, Eddie clears the glasses from the end of the bar and brings them into the kitchen.
When he comes back, he rinses the rail mats in the sink under the bar.
“You don’t have to do that,” I say.
He smiles at me. “Good to be busy.”
“Thank you.”
I watch him when he isn’t looking. He works his jaw like a nervous habit, but the rest of him seems so easy. He’s clean-shaven, not wearing a hat today, and his hair looks freshly cut. His EMS t-shirt is spotless, free of wrinkles, even though the navy has been washed down to a softer blue.
When I’m done with the drawer, I pour beers for both of us.
“I’ve still got some left,” he says, pointing to his glass, a quarter full.
“That’s definitely room temperature,” I say, handing him his fresh beer.
We sit next to each other at the end of the bar. Eddie digs some quarters from his pocket and picks out songs on the jukebox.
“How old is this thing?” he asks, turning the dial to flip through the cards.
“It’s been here as long as I can remember. I’m surprised Sam kept it.”
“Woah, England Dan and John Ford Coley!”
“Huh?”
“My dad loved them,” Eddie says, hitting the buttons to choose the song. “I thought they were singing about how they weren’t talking about Millennium, because it was a song about the Millennium Falcon, but they’re saying ‘moving in.’ ”
“I thought that Eagles song was a guy singing about his peaceful easy penis when I was a kid.”
Eddie snorts his beer.
“I could never understand how they could just play it on the radio, but I didn’t want to ask anyone about it.”
“How did you hear penis instead of feeling?” Eddie asks, and I think maybe he’s blushing.
“I don’t know. Sound gets distorted in the way-back of a station wagon.”
He laughs. “Ah, the way-back. They don’t let kids sit there anymore.”
“They sure don’t,” I say, remembering the car sickness I endured to be as far from Steena as I could get in the confines of Step’s Chevy. “Best seat in the car.”
We listen to the song that’s not about the Millennium Falcon while Eddie chooses more music. He won’t let me see what he’s picking.
When the record changes, it’s that morning train song by Sheena Easton that was always on the radio when my mom drove me and Steena to school. Eddie bops his head ever so slightly.
“Do you remember when Jennifer S. danced to this in the third-grade talent show?” I ask.
“Oh god! I forgot about that!”
“She dressed up all cute in tights and leg warmers and that white sweatshirt—”
“That was so awful!” Eddie holds his hand over his nose, and I know we’re both picturing the moment when she tripped over her shoelace and face-planted, knocking out her front teeth.
“What song is next?”
“I can’t remember now,” he says. “It was twelve songs for a dollar.”
“Twelve? We’ll be here all night.”
“We don’t have to stay and listen to all of them,” he says, but I can see the hope in his eyes.
“Of course we do. I want to know what you picked.” I am also curious about the way my heart is thudding in my chest.
Eddie definitely blushes. “Alright.”
“We probably need french fries,” I say, because I’m feeling like I might start blushing too. I prop the kitchen door open so I can hear the music and switch the deep fryer back on.
Foolish Heart by Steve Perry starts playing as I get fries and chicken fingers from the deep freeze.
“Good one,” I call out.
“Thanks,” Eddie says.
I throw a few handfuls of fries and a stack of chicken fingers into the fryer baskets and lower them into the oil, watching the sizzle.
There have not been many men in my life. Not many and no one significant. Sad guys in bars. The ones I could tell would be bashful and grateful and, most importantly, gone at the end of their long weekend in Acadia. They were using me to feel less lonely, I was trying to erase what happened before them, and of course it didn’t work. Two panic attacks. One awkward night with a recently divorced dad who had a shocking amount of hair on his toes. One somewhat steamy affair with a vacationer that lasted for two weeks and was full of the kind of sweet false promises you make to friends at summer camp. And one ill-advised fling with Buck’s fishmonger, who dumped me after I drunkenly referred to marriage as a stupid vestigial custom, because he was “looking for something real.”
But Eddie.
Everything I feel about Eddie is laden with wants. I want to kiss him. I want it to be amazing. I don’t want to have a panic attack. I want him to like me the way I like him. I want him to be nervous, too, so I can feel like we’re carrying this fear together, like we’re two people with sweaty palms, breathing muggy air in the same blanket fort. Everyone I’ve ever been with has chosen me, and then I figured out how to want them like I was playing catch up. But Eddie who had a crooked bowl cut in third grade, Eagle Scout Eddie, EMT Eddie, is the kind of guy you dream about when you have your head on straight. And I don’t know if someone like me is capable of straight-headedness. He is stand-up, earnest, heart-on-his sleeve. I would hate myself for hurting him. It takes so much more courage to make french fries for Eddie than it does to ask a random sad guy at a bar to drive me home.
The song switches to Separate Ways by Journey.
“This is prime Baldwin Place roller rink music,” Eddie says, coming into the kitchen, leaning against the door jamb.
“Absolutely.” The carpeted walls and disco ball at the mini-mall roller rink flash in my head, as if I could be here and there at the same time. Eventually, the whole shopping center closed and started falling down, but for a little while that roller rink was the most magical place I’d ever been.
“I love any song that reminds me of skating there,” Eddie says, grinning.
“Yeah, I do too.”
“They built a new shopping center.”
“Really?”
“You haven’t seen it?”
“I don’t do much,” I say.
“If it had a roller rink, I’d take you,” Eddie says, his eyes meeting mine. I feel it in my chest. “On a date.”
I can smell the fries starting to burn. I pull them from the fryer. Shake off the oil.
“If you wanted,” Eddie says.
I try to meet his eyes, but he won’t look at me.
“I would,” I say. “If they had a roller rink.”
Eddie smiles. “Well, I guess it’s lucky for you they don’t.”
“What are we going to do on our date now?” I plate the fries, shake salt on them. Watch the chicken like it needs my full attention.
“I guess we can start with dinner,” Eddie says, pointing toward the plates.
We’re pretty quiet while we eat, sitting next to each other at the end of the bar. Eddie kicks the toe of my Docs with his work boots. I kick his boot back. He eats his chicken first, then squirts ketchup in zigzags all over his fries instead of making a puddle on his plate.
“Woah, you’re a weirdo,” I say. “I didn’t know this about you!”
He shrugs. “Just easier.” He grabs a few fries at a time, shovels them into his mouth. “If you don’t finish your food when a call comes in, you don’t finish your food.”
I dip a fry into the puddle of ketchup on my plate, grin as I eat it, like I’m demonstrating how you’re supposed to eat french fries. “How long have you been an EMT?”
“Since graduation. I started in the fire department senior year.”
“You were a firefighter in high school? I didn’t know that!”
“Yeah. My dad did the fire department thing, so all those guys were kind of like my uncles. I loved it. It was all I wanted to do. But Somers is just volunteer, so if you want to make any kind of living, you got to go to the EMS side. I mean, it’s not like super great pay. But I pick up construction jobs. And I live with my mom now, so I don’t need a whole lot.” He says it like he’s embarrassed. This man who walks around saving lives is telling me about his work like it’s not enough. “I need the flexibility to take care of her, and they let me plan my shifts around her health aide schedule.”
I have too many words in my head, and I feel like whatever I say will be wrong. But I want Eddie to know that I think he’s amazing.
“What?” he asks. “What’s that look?”
I shake my head, hoping the right thing to say will come into focus, but it doesn’t, and I can feel Eddie closing up. He believes I’m thinking the opposite of what’s in my mind. So, I slip off my barstool to stand in front of him, touch my hand to his cheek. And I kiss him.
I feel like every color I’ve ever seen is racing toward me in my head. I don’t understand how a kiss can be so electric. Eddie puts his hands on my hips, and it seems like he’s the only thing keeping me tethered to the ground. But then I realize he’s not embracing me; he’s separating us. He pulls away. Turns his head from me.
“Sorry,” he says as my heart plunges and my knees are about to fail. “I still have chicken in my mouth.” He chews. Swallows. Takes a swig of beer. “Can we try that again?”
I nod and he kisses me and all those colors in my head are reflecting off a spinning disco ball.
Rock Me Amadeus starts playing on the jukebox and we both laugh.
“I wasn’t, uh, curating this well,” Eddie says.
“Come on!” I laugh. “What’s more romantic than Falco?”
Eddie brushes hair from my cheek, rests his hand on my shoulder. “Our first school dance in seventh grade, a song came on that I really liked, and you were standing there, and I was going to ask you to dance, and I just froze. Like, I couldn’t even walk over. I remember staring at you, trying to work up the nerve, feeling like the song was moving quicker than my courage, and then they switched to a fast song, and you went back to dancing with Bee.”
“So you gave up?”
“I don’t know how to dance to fast songs. Dancing wasn’t the point anyway. I wanted to know what it was like to hold you.”
I’ve never had someone lay out their feelings for me so clearly before. And I had no idea that anyone felt that way about me back then with my frizzy hair and Laura Ashley jumpsuit.
“What was the song?” I ask.
“Bob Seger,” he says.
“Night Moves?”
“We’ve Got Tonight.”
I pick a quarter out of my tip jar. “We have that one,” I say.
I unplug the machine and plug it back in, push my quarter into the slot, and flip through the little cards until I find the right numbers to press.
Eddie is grinning. “Yeah?”
I hold my arms out. “Yeah.”
We slow dance on the floor I haven’t swept yet. He’s big and tall and I feel safe in his save-people-from-burning-buildings arms.
“I don’t really know how to dance,” he says.
“We’re not real dancing. We’re junior high dancing. So you’re doing it exactly right.”
By the time the song is over, we’re pressed together, kissing. My entire body is pulsing. He starts to unbutton my shirt.
“Sam wanders over here for food at all hours,” I say, stopping him.
“I live with my mom.”
“I live with my niece.”
“Maybe we should call it,” he says. “There’s no rush, right?”
“Yeah,” I say, even though it’s been so long, and I’ve been so lonely, and I like him so much.
He kisses me again. “It’s like a rain check situation, though, right? I don’t want to call it for good.”
“Absolutely. Rain check.”
Eddie helps me close up and walks me to my car. The air is muggy and hot even though it’s almost three in the morning. The moon is full. Our footsteps on the gravel sound loud. I unlock my car and turn around. Eddie slips his hand behind my neck, running his fingers up the base of my scalp as he kisses me.
“I can’t believe I just kissed Freya Arnalds,” he says.
On the drive home, I find Lite FM on the radio because they play all those roller rink songs. I catch the end of Faithfully—the part when the drums kick in and Steve Perry’s voice begins to soar above the guitar riff—and I feel like I’m in the kind of scene I always daydreamed whenever I heard this song. I watch Eddie’s headlights in my rearview mirror until I turn off his street onto my own. He flashes his lights as I drive away, and there’s a warm kind of hope growing in my chest.
I let myself into the house quietly and go straight to the bathroom to brush my teeth instead of prowling around in the kitchen for cereal. I don’t want to wake Aubrey. I want to be alone with my night, to exist in it a little longer. I want to crawl back into that moment of slow dancing to Bob Seger and think about what it would have been like if Eddie had asked me to dance to that song in seventh grade.
I’ve got a mouth full of toothpaste when my phone buzzes.
“It just started raining,” Eddie says when I answer.
I laugh. “For real?”
“For real. And it’s still really warm out, and I was thinking… do you want to go swimming?”






— Chapter 43 —
I do not have a bathing suit. I haven’t had one in years. I change into a pair of cutoffs and a t-shirt. I’m wearing the best underwear I have, but they’re just black cotton and the waistband is starting to ruffle. It’s dark. Maybe he won’t notice. I don’t have a choice anyway.
When I walk down to the beach, Eddie is already swimming over from the far shore with long powerful strokes, rain splashing against the water all around him. The moon is full, shining through the parted clouds, and it looks like he’s swimming in liquid silver.
I run from the beach and jump in, fully dressed. The day was hot, and the water is warm, but as I swim out to meet him on the floating dock, my legs churn up the colder water from below.
I get there first. “Beat ya!” I say when he climbs up the ladder, dock dipping under his weight, water raining from his body.
“I had to swim twice the distance!” he says, pretending to be upset. He’s shirtless, soaked swim trucks plastered to his muscled thighs.
“You could have started from the same place I did.” I try not to stare, but I can’t help myself.
“Oh, I could have, huh?” He grins, steps closer. He’s staring too, taking in the way my wet shirt clings to my body.
I nod. Inch a few steps toward him. The dock leans. Fat, cool raindrops smack against our skin. It’s been muggy for days and this is the sweetest relief.
“I don’t think,” he says, brushing my wet hair from my face, “we ever would have gotten off the beach.”
He kisses me. Our bodies touch and I lose my balance as the dock dips lower into the water, our weight no longer dispersed. He catches me and I let him. I kiss him back. His lips are full and just a little bit chapped. I can feel the tiny chip in his front tooth with my tongue. I touch his face. Kiss the place where his cheek meets his ear. I don’t understand how any of this is happening. Eddie Davis peels my wet shirt away from my skin with his rough hands, rubs his palm down the loose wet waistband of my cutoffs, fumbles with the button fly. He kisses my neck and I feel it in my toes.
“Are you on the pill?” he asks.
I shake my head.
“I didn’t bring anything.” He threads his fingers between mine. His hand is shaking. “I’m really nervous. It’s been a while.”
“It’s okay. Same for me. It’s okay.”
So we use our hands, our mouths, the friction of our bodies. And it’s better this way for now. I don’t slip away. I am not watching us from above. I am on the water in the moonlight with Eddie, feeling the warm air on our wet skin, the gentle sway of the dock beneath us, the current of his touch.
I shiver when I come and then I can’t stop shaking.
“Are you cold?” Eddie says, as if it’s possible to be cold when it’s still eighty degrees in the middle of the night.
I shake my head. “I think you’re a shock to my system.” And then I cry. I don’t mean to. I’m not sad. I’m not scared. I’m letting something go.
Eddie rolls on his side to look at me, wiping tears and pond water from my face. He kisses my forehead, rests his hand on my heart until I run out of tears. We watch the stars fade into the morning light.

“Where were you?” Jam says when I walk in the door well after sunrise, soggy and hungry, hoping to hang on to the blissful haze of Eddie’s goodbye kiss. “You look like what would happen if we gave Lenny a bath.”
“I went for a swim,” I say, instantly angry at him for being here. For observing me.
Aubrey walks partway downstairs wearing a giant Marvin the Martian t-shirt like a nightgown. Shray is behind her, in a cropped white tee and a pair of red Tuskers track shorts that might have been his dad’s. They are sleepy-faced and cranky, yesterday’s eye makeup trailing down their cheeks.
“Can you assign him quiet hours or something?” Aubrey whines, pointing at Jam.
“Jam, you need quiet hours. What times?” I ask Aubrey.
“All of them,” she says, glaring.
He sticks his tongue out at her.
“Maybe not before ten,” I tell him.
“Noon,” Aubrey shouts as she storms up the stairs, Shray following.
“You heard her,” I say, holding up my hands. “She makes the rules.”
“Seriously. You okay?” He was actually worried.
My anger fades. “Coffee?”
“Are you asking for some or offering?” Jam says.
“Either.”
“I’ll make you coffee.”
So, I shower while he does, the memory of Eddie’s body against mine already slipping away.
But then I sit next to Jam on his piano bench, drinking coffee, while he plays me the melody he just wrote.
The windows are open and there’s a light breeze that keeps the sun from making the room feel stuffy. Jam’s song is patient and hopeful, notes climbing from darkness, cresting, then finding resolve just below the highest points. Jam meets my eyes as he plays the last few notes and I feel content, like a glow in my chest that might keep growing.
He smiles, looks at his hands. “That’s all I’ve got.”
“It’s beautiful,” I say.
“It’s brighter here,” Jam says, and starts to play again.






— Chapter 44 —
Our bikes were still in the garage, mine and Step’s. Rusted and dusty, but under the grime, his is bright beetle green and mine is the horrible pastel purple I accepted because I was an impatient kid and didn’t want to wait for the bike shop to order a color that wasn’t embarrassing. I cleaned the bikes and greased the chains. Gave Aubrey the green one. The first time she got on it, she made a silly face and said, “Uh, I don’t know if I remember how…” And then took off down the driveway ahead of me with shocking speed.
I kicked myself in the shin with the metal grip of my pedal when I tried to follow. But I kept going anyway, catching up to her eventually, although I’m pretty sure she slowed to let me. And after a few laps up and down the street I did remember how to ride a bicycle, all the nuances of balance and muscle coming back to me like a lost language.
We’re not quite strong enough to power up the big hill, so we take the long way, cruising around the pond, working ourselves up the gentle incline by Eddie’s house, waving to his front lawn even though he’s at work. We pedal hard on the dips to pick up speed for the next climb, brake like babies on the downhill, turning sharp on the main road. We bike slow on the overpass and look for swans on the Croton River.
We are carefree this summer. We have decided we are.
Steena has been a ghost. Jam and Aubrey haven’t even caught sight of her at Gristedes. She must be going out to A&P or Stew Leonard’s for groceries. Or maybe she hired a housekeeper to do her errands. She’s using stock photos of happy families for her realtor mailings now.
Bee keeps saying, “I can’t believe Steena would abandon her kid like that,” but it’s not true, because we both believe it. Steena has always been exceptionally good at washing her hands of anyone who sends even the slightest whiff of rejection her way. It would be too much magical thinking to believe she’d change those stripes for anyone, even her daughter.
Aubrey stayed part-time at the grocery store for summer and picked up some shifts waiting tables at The Aster. But I made her promise to do fun things too. So she and Shray have set up studio hours in the basement to make art and listen to music and be blissfully happy. Sometimes, when I’m home, they invite me to join. I take them up on their offer about half the time. I always want to go down there when they ask, work on my carvings, listen to them laughing, but I think Aubrey should have space to feel like a kid as much as possible, so I try to give her a lot of room.
On nights when we’re not working at our jobs or fixing the house or making art, we ride bikes to the White Swan Deli to get turkey sandwiches on hard rolls with way too much mayo and thick slices of orange American cheese. We bring them out to the clearing at the edge of the Titicus Reservoir, where Step used to take me on summer nights to get me out of my mother’s hair. We sit on rocks to eat. Aubrey throws bits of her roll into the water and we watch minnows swarm.
Step told me once that there had been a town where the reservoir is, but when New York City needed water, the land was seized and flooded, people bribed, then forced, to leave their homes. Sometimes when we walked along the shore, we’d spot their belongings, unearthed by erosion or hidden under rocks. We found shards of pottery and amber medicine bottles, swirled glass marbles, bent tin toys. One time I found a fork and Step told me it might be real silver. I felt rich until we forgot about it. I’m sure it’s still stashed somewhere in the backpack he never bothered to empty.
I used to walk the shoreline with my heart in my throat. I felt like me and Step were having a real adventure together. I loved how he would take the little odds and ends I found and rinse them in the water, using his thumb to clear the dirt away, so I wouldn’t cut myself on broken pieces. He’d push his glasses up on his forehead and look close, squinting.
“You’ve found a real treasure here, Freya,” he’d say, whether he believed it or not. It was one of the few times he humored me. But I hated that we were walking through abandoned lives. I thought about what they’d lost, how they’d built their town thinking it would last forever, how painful it is to learn that nothing ever does. I imagined a girl my own age, her heart in her throat, choking on fear as she left home for the last time, worried she hadn’t collected all her precious belongings before the water rushed in.
Aubrey walks along a rotting log like it’s a balance beam, holding her arms out, pointing her toes as she steps. She jumps down, lands on both feet, throws her arms in the air, and grins at me. I applaud like she’s won gold and she laughs.
We poke around in the water with sticks, overturn rocks and watch tiny crayfish kick up silt as they shoot backward to find a new hiding place. We catch baby catfish in our cupped hands so we can see them up close for as long as we can hold water.
“They’re like little aliens,” Aubrey says. “Look at her whiskers!”
We cheer them on as we let them go.
“You’re free! You’re free!” I say.
“Go out there and be the wonderful fish I know you are,” Aubrey calls as they swim away into the weeds.
I am the happiest I have ever been.

The next time Aubrey and Shray invite me to studio hours, I take them up on the offer. They’re painting an ostrich on an old barn window they bought at a yard sale.
I haul Step’s nightstand into the studio and carve a picture of Aubrey balancing on that log by the water, capturing the shape of her in simple woodcut lines: arms out, toes pointed, hair blowing in the breeze, tiny catfish swimming in the shallows.






— Chapter 45 —
By August I’ve saved enough to put a new roof on the house. Eddie works out what I need to buy, and I go to a building supply place in Danbury to order everything. Gus gave me his buddy’s contractor license number to use for the discount, and the guys at the store helped me find enough boxes of odd-lot, clearance-priced shingles in roughly the same color. Even with that, I still have to fork over almost three thousand dollars, so now I’m cleaned out all over again.
“But then we’ll have a new roof,” I repeat to myself as I drive away from the warehouse. I am trying very hard to take stock of the ground I gain. Eddie says we can probably do the whole thing in a couple of weekends and I won’t have to worry about the roof again until Aubrey is thirty.

I check the mail when I get home. It’s mostly catalogs addressed to my mother, because I’m not really part of the world at large. But as I’m flipping catalogs into the trash, an envelope falls from the pile and slides across the floor. The return address has a picture of the town seal—Old Bet on her pedestal next to the hotel—with Assessor’s Office printed underneath in bold block letters. I forgot about the property tax bill, and I can’t remember if Hans said that it was a thousand dollars paid out in two installments or two thousand dollars total. I rip open the envelope, praying I don’t have to come up with a thousand dollars right after dumping money into shingles. My hands are shaking so badly I have a hard time unfolding the bill to see the total.
And then it is so much worse than I thought. The amount due doesn’t seem real or possible.
I call Hans on his cell phone. He’s always told me to call him if I need anything, but I’ve never known what I might need.
Except for this.
I need him to tell me this is wrong.
“Ah! Freya of the Fólk—”
“Hans! It’s twelve thousand dollars,” I say, gasping for air. I think about salmon, their gaping oval mouths. How do we all remember how to breathe?
“What’s twelve thousand dollars?” Hans says, his voice almost amused.
“The tax bill. It’s twelve thousand three hundred and sixteen dollars.”
“Yes,” Hans says.
“What do you mean, yes?” I say. I’m yelling and I know I shouldn’t be. I cannot afford to anger a source of income. But I don’t understand how he could have been so wrong.
“That’s pretty close to my estimate.”
“You told me it was a thousand.”
“Oh dear,” he says. “I’m sorry. A thousand a month.”
I feel like I’m going to throw up and pass out at the same time. It costs more to live in a house in Somers with a totally paid-off mortgage than it did to live in my rental apartment in Maine that had heat and hot water included.
“Remember, though,” he says, as if he’s just thought of a delightful detail that makes everything better “You only have to pay half now. And then half in January.”
I’m sure in his life twelve thousand and six thousand are very different numbers, but for me, it’s all too much.

I drive back to the building supply place and plead with the owner until he agrees to cancel my order, even though I bought the shingles on clearance and paid in cash.
When I get home from the warehouse, I sit on the patio out back and kick at a broken piece of flagstone with the toe of my rapidly disintegrating sneaker. And I know it’s stupid, because I can’t afford new shoes and I need to make the house better, not worse, but I can’t stop myself. I want to hurt this house. It’s failing me. I’m failing it. I will never catch up.
I am doubled over, breathing hard, trying to stop the racing feeling in my chest, when I hear Aubrey come through the house and open the door to outside. She doesn’t say anything, sits next to me. Closer than usual. I hear her take a breath like she’s going to speak several times before she actually does.
“You’re not bleeding from your guts again, are you?” she asks. And it’s sarcastic, the way she says it, but it’s also hopeful, a little worried.
I shake my head. I can’t even look at her.
She rustles through her bag. “Here,” she says.
When I look up, she rests a gummy bear on my knee. An orange one. I laugh, because it seems so ridiculous that she thinks she can make me happy by sharing her candy. It reminds me of her three-year-old self, with crooked bangs, mouth stained red, trying to share her popsicle with me.
“Thanks,” I say, popping the gummy bear in my mouth, even though who knows how long it’s been in her bag.
“You’re having a panic attack,” she says, and I don’t know how she knows. But that’s when I realize the gummy bear tastes like grass clippings.
She bites the head off a green one.
“Am I supposed to yell at you for that?”
“Would you yell at me for taking Prozac?”
I shake my head.
We stay on the step, side by side, and I don’t feel anything, but it’s good to know relief is coming. It’s nice being there with Aubrey, being quiet together, and I love that she’s a grown-sized person who still carries that three-year-old popsicle-mouthed kid in her soul.
“Shit,” she says finally, shivering. “It’s dark.” She stands and dusts off her backside. Then she offers me a hand. “I should have just had an ear. I have homework.”
So, I don’t tell her about the tax bill. About my panic. I want her to do her homework. I stand on my feet on the slate on the ground. My legs feel like noodles. “I’ll make dinner,” I say, words slurred like syrup and butter on a plate.
“Thanks,” she says and disappears into the house.
I stand on the patio for what could be a minute or an hour, and then I’m in the kitchen, holding a spatula, staring into the fridge, and my legs still feel like noodles.
Then Aubrey is back, saying, “We don’t own the damn electric company,” taking the spatula from my hand. She makes us scrambled eggs for dinner.

I wake up drenched in sweat. Can’t move my arms, and when I open my eyes, I see low rafters holding some kind of wood plank above me. For the briefest of moments, I flash through the idea that someone has buried me alive. Or buried me dead and this is what it feels like. But there’s bright light shining from somewhere, and sleep fades from my brain. I spot the crack in Jam’s soundboard. I’m in the sunroom under his piano. I’ve managed to twist myself up in Step’s ultralight sleeping bag, which is obscenely warm for weighing almost nothing. My joints ache from lying on the tile floor. I wish my stoned self had thought to find his inflatable sleeping pad.
Aubrey is toeing around the kitchen in her bare feet.
When I try to free myself, she must hear the rustle of the mummy bag, and she walks into the sunroom laughing.
“That can’t be comfortable,” she says.
“It is not,” I say, laughing too.
She unzips me and I shrug myself out.
My t-shirt and shorts are soaking wet, and my hips are stiff when I stand. I groan like an old man in a cartoon. “Don’t sleep under pianos, kids!” I say, like I’m delivering a public service message.
“You’re a lightweight,” she says, raising an eyebrow, and my brain twists back into place.
“Don’t end up like Jam. Please.”
“I’m joking. I never even eat a whole gummy bear at once. Promise.”
“Your brain is still wiring itself.”
“Those were really old,” she says. “I’ve had them for like a year.”
“You can tell me how much you’re using. I’m not mad. I just want to—help you figure things out.” The reason for my panic slips back into my mind, and I feel ridiculous for offering to help her fix her problems as if I’m not standing at the helm of a sinking ship. I should probably be looking for a life raft for her so she doesn’t have to drown with me.
“Honestly.” Aubrey puts her hand on her heart. “I swear. My mom used to make me take her Xanax when I had panic attacks and I’d feel messed up for days. So I bought a bag of gummy bears from a kid in the stockroom at work. But I haven’t needed them since you came back.”
She goes into the kitchen, brings out two mugs of coffee. When I take mine, she pulls the tax bill from the pocket of her sweatpants.
“Shit,” I say. “I didn’t want you to see that.”
Aubrey glares. She looks like our grandmother when she makes that face. “Don’t keep things from me.”
“I returned the shingles,” I tell her. “Right after I bought them. So I have almost half the first payment, but also a roof that’s about to fall apart.” I take a big gulp from my mug, and it is so hot that I almost have to spit back in the cup. When I swallow, my eyes tear, and I imagine the coffee singeing my esophagus as it travels down.
“You fixed the leak last time,” Aubrey says.
“That was like patching a hole in a dam with a piece of bubble gum.”
“Can’t you just keep gumming it up?”
“It’ll only work for a little while,” I say, but I feel hopeful about it for a minute. Maybe we can get through another winter, plugging up leaks as they come until I can afford to replace the roof. Except there’s another tax payment due in January, and then the insurance bill hits again. And then we’re back to September and January. It’s not money I can ask to borrow from Jam or Bee or Hans or a bank because this house is a relentless pit of need, and I don’t think I can ever catch up.
“We’ll quit smoking,” Aubrey says. “That will save us millions, basically.”
“I bum cigarettes off other people,” I tell her. “I never buy any.”
“Yeah, but I’m one of those people.”
“Which is also a problem, and yes, we should quit smoking. But it’s not going to be nearly enough.”
“I have a little money saved.” She shifts her weight, looks at me, her face hopeful.
“This isn’t yours to pay for.”
“Well, it’s not not mine to pay for.”
“You’re a kid.”
“Yeah, but I’m not your kid. And I work. And I live here rent-free.”
“You’re a kid and you should always have a home and you shouldn’t pay rent.” I am trying hard not to hyperventilate. I sit on Jam’s piano bench. “What about the furniture? We stopped selling the furniture.”
“There’s not much left that’s worth anything,” she says, sitting next to me. “The bookshelves in the den, maybe. But they’re so big. I put off selling them.”
“I think they come apart,” I say. “I think they’re like a top and a bottom.”
Aubrey laughs. “That probably makes them worth less.”
“What about the dining set?”
“It’s pine,” she says, shaking her head. “I asked about it. No one wants seventies colonial pine. That’s why I couldn’t sell their bedroom set. None of it is in good shape and, like, everyone’s grandparents had that furniture.”






— Chapter 46 —
I call the other real estate agency in town, the one that doesn’t sponsor the Easter egg hunt, or 5K Turkey Trot, or Holiday Harvest craft fair. Lee Skagway Realty sends out laser jet postcards, not glossy trifold mailers, and Lee doesn’t build houses; he only sells them. I switch shifts at The Aster and schedule the appointment on a day when Aubrey has work. There’s no point in upsetting her before I understand what’s possible.
If Lee knows who I am, he doesn’t let on, but I remember him. He played Fred Graham in the SHS production of Kiss Me, Kate when Steena was first-chair clarinet in the pit orchestra. At seventeen, his smile already looked like it belonged to a famous person, and we all thought he was going to be a movie star like Michael J. Fox, or at least the lead in a Broadway play. Now he still has the same big-cheeked, toothy grin, but he looks like a tired caricature drawing of the kid he used to be. I wonder if the essence of what made him adorable at seventeen was that he hadn’t grown into himself yet—if we’re wired to like the possibility of people more than who they will eventually become.
“The market is a little better than it was,” Lee says as we walk through the house. “But it’s not good by any stretch.”
Aubrey and I have put so much work into repairs, but everything still looks old and over-used. Lee knows it’s a house I inherited, so I try not to feel like I’m showing him a reflection of myself. I wouldn’t have him here at all if I weren’t desperate. I wouldn’t lie to Aubrey either.
“What if I don’t care about getting a good offer?” I ask.
Lee winces. “That’s not what a realtor wants to hear. And right now, it’s not just that people are nervous about throwing their life savings into real estate. Banks are done handing out easy money, and a bargain makes no difference if potential buyers can’t get a mortgage.” He walks through the kitchen, looking under the sink, giving the windowsill a tug. “Even if you put this on the market as an absolute steal, I think it would take a while to sell. And buyers get suspicious of houses that linger, so we have to be strategic.”
I don’t tell him that my strategy was to get this house gone before the tax bill is due.
“The only sales I’m making these days are to people with a lot of money who are looking for a lot of house.” He pulls a pen flashlight from the pocket of his dress pants and shines it up the range head over the stove. “Yours ain’t it, unfortunately.”
I hadn’t thought about how it’s probably bad for business for a realtor to list a house too low. It would be a blemish on his sales record, a drag on property values in the neighborhood. Poor Lee is already out there trying to stay afloat in the town dominated by Wells Realty and Development.
“It isn’t all bad news. The market always turns around.” He flashes a practiced smile, like he’s giving me a motivational speech. “Tell you what. You get this house ready to go, and in six months, maybe a year, when the tide turns, I’ll get you an excellent offer.”
“Thanks,” I say, trying not to look too disappointed. The storm door squeals as it closes behind us, and I notice for the first time that the screen is torn in two places.
“Let me know if anything comes up or you have any questions,” Lee says, handing me his card.
“How do I get this house ready?” I ask.
His smile slips for a moment, and I realize he didn’t mean now. It was just a pleasantry. He’s probably eager to move on to the next thing and I don’t blame him. But he brightens again and says, “Well, the first step will cost you a little bit. We’ll get an inspector out to tell us everything that’s wrong with the house, and that’ll give us our to do list.”
I lean against the wall, defeated. I can’t believe that in my search for salvation, I’ve unearthed another expense.
Lee shifts gears instantly. “Or we can walk through the obvious items right now to get you started. You may not want to invest in every repair, but even a big problem is less overwhelming to a buyer if it’s not accompanied by a series of smaller ones. I can tell you right off the bat, cleaning up this yard will make a difference. Definitely hit that garden in back. Pull weeds, prune perennials. Let’s get this porch railing painted. Clean up the…,” he points to the bird skulls around the strawberry pot, “… debris. New roof is a big one, if you can swing it. That’s the core of what a house is, right? Solid roof over your head. Definitely re-grout the stonework out here, get those loose slabs firmed up, give it a good power wash, fill the driveway cracks as best you can…”
He keeps going but my head is swimming. I’m missing words, attempting calculations. I don’t know what a can of paint for the railing will cost. Is masonry grout expensive? Is it different from grout for indoor tiles? The driveway is more crack than asphalt, so how do I fill it?
Lee says something about the septic tank.
“I’m sorry. Can you go back?” I feel like I’m going to cry, because even if he says it again, I’m not sure the words will make sense.
“I’ll do you one better and give you a checklist,” he says, pulling a notepad from his bag.
My relief is short-lived as I watch him write each repair on the form, two to a line, filling up one page, then another, and another.
“Is it a lost cause?” I sit on the steps, feeling the flagstone shift beneath me. “It’s a lost cause, isn’t it?” I’m so close to unraveling and I know he can tell.
“No, no,” Lee says, sitting next to me. “I’m sure you’ll be able to sell it eventually.” He starts to lean against the railing but thinks better of it. Brushes rust off his shoulder. “One thing you’ve got going for you is this house was built before the new construction boom, so you’re not dealing with the plague of Tecket pipes, or recalled breaker boxes, or that drywall that corrodes copper.”
I know his intention is to comfort me, but I’d only been thinking of disrepair, not problems that may have been brewing from the start. “Are you sure? The back part of the house isn’t original. They built it in the late seventies.”
Lee laughs. “Yes. I know. Those glass block windows are definitely not original.”
His amusement hits like an insult and I’m surprised. I hate this stupid patchwork house, but now I feel defensive about it.
“Don’t worry. I checked,” Lee says, kindly. “Your breaker box isn’t a Zinlok. Those have bright green trip switches. Yours are gray. And Daqin-Gunter drywall was a problem in the nineties before the recall. I always check, regardless of year, because I still find it when I shouldn’t. But that little cubby where your water softener lives isn’t fully finished, so I could see the back of the drywall. The bad stuff has a blue stamp. Yours doesn’t. You’re good. You can do this, Freya. Don’t give up. Keep me updated. Get the work done. And when the market swings in our favor, I’ll come back and beg you for this listing, okay?” It doesn’t even feel like he’s giving a motivational speech anymore. He’s earnestly sharing whatever hope he can scrounge for me.
“Thank you,” I say.
Lee stands and offers his hand to pull me up. “I appreciate you coming to me, even if I can’t help you right now. I know you could have kept this all in the family.” He winks. “I’ll take good care of you. I promise.”






— Chapter 47 —
After Lee leaves, I stand in my mother’s garden, looking at the lacework of slug snot sparkling in the sunlight. I’ve avoided her garden because I’m afraid it will be too difficult to care for and I’ll learn more than I want to about the texture of her hardships, or it will be easy and I’ll learn truth from another direction. Her garden was a personal failure that we were never supposed to mention. Fixing it feels like betrayal, even though I’m confused as to why my loyalty lingers in any form.
I remember all the names of her plants, how to ID them by pinching their leaves, then holding my fingers to my nose. Lemon balm, oregano, thyme, sage, chamomile, tucked into pockets of soil between outcroppings of bedrock. Hiding in their overgrowth are at least a dozen dead plants, still in plastic pots. I wonder how old they are. Two summers? Three? It is impossible to tell. At a certain point dead is just dead. My mother loved to buy plants, but once she got them home, she left them to languish, unwatered in the sun. Campanula and coreopsis, lavendula, and hummingbird mint. When she saw them thriving in other people’s gardens, she loved to say the names of the plants as if she were an expert, as if she hadn’t murdered her own.
A few weeks ago, while prepping to take the finish off her nightstand, I pulled out the drawer and found two orange medicine bottles jammed in the back. The labels had been peeled off; strips of white paper left behind like stratus clouds. I assumed the moving pieces inside were pills, but when I opened one of the bottles, they looked like bits of ivory, or seashells saved from a trip to the beach. I poured them into my hands, saw roots on one, and realized they were teeth. The other bottle held the same. Twenty each, more or less. Probably less in one bottle, because I remember swallowing at least one of mine. She didn’t label the bottles, but I had two teeth pulled, so I know the rooted ones came from my mouth. Steena had all her adult teeth by the time mine began to wobble, so my mother probably didn’t mingle our relics. I can’t picture the version of my mother who would have saved our baby teeth, who loved that part of our lives so much she didn’t know how to let go. I’d always thought she could only see motherhood as the great burden of her life. It would have been much more simple to keep believing that.
I try to imagine her from back when I was very young, handing her my loose tooth, asking for paper to draw a star for the tooth fairy. I can visualize myself and the action and the tooth in her hand. I can almost hear her voice, her nose always a little stuffy, her tone melodic when she wasn’t angry. But she’s shadowed in my mind. I can conjure the image of Step down to the direction of each curl on his head. I remember every line in Nonna’s face, and the changing ratio of salt and pepper stubble on Babbo’s chin as he got older. Their hair, their hands, their smiles all still exist to me, whole and vivid. I can picture Jam and Bee at every age I knew them. Steena is seared into my brain so deeply that I worry she will never fade.
But I hadn’t noticed until this moment that what’s left of my mother is only fragments. If I remember something she did or said, I might recall the flash of rage in her eyes or the tremble of her cheek, how her voice arched in a way that made me think of a snake rising from its coil. I can catch the faintest hint of the perfume she wore, imagining the scent of honeysuckle and hyacinth until I can almost taste it. But I cannot compile a memory of her as a walking, breathing person. She is always in pieces. The flower print of her dress, the crease in her shoes. She is how she made me feel: persistent unease, a cramp in my throat before tears, the crack of a slamming door echoing in my skull, the searing venom of words chosen carefully for optimal pain. She’s purple eye shadow and Rose’s Lime Juice and that thin gold watch and pretty hoop earrings and a kiss on my cheek when she gets home from dinner and thinks I’m sleeping, and my heart swelling with pride over her soft silk dress and the happiness she felt in a fleeting moment. She is tears, the electricity you feel in your blood before a thunderstorm, and soft hands, the clear diamond ring Step gave her, broken dishes, and a bottle of sherry in the back of the pantry that is full and empty and full again. She is an ache that exists in my heart on a cellular level. She is this untended garden.
The nursery pots are light when I carry them to the compost pile, their moisture and life long gone, dead plants breaking as I free them. I stack the empty pots in the shed and find her rusty garden tools hanging from nails on the wall. I trim the planted perennials down to their woody stems and rake up the decaying leaves. It doesn’t take long. Then I go inside to get the orange medicine bottles, scatter our baby teeth in the deep grooves the rake left behind, and gently cover them with soil.






— Chapter 48 —
I told Eddie that I had to return the roofing supplies. He offered to lend me money, but I can’t let myself need him that way. I think it would ruin everything.
On the Sunday that we were supposed to start fixing the roof, I’m out on the landing cleaning up bird heads when Eddie drives up, his truck bed full of shingles.
“What did you do?” I say, running down the stairs. “I can’t afford that.”
“Doesn’t cost a thing. All scrap. Gus helped me round up leftover supplies. Tommy Tom went around to all his neighbors. I bugged some guys at the station. Everyone has a few stacks of extra shingles somewhere in their basement. We can’t get the whole roof done or do it up right, but we can get you through a few more winters. Your roof is the same as mine. I know where the weak spots are.” He’s bashful about it, hands in his pockets. Glancing at me, then looking at his boots.
“You’re amazing.”
“Yeah?” he says, like he was worried I might not be happy with his gift.
“Yeah. Thank you.”
“Good. I didn’t want to overstep. But that roof is in trouble.”
I hug him and give him a kiss on the cheek, and he gets kind of shy and flustered.
Aubrey and Shray are in the basement listening to Cat Power, making charcoal sketches of each other. The door is propped open to let in fresh air so they don’t get loopy on workable fixative. We can hear them laughing, singing along. And I think it makes Eddie even more self-conscious even though they’re completely absorbed in their own little world.
I don’t know what we are to each other. We’ve gone night swimming a few more times. But at the bar we’re friendly like usual, and I’m afraid to say anything that will push us in one direction or the other.
We start at the back of the house where the leak was. Eddie wears his work belt. I find Steena’s old neon-green fanny pack and load it with roofing nails.
“Whatever works,” Eddie says, laughing when he sees me.
He shows me how to loosen cracked shingles and pull them out from under the ones that are good enough to keep. We lay down new sheets of ice and water shield and slide the fresh shingles into place. They are all different colors. Rust, teal, beige, black. We shuffle them up and pick at random.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t round up enough matching ones,” Eddie says.
“I like it,” I tell him. “Like a patchwork quilt.”
We refill the stripped section in a couple hours. Aubrey and Shray run to the store for cold cuts, hard rolls, and Dr. Brown’s soda, and we join them on the patio for lunch.
Eddie has always been kind of low key, and I’m nervous about how he’ll get along with Shray, who is wearing orange eyeliner and has his chin-length blue hair pulled back in three French braids. But Eddie jumped right in, asking Shray what kind of dye he uses to get the blue so bright. Now they’re talking about eighties hair bands, which Shray thinks are awesome but cannot figure out.
“So, were they like a joke back then?” Shray asks. “They were so far over the top that it seems like parody. But it also feels like like people were taking them seriously? Eddie, how am I supposed to feel about Whitesnake?”
Eddie laughs. “Maybe they were a little of both? Can’t say I ever gave it much thought.”
“Twisted Sister knew they were being funny, right?” Aubrey asks.
“I think so,” Eddie says, and I can tell he’s enjoying the whole situation. “My brother was a big Mötley Crüe fan, and I’m pretty sure he thought they were straight-up awesome if that helps.”
“Yeah,” Shray says, earnestly. “It does.”
Eddie grins.
Aubrey rests her chin on my shoulder, letting her hair fall in front of her face. “He’s so cute,” she whispers. “Good job.”
“Shhh.” I nudge her ribs with my elbow.
She nudges me back.

Eddie has to go home after lunch to cover a gap in his mom’s caretaker schedule.
“The nice thing about patching the roof instead of redoing the whole thing is that we can do a little at a time without leaving you exposed,” he says.
I help him pack up his tools. Aubrey and Shray went down to the pond for a swim, so we’re alone in the driveway, and when I hug him goodbye, he kisses me.
“Can I take you out on a real date?” he asks. “After my mom’s night nurse shows up?”
When I say yes, he seems shy all over again. Gets in his truck looking a little bit flustered.

Eddie calls a few minutes before he’s supposed to pick me up. “We just blew a fuse, so I have to go change it. Twenty minutes?”
I tell him I’ll meet him instead and row my boat across the pond to his house so I can work out some of my nerves. Mrs. Davis is sitting on the screened porch, and when I pull my boat onto the grass, she waves to me.
“Freya Arnalds!” she calls, her face lighting up as I climb the stairs. “I watched you rowing over. Did you get locked out of your house after school?”
“Oh, no!” I say, worrying I’ve confused her. “I just came to…”
“I’m only teasing you, silly goose,” she says, opening the door to let me in. “Get over here and give me a hug.”
Her body feels small and thin, but her arms are strong. She puts her hand on the side of my face. “Look at you all grown up. Eddie told me you came back. I’m sorry—”
My heart falls because I expect that she’ll say she’s sorry about my parents, but she says, “—that you had to leave. That must have been really rough.”
“Thank you,” I say, and it feels like I could cave in on myself.
“Oh, honey!” She hugs me again, smoothing my hair with her hand. I think it’s the first time anyone has comforted me like this since my grandfather died. “It’s okay. Cry if you need to. It’s okay, sweetheart,” she whispers into my ear.
Mrs. Davis seems fine to me, but I know she’s not, and that makes me sad too. When I finally contain myself and pull away, she wipes my cheeks with her sleeve.
The porch lights go on and the doorbell rings. Eddie tromps up from under the house. “I. Have. The. Power!” he shouts before he sees us.
Mrs. Davis startles. “You boys are so noisy!”
“Shit! Are you okay, Freya?” Eddie asks.
“I’m fine,” I say, wiping my eyes, hoping I haven’t smudged my mascara, feeling silly that I wore any makeup at all.
“Did my mom punch you?” He grins and winks at Mrs. Davis.
Mrs. Davis laughs. “John, you’re absurd,” she says, and Eddie’s face falls.
“Ma, it’s Ed.”
She stares at him, and even though she still seems confused, she says, “Oh, I know. I know. Ed. Of course I know.”
“Maureen is going to be here in ten minutes, Ma.” He looks at me. “Are you okay hanging out until she gets here?”
“I don’t mind waiting,” I say.
“I don’t! Need! A babysitter, John!” Mrs. Davis shouts.
Eddie takes a deep breath. “Ma, you love Maureen.”
“I can stay here alone. Get out of here. Go.”
I shake my head. “Mrs. Davis, I’d love to stay and catch up. Eddie, could I have some tea?” I ask. “I’d really love a cup of tea.”
“I have tea,” Mrs. Davis says. “I should have offered. I’m so sorry. Where are my manners? I’ll get it.”
“We talked about the stove, Ma. Remember?”
Mrs. Davis nods. “Okay.” She looks at me and mouths, “I’m sorry,” and points to Eddie, shaking her head.
“How about I make it and you show me how?” I ask, feeling awful for having started an argument when I was trying to help. “You always made the best tea, Mrs. Davis.”
“You’re such a sweet girl, Freya,” she says, petting my hair, giving Eddie a sharp look.

“She thinks I’m my dad a lot,” Eddie says when we get in the car after Mrs. Davis has settled in to watch Jeopardy with Maureen. “And she’s angry at him.”
“I’m so sorry.” When I left, John Davis had just had his second heart attack, and I remember Steena telling my mom she was keeping an eye on the obits because she’d love to get her hands on the Davis house and flip it if Mrs. Davis decided to sell. “When did your dad die?”
“He didn’t,” Eddie says. “He split when he found out she had dementia.”
“Are you serious?”
“After thirty-seven years of marriage. After she took care of him through three heart attacks. My brother lives in Stony Brook with his kids. He comes up to help sometimes, but it’s hard for him, you know? He’s got a lot on his plate. Meanwhile, my dad’s living in Florida in a condo on a golf course with no responsibilities. He never even fucking played golf. It’s ridiculous.”
It’s strange how the little details enrage us when the big ones are too vast to hold. I repeatedly find myself choking back anger over the sheer audacity of the trip Step was planning, because that’s easier than reckoning with the clear-cut hurt from all the ways he broke my heart.
“Honestly,” Eddie says, “she’s better off without him. I wish he’d left sooner and she could have had some fun in her life before all of this.”
“It must have been a shock.” I’m certainly shocked by it. Mr. and Mrs. Davis always seemed like a TV-sitcom couple. When I was a kid, I thought my parents were the only ones who weren’t happy—that our pain was unique and shameful—but there are so many ways for people to let each other down.
“The thing that makes me sad is how unshocking it is,” Eddie says. “I was hoping this was the moment when he’d stand up. Redeem himself at the end. But he just kept… being himself.”

Eddie packed us a little cooler with beer and pasta salad and slices of watermelon. We drive to Deans Bridge even though it’s close enough to walk. “Who wants to carry a cooler that far?” he says. Which makes sense because we are both sore from working on the roof all morning.
The summer I was six, everyone in the neighborhood stood on the side of the road one night watching a movie crew shoot a scene on this bridge. Steena got bored and went home as soon as she realized that none of the actors in the movie were actually there—just Meryl Streep’s stunt double driving a car over the bridge again and again. But I was fascinated that the same bridge we drove over all the time looked like someplace else entirely. They’d tied the tree branches down to make them sag lower and lit up the night with the brightest lights I’d ever seen. I stayed with Step to watch until I couldn’t stop yawning and he said it was past my bedtime, so we had to walk home. The next time Bee’s mom drove us to art class after school, the bridge was back to normal, like nothing special had ever happened there.
Deans Bridge has been closed for more than a decade now. There are balusters on either side to keep commuter traffic from cutting through our quiet little neighborhood. We’re not supposed to be here either, but there are no houses this far down the road, so it may as well be wilderness now. We sit on a blanket on the middle of the bridge to eat our food and drink our beer. We watch a blue heron land on the river, see fish jump from the water to feast on mosquitoes. Sunset fades into dusk while Eddie traces letters into the palm of my hand and I try to guess what he’s spelling.
We have S-E-X in his truck like a couple of high school kids, Journey playing on the radio, my knee hitting the door handle. It’s all so real and sweet and I am present for every little moment. I’m awed by the thick patch of honey-colored hair at the center of his chest, and how, with my legs wrapped around him, I can feel the strength of the muscles hidden by his comfortable belly. I want him with desperation that is delicious in its own right. Even when he’s finally inside me, the wanting courses through my body, like there could never be enough. Until all of a sudden, he feels like everything.
When we’re sticky with sweat, still breathing hard, he holds me close, runs his hands through my hair.
“I love you, Freya,” he says. His body is trembling, but his voice is steady and sure. “I know we both have… complications. And I don’t want you to feel any responsibility about it. I just want you to know.”
“I love you,” I say, and I do think I mean it. There isn’t any part of how I’ve ever felt about Eddie that couldn’t easily be described as one kind of love or another.
We stay for hours, longer than we should. We say we’re going to leave, and then we stay for more. When the night sky starts to lighten to rich royal blue, we finally concede to going home.
Eddie’s car won’t start. We drained the battery. So we get out and walk. It’s not that far.






— Chapter 49 —
I resign myself to borrowing money from Aubrey to pay the tax bill. That, plus what I’d saved for the roof, gets us close enough to paying the September installment. I know my tips can cover the balance as long as we’re careful. But I’m trying extra hard to cross off as many items on the list Lee Skagway left me in case the market changes and there’s any chance I could sell before January.
When I figured out how to fix the oar for my rowboat, I realized I could probably fix the crack in the bathroom door. So at work last week I asked Gus if I could borrow some bigger clamps. Instead of letting me stop by his shop to pick them up, he told me he’d bring them over and help me too.
When he does, I have a sixer of Weihenstephaners on ice for him.
Gus laughs when he sees them. “You know you can just buy Budweiser, right? It’s not forbidden at your house.”
“I was afraid your palate is too refined now,” I say, grinning.
Gus snorts. “I got to admit, I can at least tell the difference. Not saying one is better than the other, but I know what’s what.”
I feel a little awkward and I think he does too. It’s odd to see him off his barstool, out of his shop clothes. He’s wearing a Yankees t-shirt and faded board shorts. He has a big heart with wings tattooed on his freckled calf. He won’t let me open the beer for him.
“You’re not at work,” he says, using the bar key on his key chain and opening one for me too.
We go into the basement. Shray’s latest—a giant papier-mâché head that appears to be Andy Warhol in David Bowie makeup—is in progress in the alcove under the stairs. Aubrey bought an odd lot of used drop cloths on eBay, and she’s been painting the clean ones with fabric dye to make curtains for the house. She also keeps adding more splatters to the already splattered ones, using Step’s old wall brushes to flick paint at them, because she says it makes her brain feel good. Her latest is hanging from the rafters, and there are fresh streaks of Day-Glo orange dripping to the floor.
“Got a whole art commune happening down here, huh?” Gus asks. He seems out of scale in the basement, so tall his head almost grazes the beams. He keeps ducking, like he’s not sure he fits.
“Working on it,” I say. “You can join if you want.”
Gus grins. “Well, let’s see that door you got.”
I thought the door was one solid piece, but Gus shows me how to take the sides apart and pull out the cracked panel.
“You didn’t even need my clamps,” Gus says. “This is a small piece.”
“Yeah. But I guess I needed you.”
He grins and reaches over to mess up my hair. “You’re a good kid.”
“I’m thirty.”
“You’ll always be a kid to me,” he says. I think maybe he knows it means more to me than it might to someone else.
After we’ve got the panel glued and clamped with Step’s old bar clamps, I show Gus my grandfather’s woodworking tools. “Oh, man,” he says, turning the smallest chisel over in his hand so he can see the inlay. “I got a guy who comes into my shop who collects stuff like this. But I bet he ain’t ever found anything so good.”
My mother’s dresser is in the garage now, so I can work on it when I want to but don’t have to look at it all the time. It’s almost finished. I checked out a library book on maritime carving and worked out my ideas on scrap wood before I committed. I’ve never had this much patience for anything else. I lose time when I carve, the day fading before I realize that I haven’t eaten, I have to pee, and the glass of water I brought downstairs with me hours ago is still completely full. Now, the dresser is an ocean scene so layered and elaborate you can’t tell I started with fake colonial furniture. There’s a narwhal spread across three of the drawers—his twisted horn looks like it’s about to break away from the wood.
Gus whistles low when he sees it, running his hand over the spindles on the side of the mirror carved to look like flowing ribbons of kelp. “You got a knack for this, kid. I never seen anything like it.”
I feel kind of shy about how much his praise means to me. “I don’t really know what I’m doing,” I say.
“Who says you gotta know everything to do something? You learn too much, it could box you in. And that would be a damn shame.”
We go through Step’s scrap wood and find some blocks to play with so Gus can try Vili’s tools. He roughs out the silhouette of a duck, and we take turns carving shadows and wings and feather marks. I draw a dogwood flower and we try to get the petals to curve in toward the center and look delicate and lifted at the edges. We spend a couple hours drinking beer, passing the blocks back and forth, listening to a country music station Gus dialed in on Step’s transistor radio. I never spent time with Gus like this, but it gets comfortable fast. We don’t talk too much. Sometimes we hum with the music. I watch what he does and he watches me. He knows more than I do about carving, but he keeps saying that what I’ve taught myself came from good instinct.
Shorty calls him on his cell phone, and he goes out to the driveway to take it but comes back quickly, holding his hand over the mouthpiece.
“Shorty went down to Fulton this morning and says he grabbed a whole bunch of steamers. You got a grill?”
I nod. Aubrey and I resurrected Step’s old Weber from the garage a few weekends ago when Jam gave us a bunch of hamburger meat that was on special at the store.
“Can he come here?” Gus says.
“Of course,” I tell him, and it doesn’t catch in my throat. It’s my house. I get to have friends over. I call Bee and she says she’ll stop at the farm stand and grab a bunch of corn, and Jam says he’s got more burgers in his freezer. Eddie brings beers, and his mom, and Tommy Tom. When Aubrey and Shray come home to our weird little party, Shray calls his dad and the Singhs come over—which means that Ravi Singh is at my house. But after half an hour or so of feeling awkward, it all normalizes, and my childhood crush fades into lovely guy who appreciates how much Aubrey and I adore his lovely kid.
I feel bad and call Hans, because I don’t think anyone invites him to anything, and he shows up with Emmeline and three bricks of ice cream from Friendly’s. I don’t call Carlos and Sam because it’s Sunday and they’re working, and I don’t want Sam to think I’ve stolen customers for my cookout. But I resolve to do this again on a Monday night when The Aster is closed so they can join us.
Everyone’s talking to everyone. Eddie is laughing really hard at something Ravi said, and Dr. Singh is shaking his head at them. Bee shows Hans the scar on her shin that she got when we tried to roller skate down the big hill by my house. Emmeline is sitting on Mrs. Davis’s lap, leaning over to point at Shorty’s tattoos with her sticky fingers. Aubrey and Gus flick paint at a drop cloth and he ends up with purple splatters in his beard.
“You got to throw forward and not at all back,” she says, and they laugh hysterically when he splashes himself with paint all over again. I suspect he’s doing it for her amusement, and also that she knows he is.
I could never understand why people liked holidays, why they didn’t feel dread seeing the red-print dates creep closer on the calendar. But I would look forward to this. I would love Christmas and New Year’s, Thanksgiving, and the Fourth of July if this is what holidays felt like.
Jam comes late with the burgers, right when we’re all ready for another round of food. He keeps a wide berth on Bee for a while, but eventually they end up in the same conversation with Ravi and Gus, and everyone’s fine. Around eight we get Shray to drive Tommy Tom to the 7-Eleven to buy more beer, and they come back with stuff to make s’mores too. We stay up past midnight, adding charcoal to the grill, setting marshmallows on fire and blowing them out. Eventually, everything turns to embers. Everyone goes home. And Aubrey and I fall asleep on the floor in the den watching Anne of Green Gables for the millionth time while the joyful chatter of the night echoes in my head.





Old Bet was too big to move, so they dug her grave around her fallen body, lowering her into the earth inches at a time. It took a team of men days, weeks, months to bury her, depending on the source.
There’s a modest monument to Old Bet in Alfred, Maine, at the site of that burial. But once Bailey realized there was more money to be made, that Old Bet could be a spectacle even in death, he dug up her bones and skin and put them on display. It’s believed her remains were destroyed in the fire that burned P. T. Barnum’s American Museum to the ground.
In 1845, Hachaliah Bailey visited Somers, ready to soak up the praise he’d earned as a hometown hero, but died when his horse kicked him in the head.
He’s buried in Ivandell Cemetery in downtown Somers, behind a brick oven pizza place.
Unfortunately, there is no monument to the horse.






— Fall —






— Chapter 50 —
Shray sleeps over the night before the first day of school so he and Aubrey can get ready together. Aubrey comes downstairs wearing a black linen dress that she got at the junk store and then splattered with paint like it was one of her drop cloths. Shray braided her hair in two fat fishtails, and she did her makeup like a pinup girl from the fifties. Shray is wearing stonewashed jeans, a Def Leppard t-shirt with the sleeves cut off, and sky-blue eyeshadow.
Aubrey rolls her eyes at me for waking up so early and making them pancakes.
“You’re nocturnal,” she says. “You shouldn’t mess up your body clock for me.”
“You’re a kid,” I tell her. “You’re supposed to be the center of your universe.” Every time I realize how a teenager should feel—how I want Aubrey to feel—I see the gap between what my life was and what it should have been. Taking care of her is an exquisitely beautiful, painful way to make sense of myself.
Aubrey snorts.
“Really,” I say. “You’re supposed to be like, ‘It’s my first day of school and I want pancakes, damnit!’ ”
“Aunt Frey,” Shray says, grinning, with a forkful of pancake in his mouth. “I love your heart, but these are terrible, so maybe Aubrey should demand Cheerios.”
“Shray,” I say. “I love your heart, but…” I pick up one of the pancakes from the stack of extras and throw it at him. It hits him on the forehead and falls in his lap.
He holds it up, laughing so hard his eyes tear. “It didn’t even break when it hit me.” He chucks it at my face, and it still doesn’t break.
I watch Aubrey as she laughs, covering her mouth with her hands. She looks like a normal, happy kid.
Over the summer I found my old Instamatic camera in a box in the basement with a case of unused flash cubes and five rolls of film. I make Shray and Aubrey pose for first day of school pictures on the front step before they leave. Aubrey pretends to be embarrassed, but I think she’s pleased. Shray insists on one where they hold the unbreakable pancake between them, and I hope the film’s still good because it’s adorable.
I sit on the front step and watch them drive away. I’ve gone from constantly shouldering the fear that I won’t be able to get Aubrey through high school to wishing I could slow down every sweet moment. The whole summer passed in a quick flash of joy. I’m not ready for it to be over.

I have the day off, so I drive to the Somers Library to see if they have any books that will help me figure out how to fix the stone steps. I find one called The Complete Guide to Home Masonry, one on automotive repair, and two books on woodworking. Then I walk around and play the library game I made up as a kid: I think of a color, walk down an aisle, and grab the first book I see with that color on the binding. I read the whole first chapter, and if I like it, I check the book out. I end up adding She’s Come Undone (blue) and White Oleander (black) to my pile but leave The Complete History of Jack the Ripper (gray), because I don’t think it will be good for my nerves.
I’m walking over to the front desk to check out when my phone rings—on full volume. A mom looking at picture books with her toddler glares at me.
I flip the phone open to get it to stop ringing and whisper, “Hold on,” abandoning my books on top of a display shelf as I run outside.
“Aunt Frey?”
“Are you okay?”
“Can you come here?”

The high school is massive now, like someone built a new layer of building over the old one. It appears to be a different place entirely, and I’m grateful the sight of it isn’t adding grade-school anxiety to the rest of my fear.
Bee escorts Aubrey to the parking lot so she doesn’t have to sign out and I don’t have to sign in. Even though we’re meeting in the open, it feels like we’re doing something shady, and I can’t help but think that if our lives together blow up, I’ll probably only ever get to see Aubrey like this. If I’m lucky.
She’s wearing a black cardigan and a pair of gray sweatpants with Somers Tuskers printed down one leg, a smiling elephant over the hip. As they wait for me to walk over, Aubrey turns to say something to Bee, and I see that between her braids the back of her neck is smeared with red.
“Oh god!” I shout, running over. “Are you okay?”
“She’s fine,” Bee calls.
“What happened?” As I get closer, I can tell it’s paint.
“She won’t tell me,” Bee says, throwing Aubrey a pointed look.
“If I tell you, you’ll have to do something, ’cause it’s your job. But that’ll make everything worse,” Aubrey says.
“Do you believe this kid?” Bee shakes her head. “Twelve steps ahead, trying to protect me at the same time. What I know is someone chucked red paint at her back in the hallway. My guess is either Carter or Kelly. I’d put my money on Kelly.”
I can tell Aubrey is expending a lot of effort to stay expressionless.
“What do we do?” I ask Bee.
“I don’t know,” she says. “I really, really don’t.” She looks to Aubrey. “I get why you want to let this go. But I don’t know if it’ll stop. Kelly had a whole summer to cool off, and clearly, she didn’t.”
Aubrey shakes her head. “I didn’t say it was Kelly. Anyway, it’s fine. That dress was like a dollar.”
“It’s not fine,” I say. I want to march into that school and pull that shitty kid out to this parking lot by her collar and make her apologize to my niece.
“I’m okay,” Aubrey says.
Bee offers to see if she can cook the books on Aubrey’s attendance for the rest of the day so I can take her home. Aubrey swears she can handle class, but then Bee says, “Are you sure? You don’t have to be tough all the time, kid.”
Aubrey’s eyes well up with tears. She reaches over and grabs my hand, like she used to when I’d pick her up at preschool. She does it automatically. There’s no thought. She needs to be taken care of and I am here to take care of her.
“Thanks, Bee,” I say, and walk Aubrey to my car.
“I’ll call you later,” Bee shouts. She waits until we get in the car, waving to us, before she walks back into the building. Over the doorway a red banner with the cartoon head of a glaring elephant reads Welcome to Somers High School. Home of the Tuskers. This new version of Old Bet is fearsome and aggressive, her tusks sharp, ready to spear someone. I know it’s posturing about the toughness of the football team, but I’m glad that somebody has finally let Bet be angry.
The smell of tempera paint fills the car as we pull out of the parking lot.
“Where were you?” Aubrey asks. “You got here really fast.”
“I was at the library.”
“What books did you get?”
“I didn’t. I was about to check them out when you called.”
Aubrey insists we go back to get them, and I teach her how to play the color game. We spend ages walking up and down the aisles until Aubrey has a stack of books to check out too. She gets A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (black), Speak (red), The Kitchen God’s Wife (blue), and The Secret Garden (green).

Next, we hit King Kone. Aubrey gets a chocolate-dipped vanilla soft serve in a flat-bottomed wafer cone and I get plain chocolate in a waffle cone with rainbow sprinkles. We sit at one of the picnic tables outside the old sweet shack and look through the masonry book. Aubrey picks the chocolate shell off the ice cream to eat it separately, wiping her hands on her napkin.
“I think we can do this,” she says, flipping pages forward, then back. She points to a picture of a trowel spreading mortar. “Yeah. We can do this. It’s just like tile.”
“Are you okay?” I ask.
She shrugs. “I wouldn’t care at all if I didn’t have to care. Like, it doesn’t hurt my feelings that Kelly hates me. She’s awful. Why would I care about her opinion? She dumped Carter’s brother over the summer and started hooking up with Carter, so that’s what this is about. Like she sees my existence as some kind of commentary on hers.” Aubrey’s ice cream drips on her hand, and she turns her wrist to lick it off, almost dumping her cone. “I used to care when I had no one else to care about, but those people, they only have power when you don’t have anything better, you know? I have Shray, you, Jam, Bee. What do I care if some awful person doesn’t like me for stupid reasons? I just don’t want to have to fucking deal with it. I don’t want to be stuck in that school with those people.”
“I’m sorry,” I say.
“I wish I could just go to the library all day.”
“Me too,” I tell her. “That’s exactly what I used to wish for.”
“Oh, shit!” she cries, slumping down, raising the book to hide her face.
“What?”
She nods toward the road as a gray Porsche 911 drives off. “My dad.”
“Fuck. Did he see us?”
Aubrey nods and looks like she might cry. “I should have stuck out the day in school. I feel like my parents only leave me alone because I keep doing everything I’m supposed to.”
I check the time on my phone. “School is over now,” I say. “He can’t know you skipped out.” But I feel like I’m throwing myself on a grenade to try to keep her calm. I want to run away screaming.
She looks around. A line of teenagers has formed at the order window since we sat down.
“Yeah,” she says. “He wouldn’t know I left.”
“It’ll be fine.” I smile like we have not a care in the world, but while Aubrey finishes her ice cream, I watch the road for his car, hoping he does not come back.






— Chapter 51 —
My second semester at Purchase, I started dating a guy from my biology class. After the lecture one day, Ted asked if I wanted to have lunch, and I was tired of sitting alone, so I said yes. I’d gotten along nicely with my roommate first semester, but over the holidays she decided to transfer to Pratt, and Jam was so busy with school that I was lucky if I got to see him for an hour or two every few months.
Ted talked a lot, so I didn’t have to. He was writing a screenplay. He was an English major but planning to switch to film. He wore a Kangol hat, because Quentin Tarantino had been photographed wearing one, and when he talked, he fiddled with it in a way that made me think he really wanted people to notice his hat. After a few weeks of lunches, Ted assumed we were dating, and it seemed like a lot of work to tell him otherwise. Aside from being overeager, there was nothing drastically unlikable about him, and it was nice to have someone, even if he wasn’t my soulmate.
On weekends, Ted and his friends made weird little Super 8 movies, and they always talked me into playing “the girl.” My casting seemed closely related to the fact that they couldn’t get any other girls to hang out with them, but they were sweet and dorky, and it gave me something to do. So I kept dating Ted, even after I dropped out of school. On the nights I wasn’t working at The Aster, I slept over in his dorm room, because it was better than going home. Plus, breaking up with Ted would mean breaking up with his guys too, and I wasn’t ready to lose my entire social life in one go.
One Saturday night, Ted and the guys had just gotten back from winter break, and we were crowded into a booth at City Limits Diner in White Plains, eating cheese fries. They were hashing out details on their summer plan to sublet a house near campus so they could use school equipment to shoot a full-length horror movie. I was supposed to play a girl who gets stabbed to death by a man in a grim reaper costume, and then, wearing a blond wig, I would play another girl getting eaten alive by the actual grim reaper. I had not agreed to this. My participation was assumed. The fact that they didn’t have to equate their time to money had already been wearing on me, and I wasn’t keen to spend my days off covered in blood, screaming.
“Hey, Frey, you want in on the house?” Ted’s friend Mick asked, pointing at me with a french fry, dripping gravy on the table. “Rent is four fifty each, but if you and Ted share a room, you can split it.”
“Yeah, that sounds good. Let me think on it?” I said to give myself space. Even though I desperately wanted out of my parents’ house, I couldn’t move in with a guy I only kinda liked and his five closest friends. But I didn’t want to embarrass Ted by saying no in front of everyone.
Ted flashed me a funny look and tossed a twenty on the table. “That’s for us, Mick.” Then he pointed to me and said, “Can I talk to you?”
By the time we got to the parking lot, he was bursting. “Why would you do that?” he shouted. He tapped the brim of his hat, pulling it down, then pushed it back from his forehead. The streetlight shone perfectly on his face and I wondered if he was setting his angles on purpose.
“I’m really sorry, Ted!” I said, feeling awful for bruising his ego in front of his friends. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for us—”
“You just invite yourself into everything! God! You don’t even go here anymore and you’re like always here!”
My cheeks burned. I wanted the asphalt to open up and swallow me into the underworld of White Plains. If I had dumped him, I would have felt relieved, but the rejection was physically painful.
“I didn’t realize you don’t want me around,” I said, looking up at the light, chest aching. I knew he was going to write this moment into one of his films. I wondered who would play me.
Ted flipped his hat around backwards. “I just… you know, I’m a film major now. With the new movie… and my cowboy script is almost done, like girls are paying attention to me. I have a lot of opportunities, you know?”
I nodded, wiped tears from my chin. I was so mad at myself for crying. For caring at all.
He deflated a little. “I mean, you don’t even go here anymore,” he said, in a gentler tone this time, as if he were offering me help and kindness. “What are you even gonna do with your life? I can’t let you drag me down.”
So, by the time I got to the bar by the Somers post office, I had a desperate need to drown my embarrassment.
I was two drinks in, and the awful Grateful Dead cover band still seemed to be stuck in an endless loop of Shakedown Street. There was a guy in a Yankees cap at the end of the bar who kept looking up from his buddies to smile at me, and I was sitting there, trying to figure out if I was the kind of person who had rebound sex, when I felt the tap on my shoulder.
“Hey, little sister. Who’s the dumbass serving you?”
“Your mom,” I said, without turning around, and I laughed, picturing Mrs. Wells in one of her Chanel suits, double pouring behind the bar.
“What, we’re not friends anymore?”
I shook my head. I hadn’t seen Charlie since Babbo’s funeral three months earlier. Even then, I managed to keep my distance. Over the past few years, I’d gotten very good at maneuvering out of situations where I might be left alone with Charlie. My mother was hell-bent on preventing that from happening too, which was the only way she’d ever made any part of my life easier.
“Well, let me buy your next drink at least,” Charlie said, leaning in front of me, raising his hand to get the bartender’s attention. He was wearing a blue and white striped dress shirt, tie loosened, sleeves rolled. He’d gotten his hair cut shorter on the sides, bangs swept across his forehead. It made him look younger. Less like a reigning relic of the eighties and more like he belonged in this very moment.
“Save my seat. I gotta pee,” I said, smacking the bar, my foot catching the stool as I stood. It tipped, but I managed to right it.
Charlie laughed. “That boyfriend of yours is one lucky guy.”
“He’s not my boyfriend anymore.”
When I got back from the bathroom, Charlie’s jacket was draped over my barstool, and he’d taken the seat next to it. There was a Long Island Iced Tea waiting for me.
“That’s not what I was drinking,” I told him.
“You’re too young to be drinking like a fifty-year-old man,” Charlie said. His eyes were extra sparkly.
I sat down. His jacket smelled like vetiver and musk.
“What kind of stupid guy lets you get away?” he said, smiling.
I felt myself blush. In all my time avoiding Charlie, I’d forgotten how intoxicating it could be to have his focused attention.
“Yeah, he wasn’t great.” I took a long sip of my drink and grabbed a handful of peanuts.
“In bed?”
“In general,” I said, trying to skirt the awkwardness of his question. “He was writing a screenplay about a grizzly old cowboy who starts robbing stagecoaches to avenge his sister’s death.”
Charlie laughed. “Clearly, riveting.”
“Ted is from Staten! He’s never been further west than Pittsburgh.”
“To be fair,” Charlie said, “a lot of Staten Island guys could probably rob a stagecoach.”
“Do you think old timey cowboys really said howdy all the time?” I asked like it was a joke, but it felt like a problem I needed to solve. Ted was assured of his talent, but I thought his screenplay was awful. I had always believed Ted was my charity case, but he thought I was his. I kept looping through all the little details of our relationship, and I was convinced that if I could figure out whether Ted was a good writer or a bad writer, all of it would make sense to me.
“I can’t say I know much about cowboys,” Charlie said.
“Every other word in that screenplay is howdy.”
“Well, then good riddance to Ted.” Charlie grinned, tipping his glass to toast to the demise of my relationship.
“He has the same scar as his mother.”
“Ted?”
“No, the cowboy. And it’s not—they weren’t branded or anything. She passed the scar down to her son! Like in birth! That’s not how scars work. Right?” As soon as I said it with assurance, I was unsure. I had to think really hard about staying on my barstool. It no longer felt like a given that gravity would keep me in place. “Right?”
“Whew,” Charlie said. “I hope Ted fucks better than he writes.”
“That’s weird, dude. You’re like my brother.”
I remember him flinching when I said that. I remember that my shirt had these tiny buttons, and the buttonholes were cut too big and the top one had slipped through, and I caught Charlie looking. My sister was the one with the big perky boobs. I was the one who still looked like I was waiting for puberty. But I had this black demi-cup bra that made me feel sexy and I had worn it hoping Ted would kick his roommate out for the night. The way the wire dug into my rib cage made me so aware of my breasts. I was so aware of Charlie being aware of my breasts. I loved it and hated it. I loved him and hated him too.






— Chapter 52 —
Jam hasn’t been around much. Sometimes I come home from work and find sheet music piled on the piano bench, empty cereal bowls on the windowsill. But I haven’t seen him in a few weeks. So it’s all the more bizarre when he walks into The Aster on a Thursday night, sits at the end of the bar, and orders a Rusty Nail like he comes here all the time.
“You alright?” I ask.
“Yeah,” he says, as if he can’t understand what I find strange about this moment. “Am I not allowed to be here?”
“No, it’s fine. Just surprised. You’re usually a drink-alone-in-the dark guy.”
“I missed you,” he says. He’s wearing a weathered black overcoat and I realize it’s the same one he’s had since high school. His dad bought it for him to wear to performances over his tuxedo, but now he’s wearing it with jeans and a flannel. The cashmere is threadbare at the cuffs. Moth holes on the sleeve. It hurts to see time pass this way.
“Where’ve you been?” I ask.
He grins to warn me he’s about to say something cheesy. “In a prison of my own making.”
I laugh.
“Writing a song,” he says, and seems happy about it.
He orders Portuguese bread soup with coddled quail eggs and charred papaya salad sprinkled with crushed tamrun peanuts and finger lime caviar. While he’s eating, he stares into space, tapping his fingers on the bar like he’s still working out a melody.

About an hour later when Eddie comes in, Jam looks up from his third Rusty Nail and says, “Well, if isn’t Eddie Davis. Will ya look at that,” overenunciating like a character in one of the black and white sitcoms that aired on Nick at Nite when were kids. “Freya, buy this man a drink. Buy him ten drinks. I owe him.”
Eddie sits at the bar, looks at Jam like he’s trying to figure him out. “You don’t owe me at all, man. It’s fine.”
“Of course I do. You saved my life. Remember that? Way back when. Tell her.” Jam gestures to me.
Eddie shakes his head, eyes kind. “That’s not mine to tell.”
“What a stand-up guy you are,” Jam says; there’s an uncomfortable bite to his words.
Eddie looks up at the TV, pretends to be super interested in demolition derby. I hand him a beer, our fingers touching on the bottle neck.
Jam sings, “He has Eddie Davis eyes,” like Kim Carnes, in a high, slightly sharp tone.
Eddie takes a sip of his beer, nodding. “Good one.” He tries to go back to watching TV, but Jam keeps singing.
“And I’ll tweeze him. Maybe freeze him. ’Cause who knows if I can sneeze him.”
Eddie tries not to laugh but fails. “That’s great man. Thanks.”
“Blah blah blah blah blah—da da da dum. He’s got… Eddie Davis thighs.”
“Hey, Jam,” I say. “You want some coffee?”
“Oh,” Jam says, highly amused. “Am I—am I embarrassing myself?”
Eddie pats him on the shoulder. “You’re good, man. It’s fine.”
“Don’t worry,” Jam says. “It’s just alcohol and I’m no boozehound. This…,” he holds up his glass, “is a limited engagement. You won’t have to revive me.” He glances in my direction. “Eddie Davis here gave me a shot in the thigh. Right through my pants. Like a pro.”
This interests Eddie. “You remember that?”
Jam shakes his head. “They told me at the hospital.” He rubs his brow. “I don’t think I ever said thanks.”
“It’s just my job,” Eddie says.
“Yeah, well, thanks for doing your job, man.” Jam gestures to me. “Whatever he wants, Frey. My tab.”
Eddie leaves after his first beer, saying he has to check on his mom, but I wonder how much of it is about getting away from Jam.

Later, one of the waitresses breaks a wine bottle. I help her clean it up, and when I go to dump the broken glass in the garbage, Jam follows me outside.
“Why are you fucking him?” he says, watching me empty the dustpan into the recycling bin. His eyes are sharp.
“What do you mean?” I say, hoping I can get away with it. No one knows. Eddie and I haven’t said anything to anyone.
“I could tell. When we were all at your house for the barbecue.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You look at each other like you’re fucking. You did it tonight. And I can’t—I can’t stand it.”
“Jam…”
“Don’t. Don’t fuck him anymore.” Jam grabs my wrist like he’s trying to stop me from touching the red coil on a stove. “Fuck me.”
I laugh. The parking lot lights are shining on the wet gravel, and everything looks a little bit blurry, even Jam.
“I mean it,” he says, leaning close. So close. His face only a gesture from mine. The slightest tilt of his chin and our lips will touch.
“No, you don’t.”
“Yes. I do.” He kisses me. Not the bullshit kind of silly, friendly kissing we’ve always done. A real kiss, like he’s not afraid. He tastes like whiskey, grabs my hips with his strong hands, and it’s more exciting than I want it to be.
I push him away out of instinct, panic.
He steps back, stunned.
“Go home, Jam. Really.” I’m stunned too. I was always so sure that if I found the guts to pull the trigger and tell Jam I wanted him, we would float away into happily ever after.
The look on his face makes me think that he also believed we were only ever one brave moment away from being together. Now we know it’s not true.
“I’m gonna call you a cab,” I say, because practicalities are all I can manage right now.
“Yeah.” He kisses me on the forehead. “Good idea. Thanks.”
He hands me a couple twenties for dinner, says he wants to wait outside, mumbles something about fresh air. He looks like he’s going to cry.
I keep tabs on him through the window. He’s pacing the parking lot, one hand raised, moving ever so slightly, like he’s signaling to the orchestra in his head. From this distance, his silhouette in that long black dress coat doesn’t seem so far from what it was.
I have to fill a big drink order for the dining room, and when I look out the window again, he’s gone.

Tommy Tom comes in right before last call, orders a Weihenstephaner, even though everyone else has gone home. When he takes a seat, he rests a pink sweatshirt on the bar. “Is Eddie out back?”
“He left a couple hours ago,” I say, wiping down the space around him.
“Oh, shoot. I was trying to get here earlier.” Tom moves the sweatshirt to the back of his barstool to get it out of my way. “We’re headed up to my cousin’s place in Keene for the weekend.”
“That sounds nice.” I’m on autopilot, trying to get a sticky stain off the bar. I can’t figure out if I should go looking for Jam after I close, or just let him sleep it off.
Tom holds the sweatshirt out to me. “Can you give this to Eddie when he comes by tomorrow?”
I laugh, but when I realize Tom is serious, my heart flips.
“Jen borrowed it from Lexi while we were at their house last night and forgot all about it until we got home.”
I feel the kind of cold lightning in my veins that I always used to imagine as the whoosh of my spirit trying to leave my body.
“It’s campfire season again,” Tom says. “You been over to Ed and Lexi’s house? They got a great fire pit.”
“No.” I take the sweatshirt from him, tucking it under the bar. “I’ve never been to their house.”
“We burned some hickory. Smells so nice. This is my favorite time of year, you know?” He keeps chatting at me while I sop the bar mats and count the drawer. I respond enough, I guess, because he doesn’t seem to notice that my thoughts are far away.
Tom offers to wait and walk me out, but I tell him I have some stuff to do in the back room. Before I leave, I take Lexi’s sweatshirt out from under the bar. It’s soft. So small. Smells like woodsmoke and vanilla.






— Chapter 53 —
I’ve been driving Step’s car to shifts so I can work on it at Shorty’s on the break between lunch and dinner. He’s helping me fix it as a present for Aubrey for her birthday. But it’s always awful to drive it home at night when the radio static and smudged dashboard lights feel like a direct switch to Step memories. I drive with the windows down, trying not to think about Lexi Doyle-Davis and what I have done to her. But there’s a constant track of Step in my head. He’s an apparition in the passenger seat and I can imagine the angle of his eyebrows, the sag of his jaw while frowning. “You were supposed to be better than this,” he’d say.

I get a sinking feeling in my stomach when I get home and the lights are on.
It’s Aubrey. It’s Aubrey. I repeat her name in my mind to remember that my mother is not sitting at the table in the sunroom in the stale air, eight hours drunk, waiting to rip into me.
This is not then.
But I still have to fight the urge to run away.
As I walk in the house, Aubrey is stomping around in her bedroom.
“Are you okay?” I shout.
But she doesn’t answer. I hear the closet door roll. I hear her stomping again and it sounds like she has shoes on now.
“Are you okay?” I shout again.
And then I hear her tearing through the hallway, storming down the steps. She’s carrying the old-fashioned suitcase she bought at the junk shop when we sold the bookshelves, the sleeve of a sweater sticking out the side like something out of a cartoon. She has a Gristedes bag full of paint brushes in her other hand, her backpack over one shoulder. And for a moment I picture her on that Greyhound bus to Georgia, even though it’s October, not March, and this is not how she would pack to hike the Appalachian Trail.
“Are you sleeping at Shray’s tonight?” I ask.
She glares at me. She hasn’t washed her makeup off all the way and it’s pooling under her eyes, making her look like a raccoon caught in headlights.
“Are you okay?” I ask.
She lets go of the suitcase handle, the little metal feet on the bottom of the case smack the floor, and it’s so loud that I think the tile may have cracked. She reaches into the pocket of her coat, chest heaving, like she can’t catch her breath. Holds up a fistful of crumpled papers.
“I’m so stupid,” she says, tears running down her face. “I fucking trusted you.”
It’s the checklist Lee Skagway wrote out for me. Across the top in red block letters it reads, Action Items for Sales Success! Lee’s logo is printed at the bottom.
“You were never going to stay, were you?”
“Aubrey!”
“Were you?”
“I wasn’t at first, but then—”
She points to the date on the form. “This is from August.”
“I just wanted to see if we could—”
She sobs. I try to hug her, but she steps away. “You were like the best thing in my whole life, and then you were just gone. And you were going to do it again.”
“No. Aubrey—”
“I don’t even know why you left. Still. You never even told me.”
I have thought a lot about telling her, but I am certain it would be unfair. And I don’t know how to talk about the absence of time. “I wasn’t going to leave you now,” I say. “I thought we could find an easier place to live.”
“Yeah, well…” She shakes her head. “How the fuck do you expect me to trust you?”
I hear a car pull into the driveway, honking.
“Who’s that?” I ask.
“My dad,” Aubrey says, chin trembling. “I’m going home.”
“No.”
“I may as well.” Fat tears roll down her cheeks.
I want to beg her to stay, but I worry that I’m caught in a loop of ruin. If Aubrey wants to go home, I shouldn’t stop her. I can’t stop her. So I don’t say anything.
I watch her navigate the door with her bags, take the safe route down the flagstone steps, load her suitcase into the trunk of Charlie’s Porsche. She gets in the passenger seat. I don’t run out to the driveway until Charlie’s car is gone—tail lights out of sight, tire marks on the wet pavement already settled back to nothing.






— Chapter 54 —
Whenever I think about what happened, it feels like it’s still happening, as if it’s a movie playing continuously in a corner of my mind. Sometimes, on the rewatch, I notice things I didn’t before. Sometimes everything feels faded. Other times it’s painfully bright.
“You’re too drunk,” Charlie says while I dig through my purse. He’s very close and his breath smells sticky sweet.
“My car,” I say, holding up my keys, the ring dangling on my index finger.
“You can’t drive.”
I drop my forehead into my hand. What I mean is that I’m going to sleep it off in my car. What I mean to say to Charlie is that I am not his problem and I don’t want to be in his care. But I can only see the pictures of what I want to say. The gray velour seats, stray french fries on the floor mat. I can remember the smell of stale air in my car and what it feels like to have the seat belt buckles on the back seat press against my rib cage while I’m trying to sleep. I am stumped on how to get my pictures into his brain so he’ll understand.
I feel the pull of the key ring from my finger, and when I look up, Charlie is standing, slipping my keys into the inside breast pocket of his jacket.
“Come on, little sister,” he says, loud enough for the bartender to hear. For everyone around him to hear.
He is a saint, that one, they’ll think. Taking care of his drunk baby sister. Or, if they know Steena, Taking care of his wife’s drunk sister. He is a prince among men, that Charlie Wells. But I know. I know. I know that I should not get in the car with him.
Charlie grabs my elbow and pulls me to standing.
“Never let them take you to a second location,” I say, words slurring. I look to the bartender, but he laughs like I’ve told a joke. He thinks we’re doing a bit. Everyone knows Charlie. Charlie knows everyone. Anyone here would let Charlie Wells drive their daughter home.
It feels like my ankles forgot how to lock. They only remember how to bend. Charlie puts his arm around me and walks me to the door as if we are reenacting a scene from Weekend at Bernie’s and I am the corpse he is wrangling. In the parking lot, I think hard about that seat belt buckle pressing into my ribs. I wish for it.
“Charlie. My car. For sleeping.”
“I’ll bring you back to your car tomorrow,” Charlie says, adding “little sister” as two women in shiny tops and tight jeans do a quick jog to the door. It’s so cold that the air makes splotches on their bare shoulders. It’s so cold and my car will be cold and Charlie is barely letting my feet touch the ground. I didn’t know he was so strong. He’s not very tall or very big, but he is holding most of me.
He cups the back of my head with his hand as he helps me get in the passenger seat of his BMW. “Uh, watch your bean, kiddo,” he says, very loudly, and I think there is probably someone else in the parking lot to see his performance.
“No,” I say, but it is only a whisper.
He drives us to his office. Parks around the back of the building. It’s parking for the dentist, not for him.
“No.” I used to hold my breath when I passed this building as if I could protect myself from evil spirits.
“You’re too drunk, Freya. I can’t take you to your house like this. Your parents will throw a fit. I can’t take you to mine. Your sister will kill me. Let’s make you some coffee.” Charlie smiles that million-dollar smile. The one that lets him breach contracts and landmarks and people.
No. No. No. No. This time I’m sure I just think it. I don’t hear my voice at all.






— Chapter 55 —
I cannot stand the idea of going back inside the house without Aubrey.
I run all the way to Jam’s. In jeans. In my heavy work shoes. The cold air makes my lungs itch, and by the time I climb through his window I’m wheezing and I have a cramp in my side.
Jam is lying in bed watching James Bond. His eyes are kind of red. He reaches into his nightstand, throws me his inhaler, stares at me while I take it. It’s warm in his room and the sweat catches up to me, streaming down my face. I unzip my sweatshirt and my button-down is plastered to my skin.
Jam gets out of bed, grabs my wrist like he did before.
“I’m disgusting,” I say.
When I try to pull away, he slips his hand behind my sweaty neck and kisses me.
“I don’t care,” he says. “I don’t mind.”
He pushes my wet hair out of my face and kisses me again.
I always imagined that he’d be on top. All the times I thought about having sex with Jam, I imagined that he’d hold me down, one hand pressing both of mine into the pillow. I’d pretend to struggle, and he’d like it, like James Bond would. But even that is a chaste fantasy, where everything eventually fades to black. In reality, we are animals, not movie stars. I can taste the salt from my skin on his lips.
He unbuttons my shirt, my pants, pulls my sweaty clothes from my body. I smell the musk of myself, of a full day of work, the hard sprint over.
“I’m disgusting,” I say again.
And instead of saying anything at all, he lowers his mouth to me. Kisses around the edges of my underwear before he peels them off. “I love it,” he says, using his fingers too.
My appendix scar aches from the inside out.
I am drenched when I lower myself onto him. His bedsprings sag and squeak like they are working against us. We move to the floor, the rug burning my knees. I like the pain because it’s mine to control, because the intensity drowns everything in my mind. But there are moments when I catch his face in a state of awe and feel it too—that everything between us was always leading up to this. And then there’s a moment when I look into his deep, familiar eyes and think that I have just ruined everything.
I bite his neck, pinch the flesh on his chest. He digs his nails into my side.
Finally, I roll over, pull him on top of me, let the rug burn my back.

I leave before Jam wakes up, wearing his jeans without underwear, my sweatshirt zipped all the way to my neck, trying to hide that I don’t have a shirt or bra. I managed to grab my shoes but could only find a single sock and left it behind because I thought being uneven would be worse. By the time I get out to the main road, I’m sorry I didn’t save one of my feet from Doc Marten blisters.
Just as I cross Route 116 back to my neighborhood, Eddie’s truck pulls up to the stop sign, blinker signaling toward town. Maybe his real house is out that way and he’s leaving his mom’s to go home to Lexi. I pull my phone from my pocket and pretend to be on a call.
He sees me and rolls down his window.
“You alright, Frey?” he says.
I know I still have to see him at the bar. And I need my job. What he’s done will look worse on me than it does on him, because he’s a man and an actual hero. It won’t matter that I didn’t know, that I believed what he told me. I understand how this works. Eddie means more to them than I do.
I point to my phone, make a squawking chicken beak out of my hand like the imaginary person on the line is talking so much I can’t get away. I wave him on like it’s fine. I’m fine. Go on about your business. It’s all okay, Eddie.






— Chapter 56 —
I try to make myself coffee in one of the plastic pour-over cones, but I get bored waiting for the water to drain through the grounds. I feed Lenny Juice, refill Coriolanus’s water bowl, rinse dishes, and forget to pour more hot water in the cone. When I finally have a full cup, it’s cold and bitter. Aubrey brewed coffee like it was a meditation, pouring water, watching the drip, swaying on her tiptoes, twisting her fingers through her hair. The way she moved reminded me that I used to know how to calm myself before all the fidgeting was scolded out of my body. She does it without shame.
I tried to call her, but only once, right after I left Jam’s house. The phone rang all the way to voicemail. I didn’t leave a message or call back because I’m scared Steena might pick up Aubrey’s phone. I can’t tell if I’m smart to be cautious or I’ve inherited Step’s fragile spine.

Eddie doesn’t come in for lunch. I spend the whole shift watching the door, staring at Lexi’s sweatshirt under the bar, checking my phone to see if Aubrey called. I’m so distracted that I mix up Shorty and Gus’s orders, so Shorty ends up with Gus’s charbroiled white asparagus. Gus’s plate comes out with the baked Kennebec potato he ordered but Shorty’s truffle-mashed parsnips.
“What planet are you on today?” Gus asks.
“Jupiter,” I tell him.
“Because you’re so magnetic?”
“No, because I’m so fucking cold,” I say, a little too sharply.
Gus looks worried, so I make a silly face, adding, “And full of gas,” and he erupts into his giant-man laugh.
Between lunch and dinner, I go to Shorty’s shop to work on Step’s car. I can’t sit with my own brain, and I’m worried if Sam or Carlos ask me what’s going on, I’ll confess about Eddie, even though I know I shouldn’t.
I’m upside down in the driver’s seat trying to pull a busted fuse when I hear Bee say hi to Shorty. I called her this morning while I was walking home, but she didn’t pick up. We agreed a long time ago not to leave messages about Aubrey, so all I said was “Hey, call me.”
Bee starts laughing as she gets closer. I know I must look ridiculous wearing a pair of Shorty’s coveralls over my work clothes, knees hooked on the back of the driver’s seat like I’m an acrobat hanging from a trapeze.
“Carlos told me you were here,” she says, climbing in the passenger side. “What are you doing?”
“The fuse I have to pull is corroded into the box,” I tell her. I can feel my pulse in my eyeballs.
“Which one?”
“Power locks.”
“So, not a load-bearing fuse.”
“Not really.” I pull myself upright. “Did you see her today?”
Bee shakes her head. “She wouldn’t talk to me. What’s going on?”
We close the car doors, speak quietly, even though I know Shorty would never rat me out to anyone. I tell her about the list from the realtor and Charlie coming to get Aubrey. I run through everything Steena could twist into nefarious actions.
In addition to letting her stay with me, I took money from Aubrey to pay bills, drove her across the state border to the junk shop in Danbury a bunch of times, let Shray sleep in her room whenever he wanted to. Under my watch, she smoked cigarettes, ate the head off a pot gummy bear, and drove Step’s car without a license. And I knew, I harbored, encouraged things that look bad from the outside in. Maybe they actually are bad.
“Should I be fighting harder for her to come back?” I ask, my pulse in my throat now.
Bee squints like her thoughts are painful. “I want to tell you the things you’re worried about aren’t likely to happen. But we know your sister is a nightmare. It would be dumb to pretend she isn’t.”
“I just want Aubrey to be okay,” I say.
“If Aubrey called her parents asking to come home, she basically kissed the ring. The prodigal daughter admitting she was wrong—that’s a narcissist’s dream. So, I think Aubrey will be fine at home for a while.” Bee rubs her forehead. “But I think you’re going to be the scapegoat. And we’re not innocent, so, no, unfortunately. I don’t think you can fight right now.”

Eddie comes in for dinner. Sits at the bar. Orders one of Carlos’s meatball subs. I’m so numb. I feel like a bartender-shaped robot attending to tasks. I smile and get him what he wants. Treat him like every other guy in the bar. But when he hands me money for his bill, he wraps his fingers around the side of my hand, gives the slightest squeeze, then walks out the door.
I grab Lexi’s sweatshirt and follow him to the parking lot. I know I’m too tired to be having this conversation, but I am also too broken to hold it inside myself.
“Hey,” I call, just before he gets in his truck.
Eddie turns around.
I jog over, holding out the sweatshirt, breathing hard in the cold air. “Tom left this for you.” I don’t like my voice, sharp and dense, my accent creeping back—I may as well be my sister. “Your wife’s sweatshirt.”
“Oh,” Eddie says, taking it from me, eyes wide with confusion. “Oh.” He smiles. “That’s just—we—”
“You know what? Don’t.” I back away. Hold up my hands, palms toward him, empty. “I don’t want any of it.”
“It’s not what it looks like.”
“Yeah. That would be the next line in the script, right?”
“We are getting a divorce,” he says. “Lexi’s just not ready to tell people.”
I laugh, but my eyes are filled with tears and I hate that he can see them. “Oh, come on, Eddie. How could I believe that?”
I walk toward the door. He calls my name, but when I go inside, he doesn’t follow me. I run into the bathroom, sit on the counter, and hold my breath until I feel like a robot again.

At the end of the night, Carlos asks if I want to share a cigarette. We sit at the edge of the rotting pier.
“What’s wrong?” he asks.
“Every fucking thing,” I say. If it weren’t a reservoir, I would dive into the dark water right now. The urge is consuming. And I laugh, because it’s funny that rules can still keep me from a certain kind of recklessness. Heaven forbid I mess with the water supply. I might get a ticket or a soggy ride to the station in the back of a police car.
“Oh, Freyalina,” Carlos says, wrapping his arm around my shoulder, letting me rest my head on his. “It’ll be okay. Nothing’s ever as bad as it seems.”
That’s what Enzo used to say to us when we got slammed by a table of twelve a half hour before the kitchen closed, or we ran out of prime rib by seven on a Friday. And maybe it’s true for a million little things, but there have been too many times in my life when what happened was so much worse than it seemed.






— Chapter 57 —
On that night, in his office, Charlie starts a pot of coffee. Tells me a story about a time in college when he was very drunk and went cow tipping for a fraternity prank. His roommate fell in a pile of shit. Not Charlie. His roommate. I see the story in my head as he talks, and I feel like the roommate and maybe the cow. I know I’m supposed to laugh, because Charlie thinks his story is funny, but I don’t. I can barely breathe. I want the coffee. The fancy contraption in the office kitchen is percolating, scent wafting down the hall. I keep telling my body to move and it won’t, like someone has disconnected my wires. I’m stuck on the leather couch in Charlie’s office. I have hope that coffee will fix me, and my legs will work, and I’ll call a cab. But then I lose time. Can’t trace it. Charlie’s breath is like the inside of his scotch glass. He’s too close. He’s so heavy. My head hits the armrest. His shirt is starched, and when it crinkles, it sounds impossibly loud. Time keeps disappearing. I’m gone and back and gone again. My damp skin sticks to the leather. The palms of his hands feel like leather too. His zipper bites my thigh. I think about the seat belt buckle in my car pressing into my side and long for that pain instead: a sore spot I’d carry in my ribs for a day or two, and then it would be gone.






— Chapter 58 —
I stay on the pier long after Carlos leaves, smoking the cigarettes he left me, throwing pebbles into the water and watching them disappear.
The sun is already up when I get back to the house. I can hear the piano from the driveway. Jam is playing something loud and stormy, like the Dies Irae of a requiem, but by the time I get inside, the melody has trickled into sparse notes on high keys.
He stops playing when he hears the door close. Comes through the kitchen to see me.
“You okay?” he asks.
I lean into him and he wraps his arms around me and I let him. I thought in the light of day I was ready to come home and be by myself. But I’m not. Even if it’s awkward, I’m glad he’s here.
“I was worried about you,” Jam says. “I asked Aubrey if she wanted a ride home last night and she said she doesn’t live here anymore.”
“She doesn’t.”
I can see the wheels turning in his brain. I worry he’s trying to figure out if I went to see him as a rescue from my feelings. I wonder how much he cares.
“I have to get some sleep,” I say. I feel like I’m drunk when all I am is tired.
“Yeah,” he says. “Okay.”
I walk toward the den.
“Why are you still sleeping on the couch?” he asks.
“It feels less like being here.”
“You could at least fold it out to a bed.”
“Then I’d have to put it back,” I say.
He picks me up, one arm under my knees, the other around my waist, and carries me up the stairs to my old room. He climbs into bed next to me. It’s already so bright. We never got around to hanging the curtains Aubrey made.
“How’d you get so strong?” I ask.
“You weigh less than a quarter side of beef,” Jam says, letting me rest my head on his chest.
He pulls my old comforter over us. It smells like Aubrey’s shampoo, and I don’t know if I’m ever going to see her again.
I wish I could sleep forever.






— Chapter 59 —
I missed Aubrey’s birthday. I didn’t get to bring her blue and yellow cupcakes or give her Step’s car. I try to make up ways that she could be happy, imagining that Steena changed, Charlie too. Austin is suddenly a really nice kid. Or maybe, at least, Aubrey has learned to expect so little from them that who they are doesn’t matter as much. She probably got a car for her birthday that doesn’t take five tries to start. She lives in a big house with a solid roof and a fireplace that doesn’t smell like cat piss when it rains. She has nice clothes and good makeup and won’t have to work at the grocery store or wait tables. Her life is easier without me. I tell myself this story over and over again until I can almost believe it.
Before Aubrey left, Shray and I were planning to throw her a little celebration on the Saturday after her big day. We were going to build a fire pit in the yard and have what Shray called an “art party.” He found little packets of minerals that burn in different colors when you throw them in the flames. We were going to sit by the fire and paint, roast potatoes, tell stories, and take pictures. But I forgot all about it until the Sunday bartender shows up to relieve me for the Saturday night shift.
Even though I don’t feel like being by myself, I take my shift meal home. I go down to the basement to work on the dining set, don’t bother to change, eat while I’m working. I blast my old Nirvana Nevermind cassette loud enough to make the speakers on my purple Sony boom box rattle. I don’t want to get stuck in my thoughts, so the game is to stay busy until I’m exhausted enough to fall asleep.
I sold the dresser. Gus loaded it in his pickup and we took it to Aubrey’s furniture guy. When the guy asked how much I wanted for it, I worked up every bit of bravado I had and said, “Two thousand.” Gus winced, and I thought it was because I was aiming too high, but the guy paid without haggling.
A few days later, when Gus came in for lunch he said, “I went to check on your piece.” He pulled out his phone to show me a picture of the price tag: ~$4k written in pencil and Sold scribbled over it in red ink. “Next time, you got to go higher.”
So, I’m going to ask for four thousand for the dining set, since there are six chairs and two extra leaves for the table. Gus gave me a bottle of furniture stripper that smells like fermented oranges, and it left the wood a beautiful pale blond. Until I started carving into our furniture, I didn’t realize how much of the color was stain, not wood.
I remove the back panel from the first chair, clamp it to Step’s workbench, and with a chalk pencil, I draw a dogwood flower at the end of a branch. I don’t center it—the branch travels across the panel and ends in the flower, with leaves and offshoot branches sprouting everywhere. I use my chisel to break the fibers along the border of my design so I can come back with the gouge and clear away the background.
I don’t hear footsteps on the basement stairs, so when Shray is suddenly standing next to me, I scream, raising the chisel above my head like a dagger.
“Hey, Aunt Frey,” he says, and I scream again, because the shock is still in my brain. Shray laughs. “Sorry! It’s just me! No stabbing!”
He’s wearing a suit. Nothing interesting. Slim-cut navy blue with a skinny black tie. His hair is jet black, slicked against his head. There’s a thin smudge of navy eyeliner under his eyes.
“Come on,” he says, grinning. “We got to rescue Aubrey.”

We take Step’s car, because I blocked mine in when I came home and Shray is almost out of gas. But he insists that we drive with the windows up because he doesn’t want to mess up his hair.
“I’m trying to blend in, Aunt Frey. Stealth.”
I concede, but I swear the car smells like bananas and it makes me nauseous.
Shray talks a mile a minute, trying to get me up to speed fast, even though he’s physically incapable of leaving out any detail he finds interesting. “Aubrey messaged on AIM this morning and was like, ‘My mother lost her damn mind,’ because a truck showed up and dropped off like a metric ton of hay bales. We thought Steena was going overboard for Halloween or trying to rope Aubrey into a family photoshoot for a Thanksgiving mailing. But it was like… a lot of hay bales, Aunt Fray.” Shray looks at me, eyes wide. “And then another truck showed up with buckets of sunflowers, and those weird pumpkins that look like they’ve been bleached, you know? And their gardener brought over a bunch of guys to move the hay bales. But then the catering truck got there. So that’s when we knew.”
“Oh shit.”
“Yeah,” Shray says.
“How bad?” I ask, as if there’s any degree of this situation that wouldn’t be a disaster.
“Steena invited Aubrey’s entire grade. And then some. Plus, all the real estate people they work with and people they sold houses to. Basically, the whole fucking town is there.” Shray whispers the word fucking because his mom doesn’t like it when he curses.
“Carter?”
Shray nods. “I was not invited.”
I think he’s hurt, even though he knows it’s about Steena, not Aubrey.
“Well, I wasn’t invited either,” I say.
Shray looks at me and sighs. “I’m really sorry I didn’t call you… or like, stop by. I worried if I did, and Aubrey found out, she’d be mad at me too, and then she wouldn’t have anyone.”
“That was good thinking,” I tell him. “You’re a really good friend.”
“But I missed you, Aunt Frey!” He leans over and tries to hug me while I’m driving but backs off when the car swerves.
“I missed you too, Shray,” I say when I get us righted on the road. “How is she?”
“She’s not, like, in danger, just miserable. She says they’ve kind of been on their best behavior, but Steena does this thing where she acts like she’s being nice and just, like, chips away at her.” Shray sounds mystified.
“Yes,” I tell him. “I have experienced that thing.”
Shray, I realize, has not experienced behavior like that. Not from family at least, because the Singhs are kind people who love each other. It’s their goal to protect their family members from hurt, which is so far from my family’s objective that I think we should have called ourselves something different. If the Singhs are a family, we were a cesspool of genetic overlap. I’ve spent so much time in my life worrying that my family might not have been bad enough to justify walking away. I never thought about how they weren’t good enough to keep me happy and healthy and here. And I know they haven’t been good enough for Aubrey either.
Shray also says that Steena and Charlie haven’t let Aubrey see him outside of school. They forced her to quit her job at Gristedes. Steena makes her take the bus from school to the real estate office and do her homework in the waiting room. They confiscated her cell phone and bought her a new one, and Aubrey is pretty sure they can track her whereabouts and read all her text messages. But she’s been playing along because they took her to the DMV to get her permit on Tuesday. She’s also funneling her belongings from home to school so Shray can sell them at the junk shop for her.
“Hey, check it,” Shray says before we get to Steena’s street. “Turn here.”
The road is unmarked and unpaved. It snakes up the back of the hill. There are tree-cleared lots, but no houses, weeds growing tall in the dirt.
“They’re held up on building permits,” Shray says. “Aubrey parks up here when she needs to get things from the house. Sneak attack. No one will see us coming.”
I wonder if Wells Realty and Development is actually held up on permits, or if this stalled project is a way for Charlie to keep someone else from building behind his house while also claiming a tax loss.
“Development is as much about where you don’t build as where you do,” I heard him telling my father at Sunday dinner once. Step nodded along as if Charlie was imparting the secrets of the universe.

We park at the end of the empty cul-de-sac. As we trudge through the sparse woods toward the house, we can hear that Black-Eyed Peas song about getting a party started blasting from outdoor speakers. Steena and Charlie’s lawn is lit up like a carnival with patio heaters glowing and strings of lights crisscrossed overhead, so night looks like day and the cold has lost its edge.
“See,” Shray whispers, pointing to the hay bales set up like tables with burlap runners and bouquets of sunflowers. The seats are sliced logs.
There’s a scattering of smokers outside: adults among the hay bales, kids in the shadows by the woods, a cater-waiter in black and whites with his back to the wall of the house, hoping to go unnoticed.
On the patio there’s a DJ stand, a bar, and two lines of catering tables filled with dip trays and chafing dishes. Hanging over the French doors to the living room, a huge burlap banner reads, Happy Sweet Sixteen, Aubrey! in Steena’s perfect, sweeping script.
Shray splits off to look for Aubrey in the house where most of the guests are milling around. There’s no way Steena will recognize him with hair-colored hair, and she can’t possibly know every kid she invited.
I head toward the patio but catch sight of Uncle Angelo making a plate for himself at the catering tables, the cigar in his teeth shedding ash into the chafing dish. I turn and walk the other way.






— Chapter 60 —
The last time I was here was the night I took Aubrey to Jam’s Yashiro program. I’d made a game out of picking up Aubrey at her house. When we had plans, I’d drive up the driveway and honk three times and she’d run out the door with all the supplies she needed for our adventure. She thought it was great fun, and it meant that I had not seen Charlie since that night I woke up shivering in my car in the post office parking lot with bruises on my neck and blood in my underwear.
But when we got home from the concert, Aubrey was so exhausted that I had to carry her into the house. Charlie’s car wasn’t in the open garage and I could hear Steena watching television in her bedroom. So I brought Aubrey right upstairs, tucked her into bed, still in her fancy dress, red lipstick smeared across her little face. When we’d gone to the bathroom after the show, we were using our “tea talk” voices. Aubrey decided that fancy British ladies always wear red lipstick, so she needed some, and she wanted me to fix mine because it had mostly worn off. “Tea ladies are perfect,” she’d said. “All the time. In their faces.” And I knew that she didn’t mean to be funny, so I tried not laugh.
After I smoothed Aubrey’s blankets, I kissed her forehead, turned off the light, switched on her Glo Worm doll, and tiptoed back downstairs. On my way out of the house, I caught sight of myself in the mirror by the front door. Aubrey’s lipstick was all over my blue sweater. I got in my car, but then I decided I should probably use the stain spray in Steena’s laundry room before the lipstick set. It was my only nice sweater and the coast was clear. But when I came out of the laundry room, Charlie was standing in the garage, blocking my way.
“Haven’t seen you in a long time, little sister,” he said. In the dim light, his eyes looked dark and alien.
I tried to walk past him.
He grabbed my arm and pulled me close. “You didn’t tell anyone, did you?” He said it in a calm, happy voice like we were having a chat, but his grip was much less friendly.
I stared at him, frozen. The stain spray was stinging my shoulder through the sweater. I could feel my heart beating in my neck.
“You’re pretty wild when you’re drunk,” he said, smiling.
I had a flash of clarity, the distinct sense that Charlie was trying to rewrite what had happened, because he knew culpability would keep me quiet. But it fucked with my head anyway. I had been drunk and irresponsible. I had been sitting at that bar thinking about rebound sex and Charlie looking down my shirt. The rest of my memories were a jumble of disconnected pieces. Maybe in the blank spaces I said and did and promised things I couldn’t remember.
“We always seem to end up here, don’t we?” Charlie said, pulling me even closer.
Steena only heard us because it was the first time I fought back. I pushed Charlie and he lost his balance, knocking over Aubrey’s bike.
But he was wearing my lipstick. And of course, she didn’t believe me.
“You’re such a train wreck,” she said. “You’re such fucking trash.”
“He’s been doing this since I was a kid, Steena,” I said, pleading with her.
She laughed. “Why would he care about you? Why would anyone care about you? I don’t.”
She slammed the door in my face, then realized Charlie was still on the other side. He stared at me, slack-jawed, my stupid lipstick all over his mouth.
Steena opened the door again and he loped into the laundry room like a scolded kid, slamming the door behind him, to show that he was mad at me too.
They didn’t have to say it. I knew Steena wouldn’t let me see Aubrey anymore.






— Chapter 61 —
Shray and I didn’t really talk through the plan, so I don’t know if I’m also supposed to be trying to find Aubrey or if I’m on standby. I feel like I’m just waiting for something to happen, hoping nothing does.
There are a lot of adult guests for a teenager’s birthday party, because this celebration is really an excuse for Steena and Charlie to show off their house and make their business associates feel like family so it’s easier to fuck them over. All the women look like a variation of Steena, and all the men look like they grab their waitress’s ass when they go out to dinner. The kids of Steena’s mom-friends all had their sweet sixteens at the golf club, each mom trying to one up the party that came before. Aubrey was still invited to a few but didn’t go to any of them.
I walk around to the front of the house. There are hay bales and gourds lining the front porch and a sunflower garland hanging across the columns. Steena wouldn’t have had enough lead time to book the golf club when Aubrey came home, but she’s done an impressive job making it look like it was always her plan to have a wholesome home celebration. The front lawn is lit with a web of string lights and laid out with real pumpkins and fake vines. There’s a purposely distressed wood sign that reads Pick Your Own so the guests know to take pumpkins as party favors when they leave. I want to kick those pumpkins. I want to chuck them at the columns of this stupid house and make a scene and free my niece and call Charlie out for what he really is. And if I thought it would make anything better, I would.
“What the fuck are you doing here?”
I look up and Steena is clacking down the front steps in a pair of sky-high heels, gold bangle bracelets rattling on her wrist. Even though it’s fifty degrees, she’s wearing a saffron-yellow silk dress cut to show off her toned shoulders. Her makeup is thick and flawless, and her hair has deep bronze highlights and the kind of blunt cut that needs constant trimming. She’s wearing earrings that look like a pair of emerald-eyed panther heads with gold hoops hanging from their mouths, and I’m sure they must be some kind of conspicuous wealth signal, because they’re hideously ugly. I’m exhausted just looking at the effort of her.
“What, I’m not invited to my niece’s birthday party?” I say, trying to keep my voice calm, even though my body is shaking.
“No,” Steena says.
“Was my niece invited to her birthday party?” I ask.
Steena takes a breath like she’s about to say something pithy and cutting, but a black BMW pulls up in front of the house and she freezes. A man gets out of the driver’s seat and walks around to open the door for a woman in a dress that looks a lot like Steena’s, only purple.
As they get closer, Steena says, “Oh, yay! It’s the Marshalls! Come in! Come in! I’m so glad you could make it.” Her voice is high-pitched, overly friendly.
The man tries to hand me his keys as he walks by. I’m still dressed in my black and whites from work, so it’s not unreasonable that he thinks I’m the valet.
“Oh, let me take care of that,” Steena says, snapping the man’s keys from his hand, as if I might steal his car. “Just go right on in. Charlie will get you set up with a drink.” I wonder who she’ll get to park his car. Other guests parked on the street and are trudging up the hill.
Soon as the Marshalls walk in the house, Steena turns to me. Her smile drops. “Nobody wants you here, Freya.” She says my name like a curse, but she looks nervous. She’s scared I will throw pumpkins and cause a scene, talk shit about her husband, turn her party into gossip.
I always thought Steena and Charlie had power because their success made them important. But to stay successful, they have to care what these people think of them, and that makes them vulnerable.
I only care about Aubrey.
“Maybe they’re buying this,” I say, pointing to the house, the guests, all of it. “But I know you kicked your child out of your home. I know you’re not mother of the year. You’re aware that I can see you, right?”
The look Steena gives me shakes my bones. She’s smiling, or wincing, or both, like she’s caught in a Shakespearean death scene just after the knife has been plunged in her chest.
“Oh,” I say, the air rushing from my lungs. I’m smiling and wincing too. My arms break out in goose bumps. “That’s why you hate me so much. Because I’ve always seen all of you. And Aubrey does too, doesn’t she?”
Steena scoffs, but her chin is trembling. She looks around, talks quietly. “You know why I hate you, Freya? There’s nothing to like. You’re a loser. It’s embarrassing to be related to you. Mom felt that way too. She told me you were her biggest mistake.”
The words bubbling in my heart are Yeah, well, she didn’t want you either, but Steena knows that. I can see it in her eyes, the sadness hiding behind the anger. It’s the core of what she’s saying—the core of who we are. Only I have never wanted anyone to hurt my sister, no matter how much my sister hurt me. That’s the fundamental difference between us. Steena wants everyone to hurt like she does. I don’t want anyone to ever feel the way I do.
“You know,” I say, “I loved you anyway. For a really long time. I saw you. And I loved you anyway.”
Her face seems to soften. But I think maybe it’s just the glow of the string lights.
Inside the house, there’s a crash that sounds like glass breaking, and the din of small talk switches key to a chorus of Oh no!
Steena glares at me. “I’ve had enough of this. Go away.” She turns and walks inside, her beautiful silk dress flowing behind her. She looks like she’s floating.
I hear a knock on the big picture window above, and when I look up, I see a skinny blond kid who looks like Charlie waving at me. He’s wearing a glow necklace on his head like a halo.
I wave back.
Austin turns around and presses his bare ass to the window.
As I look away, Shray runs from the house like it’s about to explode.
“Aunt Frey,” he calls in a frantic whisper. “I need an adult!”

Inside, a cater-waiter is on her hands and knees trying to clean up broken glass and an ocean of cider rapidly spreading across the hardwood floors toward the pristine white bouclé rug.
There are sunflower garlands hanging from the wood beams and lit candles on every flat surface. The air is dense and smells like a chemical approximation of warming spices and sugar donuts. Heels clatter. Ice clinks in glasses. There’s a murmur of polite laughter and bland conversation, everyone trying their hardest to be like everyone else. Steena attempts to usher guests away from the mess, out to the patio, saying “Ooh! Look! The ribs are ready!” as if she’s certain her fake enthusiasm is a rapid contagion.
In the corner by the fireplace, a quarterback-shaped creature is hulking over my niece. Aubrey looks miserable. Her hair is sausage-curled and she has a face full of pageant makeup. She’s wearing an olive-green dress that looks like it was intentionally chosen to go with Steena’s outfit and the color scheme at large. Cleanup efforts and the flow of guests block our path to her from every angle.
“That’s Carter,” Shray whispers, cringing. “I knocked over the punch bowl trying to head him off. It wasn’t my best idea.”
I am tempted to climb over the couch but don’t want to flag Steena’s attention. I grab Shray’s hand and angle my body to cut through the people milling in front of us, pulling him along with me.
“Why did you even invite me to your party if you don’t like me, huh?” Carter’s voice is deep and dumb, thundering under the party chatter like a bass line. Easy for us to hear. Easy for everyone to hear, but the guests are pretending not to. “You go around telling people I raped you, and then you invite me to your birthday party? Hmm. That doesn’t make a lot of sense, Aubrey. Seems like someone is lying.” He raises an eyebrow, strokes his chin as if he’s imitating a person who can think.
There’s a girl with a fake tan and strawberry-blond hair at the other end of the cider spill glaring at them, and I can picture her at four years old, finger shoved up her button nose.
“I didn’t know about this party,” Aubrey says, stepping back from the crackling fire, even though it puts her closer to Carter. Being too hot always makes her panic. “I wouldn’t have invited you.”
“How did you not know about your own birthday party?” Carter does the stupid thinking pose again.
I clench the fist of my free hand so hard my knuckles crack. I have never wanted to beat the shit out of a child before. It is not a comfortable feeling.
“Leave me alone, Carter!” Aubrey says, trying to turn away. He moves with her, so she’s still facing him. “I don’t want you here.”
“Excuse me,” I say to a man in a tweed sport jacket, trying to get him to move out of the way. He doesn’t even hear me.
“Well, you did want me when we had sex,” Carter says. People’s eyes flash in their direction, but everyone looks away too quickly. Nobody wants to get involved.
“No,” Aubrey says, and I hear the defiance in her voice. “I didn’t. I knew you wouldn’t stop if I told you to. Everyone knows what an asshole you are.”
“You liked it!” Carter hisses.
“No one would like that,” Aubrey yells.
The chatter drops off. Guests on their way out for ribs turn back to stare.
Charlie gets to them before we do. “Aubrey,” he says, putting his arm around her. “That’s no way to treat your guests.” He’s red-faced and ragged, his neck bulging over the collar of his brown cashmere turtleneck. His hair is oddly brassy, like his stylist tried to match the color it used to be and couldn’t get it right. There’s relief in seeing his insides start to show on the outside. Eventually, it gets too hard to hide a rotten soul.
He puts his hand out to shake Carter’s. “How ya doing, bud? Nice job on that touchdown last weekend. We’re gonna get to playoffs this year, aren’t we? Hey, did your dad come? I’ve been meaning to talk to him…”
Charlie keeps his arm around Aubrey like she’s a piece of furniture. He hasn’t noticed me, and I am loath to call his attention, but I cannot watch him force Aubrey to stand there with Carter like she’s captive. All I ever wanted was for someone to stick up for me, so I am going to be that person for Aubrey. I’ve spent so much of my life navigating people in bars, throwing drunks out at two AM, defusing arguments, cutting people off, consoling. I learned how to handle myself in the world. When I came back to this place that made me feel powerless, I forgot how much I know, but I’m not going to forget again.
I throw an elbow at the man blocking me, say “I’m so sorry” to the cater-waiter, and walk through the puddle. Shray follows. We track cider across Steena’s rug.
“Hey, big brother,” I say, with a huge smile on my face, even though I feel like I might vomit. Shray hovers next to me, eyes wide. I lift Charlie’s arm from Aubrey’s shoulder like I’m removing a boa constrictor.
He lets me because he’s momentarily stunned by my presence. I know if I cause a scene, he’ll kick me out, but if I just stand here acting pleasant, he’ll fear the scene I could cause and play along to keep me nice.
“Hey, sweetheart,” I say to Aubrey. “Happy birthday.” She hugs me hard. Her hair smells like hair spray and I know she must hate that.
Charlie looks around, assessing who’s nearby, who’s paying attention.
“So funny, Charlie,” I say in my best Steena voice. “You and Carter actually have a lot in common. Should we talk about that? Can you guess?”
“Freya,” he whispers, grabbing my arm. “This isn’t the time or place.”
“What, I’m not your little sister anymore?” I say, loud enough to make him wince. “Too incestuous?”
Charlie laughs like I’ve told a joke but loosens his grip.
I reach out and offer my hand to Carter. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Aubrey’s Aunt Freya.” When he takes my hand, I pull him close with power I’ve summoned many times over my bartending years. It’s not about size, but conviction and understanding how to use the threat of attention no one wants. “You come near my niece again and I will hack off any part of you that has ever touched her.” I squeeze his hand hard before I let go.
Carter laughs awkwardly and backs away, trying to disappear into the party. Charlie stares at me, mouth open.
But Aubrey laughs, dull and strange. She looks at Charlie, points to me and Shray. “So, I’m gonna go. With them. To celebrate my birthday.” She runs upstairs to grab her things.
I give Shray a nod and he says, “I’ll meet you at the car.”
And then it’s me and Charlie standing in the corner. His eyes are bloodshot, bulging. I wonder when his heart will finally give up.
“I know what happened,” I say. “And I don’t forgive you.”
I walk away without even looking to see how he’ll react. It doesn’t matter.

My last New Year’s at The Clam, we had a packed house even though the weather was shit. Buck had a good blaze going in the old stone fireplace. All the TVs in the bar were turned to the countdown from New York, but the sound was off, and Buck was cranking one of his live Dead bootlegs, so it looked like all those Times Square tourists were dancing to an endless riff of Sugaree. Someone had given Buck a tiny gold top hat and he was wearing it over his Willie Nelson braids, elastic strapped under his chin. He wandered around the bar pouring complimentary shots, making it impossible for me to figure out who’d been overserved.
I was at the far end of the bar grabbing beers for some regulars—a couple cops who’d drawn the long straws and were off duty for the night—and I heard a loud smack, the crash of a glass falling to the floor, shattering. When I turned around, Buck was crouched on top of the bar, holding a man by his necktie.
“Not in my bar, fuckface,” Buck shouted. “You piece of shit. Not on my watch.” He was wild-eyed, shaking, his tiny top hat snowing glitter on the man’s sneering face.
One of the cops I’d been serving ran over. I steeled myself, worried about Buck’s fate, but the cop took over Buck’s grip on the man’s necktie and waited for his buddy to grab cuffs from the car.
“You alright, sweetheart?” Buck said. And only then did I notice that the woman who had been sitting next to that man was just coming back from the bathroom.
“Are you here with him?” the cop asked.
No. She shook her head. No. She wasn’t there with him. Just there. She asked him to save her seat. He offered to buy her a drink while she was gone. Maybe he always carried roofies in the breast pocket of his sport coat. Just in case he sat next to someone who looked good.
It could have happened to anyone.
Buck was still crouched on the bar as the cops dragged that guy outside. One of the waitresses whisked the woman to a table in the dining room so she could have a cup of tea while she waited to give a statement to the en route on-duty cops.
“Frey?” Buck said. “Be a bud and help me down?” The rage had drained from his body and he looked like a raggedy old cat stuck in a tree. “I climbed on here not thinking what goes up…” He tried to laugh it off, but I could tell he was shaken too.
I cleared the glasses beside him so he could sit on his butt, and I dragged a barstool around for him to step on the rungs, then the floor, my arms out to catch him if he stumbled.
When his feet hit the ground, he grabbed both of my hands and shook them. “We got that guy! We got him!”
I mumbled an agreement. Tried to find words to tell Buck he did a great job, but then I wasn’t sure if I said them or not. I felt the burn of expensive scotch in the back of my nose even though no one had ordered any all night, and Buck never kept anything old enough to smell like that.
“What kind of sick fuck—” Buck said. “I mean, I know there are a lot of sick fucks in the world, but that’s the fucking sickest.”
I felt tears roll down my face before I realized I was crying.
“You alright?” he asked, but someone shouted, “Can I get another?” Buck grabbed a bottle of tequila from the speed rack and slammed it on the bar. “Help yourself, buddy, okay?” Then he ushered me into his office.
“Oh, honey doll, I’m so sorry,” he said, hugging me into his chest, pulling back for a sec like he was checking that I wanted to be held. I leaned into Buck’s body, crying all over his rough wool shirt while he whispered, “I know, sweetheart. I know. I’m so sorry.” I didn’t have to say anything for him to understand.






— Chapter 62 —
Aubrey and I run through the woods carrying her quickly packed bags like we’re escaping an asylum. The DJ is blasting Dancing Queen and the music follows us all the way to the empty cul-de-sac. When we get close to the car, I toss Aubrey the keys.
“Really?” she says.
“Yours now. Happy birthday, silly goose.”
“Thanks, silly goose,” she says. “Thank you for coming to get me.”
“Anytime,” I tell her.
Shray is already in the back seat waiting for us.
“Don’t be mad,” he says when we get in the car, dome light illuminating his victorious smile. Next to him on the seat is an entire sheet cake.

We drive through town, past the Elephant Hotel and Old Bet lit up on her pedestal.
Shray and I shout, “Sorry, Bet!” and blow kisses to our dear old friend.
Aubrey rolls down the window and yells, “I’m sorry for what happened to you!” And her cheeks are wet with tears, but her voice is defiant and strong.
“Hey, Aubrey?” I ask, breathless, still full of adrenaline. “You want to hike the Appalachian Trail?”

Shray and I stay up with Aubrey watching Anne of Green Gables, eating more cake than human bodies should hold. When the sugar high starts to wear off and she falls asleep on the couch, Shray curls up next to her, pulls my comforter over them.
I’m still wired, so I go down to the basement to work on the dogwood chair. I’m carving a tree frog perched on the branch when I hear Aubrey’s toe-first footsteps on the stairs.
She’s still in her green dress. It’s wrinkled now. Her curls have broken free of their hair spray cast, and there’s a halo of flyaways around her head.
She drops a wad of folded checks on the table. “At least we have some money for the hike now,” she says, grinning. “I grabbed the gift box. Some of those people really wanted to impress my parents.”






— Chapter 63 —
We have a little over four months. We have Step’s plan and some of the gear. We have never been backpacking.
“I’m just going to get arrested, right?” I ask Bee when she comes into the bar for Sunday dinner. She stops in for meals at least twice a week now, and in snippets between customers, we talk about anything and everything. Even though we had so much time when we weren’t friends, she still understands me better than anyone else. She treats me like the earnest, careful nine-year-old I used to be—as if that girl is a fact—and it connects me to the core of myself.
“I guess you could get arrested,” Bee says. “If Steena actually notices her daughter isn’t in Somers anymore. You might be in the wilds of Vermont by then. Do they even arrest people in Vermont?”
“Aubrey will go by herself if I don’t go with her. I’m sure of it.”
“I’m sure of it too.” Bee takes a bite of her burnt butter funghi e piselli over handmade ancient grain strozzapreti and groans. “This is really good. What is it?”
“I have no idea.”
She holds her hand over her full mouth. “Anyway, it’s not hopeless. I’m meeting with Hans tomorrow.”
“Hans?”
“Yeah. I called him this morning. I’d been thinking once Aubrey turned sixteen, we could apply for emancipation. But the hearing process might take too long to work for your trip. And Hans has an idea.” Bee gets distracted by something at the other end of the bar. “Oh shit.”
“What?”
“Eddie.”
I look over and he’s hanging his jacket on the coat rack.
She wipes her face and drops her napkin on the bar.
“Bee,” I say. “Don’t.” But she’s already on her way.
She taps him on the shoulder, and I hear her say “Hey, Ed! Talk to you for a sec?” brightly, like she’s happy to see him. She takes his jacket with her when they step outside.
I have to run to the kitchen to grab an order of fries, and when I come back, Bee is at her seat eating her pasta like nothing happened, and Eddie is nowhere to be found.
“What did you do?” I ask.
She nods while she chews, clearing her mouth so she can talk. “He’s giving you space.”

After closing, I have to get through the end of week tasks, which is the bum luck of a Sunday shift. I dump a fistful of quarters in the jukebox and pick all the songs I’d never choose if anyone was around to judge me. I empty the ice bin, dump the garnish tray, run all the bar mats through the dishwasher.
The bell on the door rings while I’m listening to Amy Grant sing Baby, Baby and restocking napkins.
“We’re closed,” I call without looking up, hoping whoever it is will go away and leave me to my guilty pleasures.
“Hey, Freya. Can we talk?”
When I turn around, Lexi Doyle-Davis is standing across the bar, twisting her purse strap in her hand. She’s just as pretty as she used to be, still has perfect dancer’s posture. Her honey-colored hair is twisted in a complicated braid over her shoulder, and the light over the bar makes her fuzzy white sweater glow at the edges of her.
One time in second grade, when I realized my mom forgot to pack my lunch, sending me to school with wilted celery sticks and yesterday’s apple core, Lexi noticed me panicking. She gave me half her cream cheese and jelly sandwich without saying a word, smiling while I ate it, like it made her happy to share. I would never have slept with Eddie if I’d known they were still together. And now I’m realizing that even if they weren’t, it was still fucked up. Lexi and I were never close friends, but we grew up together. Her husband should have been off-limits forever.
“Oh god, Lex. I’m sorry. I didn’t—” I catch myself before I let on that Eddie said they’d broken up. If it could fix things, maybe I should tell her he was drunk and I threw myself at him.
“Eddie and I really are separated. He didn’t lie to you. I’m the one who’s been lying,” she says. “I wanted the divorce wrapped up before the rumor mill started, so people would know we got through it without turning on each other. I didn’t want to hear ‘Oh, well, you think you’re keeping it friendly, but wait until…’ Because we are keeping it friendly. So friendly that he’s been pretending we’re still married because I’m being a wimp.” Lexi cries—a quick sputter of sobs that seems to surprise her as much as it surprises me. “I don’t think I can handle being the bad guy in front of the whole town.”
“How could you ever be the bad guy?” I pass her some bar napkins, then fill a glass with ice and ginger ale and walk around the bar to give it to her. “Here.”
“Thanks. I’m sorry.” She wipes her face, smudging her mascara. I’m tempted to reach over and fix it for her, but I know it would be weird.
“Don’t be sorry,” I say.
“This is ridiculous!” Lexi twists the damp napkin and coils it around her finger. “I’m basically here begging you not to dump my husband and now I’m crying all over you.”
“It’s really okay.”
She sips the ginger ale, tapping her shiny pink nails against the glass like she’s trying to calm herself. “I’m shit for leaving him.”
“No,” I say automatically, even though I don’t know why she left.
“I just want things I can’t—he can’t—maybe I shouldn’t tell you any of this—”
“It’s fine,” I say, even though I’m not sure I should know.
“Eddie and I got married when we were twenty-four. After 9/11, the whole department was down at Ground Zero working in the rubble for weeks, and I was so scared the whole time that he’d get hurt. I wanted to grab on and not let go. We never talked about what we wanted or what our life would look like. We just got married and I—” She gets overwhelmed, takes a moment to collect herself. “I don’t regret it. I love him. But I want kids. He’s not sure if he does. And I’m thirty, and I have PCOS, and I don’t have time to wait for him to figure it out. Eddie needs to take care of his mom—that could be years. And I’m still scared all the time.”
“Because of his job?”
She nods. “He had a close call last year. They had an accident in the ambulance. And I know accidents can happen to anyone…” She sighs. It feels like she’s going through an old argument in her head. “You hear about people getting divorced and they hate each other, but we’re just at an impasse. I want to be like my mom and dad and take road trips and go for walks after dinner and snuggle on the couch while we watch movies with our kids.” Lexi untwists her napkin and blows her nose. “I kept thinking I could love him enough to make up the difference. Eddie finally told me I shouldn’t have to give up the life I want for him.”
She tucks loose hair behind her ear the same way she always did, holding the strands for a moment, hand resting on her cheek. “It wasn’t fair to make him keep it a secret. I’m just scared. He’s a literal hero and I’m like, ‘That’s not enough for me.’ Everyone’ll think I’m a monster.”
“I won’t,” I say.
She looks at me and smiles. “Thank you. So, will you please date my husband?” Her laugh sounds the same as it did when we were kids. Broad and open and generous. “He really likes you.” She pokes at the ice in her ginger ale with the straw. “I’m sorry this is so weird.”
“It’s okay. It’s really nice of you to come talk to me. Eddie tried to tell me.”
Lexi laughs again. “I wouldn’t believe a guy saying that either! But this time it’s true.”

Shray stayed with Aubrey while I was at work. I called him a bunch of times to check in, but he didn’t pick up. Bee gave me her old phone when she got a new one, so I can get texts now. Every time I called, Shray would send me an AOK, so I know they are basically fine. But I’m still nervous as I drive up to the house. I don’t know how a kid is supposed to recover from everything Aubrey has gone through.
When I get out of the car, I hear music coming from the basement.
They’re in the studio, blasting my old Bon Jovi cassette. There are Christmas lights strung from the rafters. Aubrey’s drop cloths cover the floor and my workbench and their art projects. They’re still in their party clothes, makeup smeared on their faces, and they are completely covered in paint splatters. Aubrey has my Instamatic in one hand and a brush loaded with neon green paint in the other. She flings the paint at Shray, snapping the picture as it splashes across his cheek.
“Oh! That was perfect!” she says.
Shray laughs. “It’s so hard not to wipe it away! But I don’t want to ruin the splatter! Let’s do orange next.”
“Aunt Frey! Paint with us,” she calls when she sees me on the stairs.
“Okay, but not in my work clothes.”
I change into my old red prom dress and join them. We shout along to Livin’ on a Prayer and fling paint at each other and use up the rest of the flash cubes.






— Chapter 64 —
The next day, I row my boat over to Eddie’s house. It’s one of those fall afternoons that tricks you into thinking summer could come back. I don’t know how many rowing days I have left. The pond will probably still be frozen when we leave in March.
Mrs. Davis is sitting on the porch with her aide.
“Freya!” she says brightly.
“Hello, Mrs. Davis,” I say as I climb the stairs.
“Did you get locked out of your house again?” she asks, and this time, I’m sure she’s not joking. I wonder if she sees me as I am now, or if I am nine years old in her mind.
I pull my house key from my pocket to show her. “No, Mrs. Davis. I’m fine. I was looking for Eddie.”
“Ed-WARD!” she shouts, the way she used to call him home from the beach when we were kids.
Eddie comes outside.
“Hey,” he says, and his eyes are bright. “Want to go swimming?”
“Pond’s closed.”
“I know. Martin and Jim were supposed to tow the dock in last month, but Martin broke his ankle. And you know, Jim has that bum shoulder anyway. I got to get it in before the freeze. Help me?”
“Sure,” I say. I have no idea who Martin and Jim are. Eddie lives in an entirely different Somers than I do.
I change into a pair of Eddie’s swim trunks and pretend my sports bra is a bathing suit top. We get in the water on the swampy side at the end of Eddie’s yard. Even though the day is warm, the water has been chilling for weeks—the kind of cold that’s hard to ease into. The mud and algae squish through my toes, and I can feel tough roots or snail shells as my feet sink deeper with each step. I used to love this feeling, but now it makes my skin crawl. As soon as the water is deep enough, I throw my body forward so I can swim away.
Eddie is still wading. “Don’t have the stomach for mud anymore, huh?” he calls, when I’m deep enough to tread water.
“Not so much!”
We swim out, surfacing underneath the dock, sputtering as we come up, sound bouncing off the water and blue plastic barrels that keep it afloat. Sunlight streams through the spaces between the wood slats above. We hold on to the anchor tether, my hands just above his.
“Hi,” Eddie says, smiling at me.
“Hi,” I say, feeling shy. “I talked to Lexi.”
“Yeah, she said.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t believe you.”
“That’s the cliché, right? The guy who claims to be separated. I wouldn’t have believed me either.”
“Yeah. But I should have known you weren’t that guy.”
“I should have told you,” he says. “Explained it more.”
“I slept with Jam.”
I study Eddie’s face in the leaking light, hoping he isn’t angry, but he just looks confused. He says, “I kind of figured you two were always sort of—”
I shake my head. “I got mad at you and my life was falling apart and I just—”
“Are you still sleeping with Jam?”
“I don’t know.”
Eddie shakes his head. “You don’t have to know. We don’t have to know anything. I don’t know anything.” And then he kisses me.

After we get the dock to shore, Eddie collects twigs, and we dig a pit on the beach to build a little bonfire. The sand is warm from the sun and sticks to our wet legs, and the air carries the sweet smell of fallen maple leaves.
“How are you going to light it?” I ask.
He unclips the paracord bracelet on his wrist and shows me the flint hidden in the clip. “I just have to find a bit of tinder.”
“What are you? Inspector Gadget?”
He laughs. “My brother gave it to me. Comes in handy when I go camping.”
“I’m going to hike the Appalachian Trail,” I say, my heart racing. “With Aubrey.” I picture both of us this time, packs on our shoulders, walking into the woods.
“Like the whole trail?” Eddie says. I think he sounds more awed than incredulous, but I’m scared to look at him. Our plan is too precarious to survive exterior doubt.
I nod, running my fingers through the sand, raking it toward my legs. “We start in March.”
“Wow!” Eddie says. “It’s like two thousand miles, isn’t it?”
“Yeah.” My stomach churns. I dig my feet into the sand like I’m trying to plant myself. “This is really stupid of me, right?”
“No,” he says. “It’s awesome. I’m jealous.”
“I’ve never even been camping.”
“That doesn’t matter,” he says, standing. “We can go camping right now. Then you won’t be able to say that anymore.” He dusts sand from his swim trunks, offers me his hand to pull me up. We swim back to his house and change into dry clothes. He goes down to the basement and comes back with a tent and sleeping bags and a duffle bag full of gear. We load it all into my rowboat and bring it to the beach.
Eddie lets me light the fire with his flint. He shows me how to set up the tent and use his water filter and cookstove. He opens a packet of freeze-dried pad thai and makes us dinner. While we eat, he tells me about rain gear and bear canisters, how anything that smells like food needs to be stored outside the tent. And he promises to take me and Aubrey camping in real woods a few times before March.
“So, what do we do now?” I ask when we’re done with dinner. The fire is still going strong.
“Whatever we want.” He runs his hand through the sand—scooping it up, letting it slip through his fingers.
“Do you want to make a sandcastle?” I ask.
Eddie smiles. “Yeah.”
So we work like kids, digging lakes and moats and building roads and castles. By the time the sun goes down, we’ve made an entire civilization out of sand. It’s our best one yet.






— Chapter 65 —
According to Aubrey’s amendments to Step’s calculations, it will cost the two of us $8,484 to hike the Appalachian Trail, including food, permits, and the occasional hotel room. Aubrey’s birthday money gets us halfway there. But I don’t have gear yet. And before we go, we’ll have to pay off the January taxes and the annual insurance in March.
We stop working on the house. We are out of free time and most of Step’s materials. If the market improves, Hans is going to work with Lee Skagway to sell it for us, as is. Then we won’t have to pay the September tax bill and we’ll have money to find an easier place to live after the trail.
Aubrey goes back to work at Gristedes and picks up shifts at The Aster.
I help Sam fix the pier. Hans hires me to carve his son’s old bedroom set with a fairy garden theme for Emmeline and pays me much more than he should. I do odd jobs for Shorty in the break between lunch and dinner. Eddie gives me his backpack and a real compass and his Inspector Gadget bracelet. Bee gives me her puffy down jacket and buys pedometers for me and Aubrey as a nudge to start training. But we still haven’t solved the biggest problem.

I’m completely exhausted at the end of a Friday double when Bee and Hans come in together.
“Frey! We did it!” Bee says as they sit at the bar. Her cheeks are flushed and the baby hairs at her temples are curling. I think they were drinking before they got here. “Well, Hans did it! He figured it out!” She hands me a stapled document with yellow flags marking the pages.
“It was good teamwork,” Hans says, grinning at Bee. His shirt sleeves are rolled to his elbows, glasses sliding down his nose.
“Once we get Steena and Charlie to sign these, we don’t have to go to court, and you’ll have full guardianship rights,” Bee says.
My heart falls. I thought for a moment they’d come up with an actual solution.
I make them a couple of old fashioneds and sneak peeks at the document between orders, hoping there’s some trick or angle I might have missed, something that will compel Steena to sign. But the paperwork is all very straightforward.
“Steena’s never going to agree,” I say when I’m done. “I appreciate your—”
“Tell her you’ll let the whole town know what a perv her husband is,” Bee blurts out. “That’s got to give us some kind of leverage.”
I’m angry that she’s so openly alluding to something I confessed in confidence, even though I know she only said it because she wants to believe the truth is enough. In Bee’s world what Charlie did to me matters, and it makes sense to her that the shame he should carry allows us an opportunity for justice. But in Charlie and Steena’s world, I don’t matter at all, and any shame Charlie created is only mine to bear.
“Oh dear!” Hans says, covering his ears. “La, la, la! Not hearing anything about blackmail over here.” He’s tipsy too.
I’m going to have to drive both of them home.

“Do you and Hans have some kind of…,” I ask Bee as I take the turn into her development. The stone sign at the entrance reads: Marsh Creek Hollow, A Wells Property.
“It’s weird, huh?” she asks. “Do you think—could he actually like me?”
“Of course he could,” I say. When we dropped off Hans, he said goodnight to Bee four times.
“Could I like him?” she says, like she’s asking me if the pasta special tonight is good.
“I think you can do whatever you want to do.” Their age difference is a little wide, but I liked watching them hang out at the bar, laughing at nerdy jokes, splitting a plate of truffle fries.
“Do you think my crush on Hans could be an expression of a complex?” Bee asks. “My dad moves to Managua and I’m looking for a replacement?”
I can’t picture Hans roaming the neighborhood with a toolbox on weekends, hoping for the chance to help someone build a fence. “He’s nothing like your dad.”
“I know,” Bee says, laughing. “But…”
“Does he make you happy?” I pull into her driveway, leave my car running.
“I like thinking with him.” Her porch light is streaming through my dirty windshield, and I can see her chapped cheeks and bright eyes.
“I don’t think it has to be any more complicated than that,” I say.
Her phone rings as she’s getting out of the car. She holds it up to show me Hans’s name on the screen.
“Hey, hold on a sec,” she says when she answers the call. Before she closes the door, she leans back over the passenger seat. “We are going to solve your problem, Frey. I promise. We are.” And I know she believes it, but I also know it might not be possible.
Right now, the plan is for me and Aubrey to go anyway and see how far we get.





We’re taught in grade school that what we read in textbooks is fact, as if it’s not tainted by the views of those who reported the events. This is less obvious when we aim our scholarly pursuits toward well-known historical occurrences because there has already been a consensus on recorded details. When researching a lesser-known subject, where no established scholar has served a definitive account, it quickly becomes obvious that the very idea of factual history is a lie. Most, if not all, of what we know about the past is perspective and opinion masquerading as fact.
The only consistency in the accounts of Old Bet, as with most of American history, is the narrative of a land-owning white man who compounded his wealth by oppressing someone else. This begs the question: Are most great men only great because of where we’ve aimed our lens?
Bailey and everyone involved in Bet’s capture denied Bet the very nature of her being. Yet Bailey is regarded as a great American businessman—his name synonymous with innovative showmanship—despite the fact that he is the very definition of a villain. Is this because the lore of Hachaliah Bailey was recorded by people who identified with him, or aspired to his fame and fortune? What would happen if we considered the elephant’s perspective? Then what would our history be?






— Winter, again—






— Chapter 66 —
Aubrey and I made a pact to get in fifteen thousand steps every day. It’s not hard when I work at the bar, but on my days off it doesn’t happen naturally. It’s stupid to walk into town at night, but I spent the day carving and only logged three thousand steps. The moon is bright and there’s a respectable dusting of snow on the ground. The uneven gravel on the side of the road is covered in slush, but I guess it’s good practice for bad terrain.
I can hear the carolers singing Deck the Halls long before I get to the Elephant Hotel. There are a few trilling sopranos and a magnificent tenor, joined by a bunch of normal voices. A group of little kids yells the “fa la la la las,” making everyone laugh. When I get closer, the air smells like mulled cider and donuts. I don’t join the crowd but hang back to watch. The song ends and everyone starts singing Silent Night.
Each window of the Elephant Hotel has a glowing electric candle inside and a red-ribboned wreath hanging just below the sill. The white pillars by the front door are wrapped with evergreen garlands. Someone even put a wreath around Old Bet’s neck.
On the other side of the lawn, the giant spruce tree is black against the blue night sky. Then as Silent Night ends, someone says, “Are we ready? Count with me. Ten…” And everyone in the crowd chimes in, “…nine, eight…” They are a beautiful chorus: chirpy children’s voices, adults pretending to be excited, and adults who actually are.
We never came to this tree lighting when I was a kid. We saw the tree lit as we drove through town after the fact. But these people counting down are part of something I never belonged to.
“… three, two, one,” and the tree lights up in gold, red, and green—every inch of the branches covered with lights. The crowd gasps and cheers. And so do I.
Somers is a beautiful town. An achingly beautiful, quaint little town that has fought hard to cling to what makes it special even as everything changes. It’s a wonderful home for these cheerful, singing people, but it has never been mine. For a moment, though, I am awed by the brilliance of the tree and how far the light reaches, how even at the distance I’m keeping, I feel bathed in colors too.
The crowd starts singing Jingle Bells. A couple of kids shout, “Batman smells.”
“Freya!” I hear Hans call from behind me, his footsteps crunching in the snow. He’s finally dropped the Fólkvangr.
Emmeline is asleep on his shoulder. Her cheeks are red from the cold air, thumb fallen from her open mouth.
“So, I’m just a person to you now?” I say. “No longer a myth.”
“You’ll always be a goddess to me,” Hans says.
“Ew.”
“Too clammy?”
“Oh, Hans Gruber! It’s practically chowder,” I say, grinning. At the bar a few weeks ago, I accidentally introduced him to another customer that way, so now we both have nicknames.
Hans laughs, loud. Emmeline doesn’t rouse. She can sleep through anything.
“We missed it, huh?” He nods toward the tree.
“Yeah.”
“I was on a call and lost track of time.”
“You’ll catch it next year,” I say.
Hans winces. Missing any moment of Emmeline’s childhood hits his raw nerves.
“Brewster’s tree lighting is tomorrow night,” I offer. “I keep seeing the sign on my way to work. Six o’clock.”
“Okay, we’ll go to that one,” Hans says, nodding, as if to settle the event in his mind.
The crowd is already starting to disperse. Hans cranes his neck, attempting to assess his sleeping child.
“She’s out,” I tell him.
“Oh, well,” he says. “Did you park over at the office?”
“I walked.”
“Let me drive you home.”
“Thanks, but I got to get my steps in.”
“Oh, right! Good! Summon the strength of the Valkyrie as you go forth into battle!” He laughs at himself. Pats my shoulder.
Emmeline stirs. Reaches her hand out to me. I give her a high five and she smiles.
“Do you see the tree, Emmeline?” Hans says, turning to show her. Her eyes go wide and she squeals at the sight.
I stay after they go, walk over to the monument.
“Sorry, Bet,” I whisper, imagining the clouds of my breath drifting up to her. I kiss my hand and touch the base of her obelisk before I walk home.






— Chapter 67 —
For the longest time, I believed that if I worked up the courage to tell Step what happened, he would be on my side. From way back when Charlie first kissed me, I imagined Step somehow turning into the kind of father who would chase Charlie down and punch him in the mouth. But I think I never found the nerve to talk to Step because deep down I knew he wouldn’t stick up for me, and believing I had an ally was better than knowing I was alone.
Steena called our mother while I was driving home from her house. She gave her account of Charlie with my lipstick on his face and sold her interpretation of the crisis with absolute conviction. My mother and Steena were still on the phone when I walked in the door, but Step, who had heard it all, was waiting for me in the living room. For the briefest of moments, I felt relieved, as if I were about to fall into my father’s arms, and he’d hug me, tuck me into bed, bring me two Tylenol and a glass of water. But then I saw his face.
According to my sister, Charlie had tearfully confessed that this wasn’t the first time I’d thrown myself at him and that I appeared to have a drinking problem.
“You need to fix this,” Step said, handing me a yellow legal pad and a blue ballpoint pen. “You’re going to sit down at that kitchen table and write an apology to your sister. To Charlie.”
“Why would I apologize to Charlie?” I said, dropping the pen and paper on the coffee table.
“You should have known better than to be so drunk.” Step gestured to me, his hand flailing through the air. “He’s a man, Freya. What did you expect?”
Those words sounded like they could have been fed to him by Charlie himself.
My whole being ached. If I could’ve screamed or cried actual tears, it might have hurt less, but I felt frozen, the pressure building and building like it would never stop.
I pushed past Step.
“Where are you going?” he shouted. “Get back in here and—”
“Can’t I fucking go to the bathroom?” I yelled, locking the door behind me.
Step’s yellow safety razor was in the glass by the sink, his whiskers scattered around it like sand. I picked it up and held it against the skin on my wrist. Closed my eyes tight, wondering if the end would just feel like darkness. I thought about Step finding me—about how long he would take to knock on the bathroom door, how much longer he would take to open it. Even if I made strange noises. Even if I fell with a thud. His embarrassment always mattered more than anything else.
I pushed hard enough for the pressure of the blade to pinch my skin, but not hard enough to break myself. And I scrambled to think of all the things I loved in life that I could still have if I kept trying. Pine trees and water and the crackle of dry leaves underfoot, tree frog songs, the smell of old books, and the taste of wild blueberries picked on a long hike. I wanted to see the ocean again. I wanted to go to Maine. I wanted to watch the sunset over the ocean from the top of a mountain. Get one last road trip in with an old mixtape blasting and a big bag of Combos from the gas station held between my thighs while I ate them all, and every last bit of salt from the bottom too.
I threw the razor in the sink, the cheap plastic clattering against the drain cover. And then the tears came in a deluge. My neck wet, the collar of my sweater growing darker. I promised myself that if I could make it to summer, I’d walk on hot sand in a cold breeze and look for sea glass and eat lobster rolls and get a sunburn on my back. And I thought that if that was all I had left, it could still be enough.
So I went into the living room and got Step’s legal pad, and I sat at the kitchen table to write a letter, my face reflected back to me in the window as I wrote. Defeated, but not completely.
I stayed at the table, scribbling and crossing out and writing more, pretending I was laboring over every word, until my mother and Step finally went to bed.
I left the letter on the kitchen table for them to find the next morning. It read:
I took the emergency cash from Step’s desk.
I am the emergency.
I am not coming back.
Tell Aubrey I love her more than anyone I’ve ever met.






— Chapter 68 —
Aubrey had a horrible middle-of-the-night realization a few weeks ago and came downstairs in tears.
“Once we leave, we’ll never see Lenny Juice again,” she said. “He’s too old already and we’ll be gone too long.”
Bee had promised to take care of Lenny for us. But Aubrey said she couldn’t stand the idea that he would die thinking she didn’t love him anymore. So we spend a lot of time trying to construct a portable rat cage. Nothing too heavy, nothing too chewable. Some kind of pouch that clips to a backpack. We make him a harness and a tiny polar fleece sleeping bag too, but in the end, we don’t need it. Aubrey wakes up to find Lenny cold and still on the pillow next to her.
“He had a good life,” I tell her, holding her as she cries. “You gave him a much better life than he was going to have. That’s the best we can do for each other, and you did that for Lenny.”
She’s scared if we bury him in the yard, a cat, or raccoon, or coyote will dig him up. “He’s not prey. He’s my friend,” she says.
So we craft a nest of newspaper and cotton balls and wrap Lenny in a shroud of torn bedsheets. Jam and Shray collect dead branches from the yard, and Aubrey and I tie them together to make a raft. The swamp isn’t fully frozen. There’s a hole in the ice we can get to by balancing on a dead log.
“You were the best rat I ever met,” Aubrey says, and we all agree that it’s true.
“He was only ever happy,” Shray says. And that makes me cry, because there are so few things in the world that are purely, simply good, and Lenny was one of them.
“I never thought I could love a rat,” I say, “but I loved him so much.”
Jam goes inside, opens the windows in the sunroom, and plays a song that sounds like a lullaby. And we say goodbye to Lenny Juice before we light his raft on fire to send him into the afterlife.
Then we sit on the back patio wrapped in blankets, sucking on Dum-Dums. Aubrey brought home a massive bag of them from Gristedes, because we are determined to finally quit smoking. She insists we eat them on the patio, since congregating outside was what she loved best about her bad habit.
“Which kind did you get?” Aubrey asks Shray. They’re huddled together under my parents’ old corduroy comforter, like a two-headed garden gnome, and I can’t look at them without imagining the tearful moment when they’ll say goodbye.
“Root beer,” he says.
“I got a question mark,” Aubrey tells him.
“What does it taste like?”
“Here.” She holds out her lollipop so they can switch.
“It’s good,” Shray says. “But I don’t know what it’s supposed to be either.”
Jam holds his lollipop out to me, joking. I bat his hand away. He grabs my wrist with his other hand, looks me in the eyes, and I picture our goodbye. I don’t know how I’m going to leave him.
“Hey, Jam,” Shray says. “I like that song you were playing. What’s it called?”
We snap out of it. Jam drops my wrist.
“I don’t know… Requiem for Lenny Juice?”
Shray thinks about it. “I like it when songs have really long titles. Like, Song for a Sunrise in the Town on the Hill on the Eve of the Morning Before the Nocturne…”
“Is that a real song?” Aubrey asks.
“No. I made it up,” Shray says. “I can’t think of any of the real ones. But when Dada is listening to the radio, all the titles go on forever.”
Jam laughs. “How about A Requiem for Lenny Juice on the Occasion of His Viking Funeral in the Cradle of the American Circus?”
“I like it,” Shray says.
“Cradle?” I ask.
“Yeah,” Aubrey says. “Somers is the ‘Cradle of the American Circus.’ ”
“I thought it was home.”
“Nope.” Aubrey points her lollipop at me. “It says cradle on the sign.”
“It used to be home.” I look to Jam. He shrugs. “Oh, you don’t remember,” I say. “I’m pretty sure it used to be home.”
“In 1808, a year that’s great…,” Shray says.
Jam laughs. “There was a man named Hachaliah…”
Aubrey chimes in and the three of them say, “… who had an elephant beside him…”
“What the hell is that?” I ask.
Aubrey looks at Jam. “You had Mrs. Beekhof for kindergarten too?”
“Yeah, how does the rest of that poem go?” Jam asks.
Shray and Aubrey continue. “An old girl named Bet, whose future was set, to work in the field…”
Jam joins them again, “… until Hachaliah learned of the riches she’d yield. So instead of plowing fields of corn, thanks to Old Bet, the circus was born!” Aubrey and Shray open their arms over their heads like the sun rising.
“It’s so dumb!” Jam says. “Does corn even get plowed?” He snickers and I shove him.
Aubrey shrugs. “I guess you have to plow the field to plant corn?”
“It’s pretty dumb,” Shray says.
“And Bailey didn’t even start the circus!” I shout. “The ancient Romans had circuses.”
“What is your beef with Bailey?” Jam asks, amused.
“Did you ever think about it?” I say.
He shakes his head.
“Do you think that elephant wanted to be some dude’s spectacle?”
“Shit.” Jam shakes his head again, our entire childhood shifting in his mind. “They always made it sound like she was happy.” He bites the rest of his lollipop off the stick. “She couldn’t have been happy. Fuck Hachaliah Bailey.”
Aubrey laughs. “Yeah.” She looks at me and grins. “Fuck him. And the horse he rode in on.”

Aubrey and Shray decide to spend the night at Shray’s house. “It’s too sad to sleep in my bed,” she says. “Since Lenny…”
Once we hear the doors of Shray’s car slam, Jam grabs my wrist again.
“Oh, hi,” he says, grinning. His eyes are clear. They have been lately, most of the time.
“Oh, hi,” I say.
He pulls me close, whispering in my ear. “It’s too sad to sleep in my bed too.” He’s clean-shaven and his breath smells like cherry lollipop.
“Yeah? Do you need to stay here? With me?”
He nods. Then he kisses me, deep and full and frantic. It feels like being caught under a wave, engulfed by the pulse of the tide, that ecstatic moment of weightless freedom. We keep doing this, recklessly barreling toward heartbreak without ever talking about what we are or what we want. We don’t ask questions or make demands. I feel the judgment in my mind, a programmed voice, trying to tell me that if this can’t last forever, it shouldn’t happen at all. Except, I am keenly aware that anything good is fragile and fleeting. I used to use the threat of loss as my reason to sidestep joy, but the bad things happen anyway, and I want to feel everything good with Jam before the need to surface overtakes us.
We have sex on his piano bench, watching ourselves in the reflection of the sunroom windows, my legs wrapped around his back. Our bodies are beautiful together; the way we become something greater than ourselves leaves me longing for this moment, even while it’s happening. I want to memorize us, in case I don’t come back here, or it gets too hard for him to stay. Any time we’re together might be the last.
“You could come with me,” I tell him when we are sweaty and breathless, our damp skin sticking. I say it like I mean it, even though I can’t picture Jam out in the woods. “You could hike your own hike with us.”
“Maybe,” he says. “Maybe I could.”






— Chapter 69 —
Aubrey and I worked at The Aster for Thanksgiving and Christmas and were too exhausted and frugal to celebrate on our own. But on New Year’s Eve, after the bar closes, we meet Bee, Jam, and Shray at our house and pretend it’s midnight again, shouting “Happy New Year!” at the top of our lungs when the clock on Shray’s phone turns to three-thirty.
We light candles and drink sparkling grape juice from my mother’s old wine glasses, crowd around Jam’s piano and realize we don’t actually know the words to Auld Lang Syne. Bee keeps yawning, and every time we catch her, we all pretend to yawn too. “I’m still on school schedule!” she says. “It’s almost time to wake up.”
Aubrey and Shray make requests and Jam plays every one.
“What’s the song that goes doot doot doot doo doo, doot doot doot doo doo…,” Shray asks, and Jam starts playing Ride of the Valkyries. “Yeah! That’s it!”
“How about the one people dance to like this?” Aubrey does a jump kick, then switches legs.
He plays the can-can fast and loud. Shray links arms with Aubrey and they kick together. Then Jam stops playing abruptly. Aubrey and Shray lose the rhythm, falling into giggles, knocking Aubrey’s glass to the floor. I go in the kitchen to get a towel and a paper bag, and when I come back, Jam isn’t there.
“Did he leave?” I ask Bee, who’s curled up on the rug.
She shrugs and yawns again. “Sorry! I was out. I’m no fun at parties.”
Aubrey and Shray sit at the piano to play Heart and Soul.
I walk into the living room to check if Jam’s car is still in the driveway, but he comes up from the basement.
“There you are! I thought you left!” I say.
He looks pale. “Can I show you something?”
We go downstairs, climb up on the granite shelf, and crawl toward the back.
“I noticed when they were jumping.” He uses the screen of his phone to give us some light, takes my hand, and leads it to one of the wood support beams. It’s damp. So soft my fingers leave deep indentations.
“That one too,” he says, pointing to the next beam. “And the one behind it.”
It feels like everything is melting around me. Upstairs, Aubrey and Shray are playing Chopsticks, laughing when they hit too many keys at once.
“Don’t tell Aubrey,” I whisper.
“I won’t tell anyone,” Jam says.





Old Bet was said to be two years old when she was captured. Elephants are considered babies until they are fully weaned from their mother’s milk, which may not happen until they are five to ten years old. They are considered adolescents until they are twenty. Female elephants stay with the same herd their whole lives, learning and teaching through community. Wherever Bet came from, she was part of a herd of elephants who were supposed to be integral to her happiness and development for the duration of her life. Where Old Bet was taken, she was the only one of her kind.
I found no historical accounts of Bet that consider her narrative. How was she stolen? Were her loved ones murdered in front of her? Did she cry? Did she get seasick in the belly of the ship during her voyage overseas? Was the rest of her life spent grieving her loved ones? Did she long for other elephants? Did she ever have a moment of joy again? Was it possible for her to find pleasure in the experience of newness? Of snowfall? Of cornfields? How did she feel about those long circus walks from town to town under cover of night? Did she like seeing the children who delighted in her presence, or did all humans simply look like the people who stole her?
In writing this paper, I’ve come to understand that society prefers to choose historical narratives based on what we want to believe and how we want to see ourselves. We cling to the vision our souls will allow. If the elephant is a statue and a powerful mascot, if the captor is a hometown hero, a champion, an innovator, we don’t have to reconcile the cruelty and the crime. If the elephant is just a symbol, we don’t have to care about her heart. But we should.






— Spring, finally —






— Chapter 70 —
Mr. Gioletti lent Aubrey a hanging dial scale so we could weigh our gear. Step’s notebook is fourteen ounces, which is too much to carry for too little benefit. Dr. Singh gave Aubrey a space pen and a pack of Field Notes, which all together only weigh five ounces. Aubrey copied the useful information from Step’s notebook on the first three pages of one, but she keeps insisting I read the original before we go “for the nuance.”
“Step didn’t take the trip,” I say. “He didn’t know if anything he wrote was true.” I want to tell her that I would never make her read anything Charlie wrote, but I don’t want to equate Step and Charlie in her mind. Step was important to her. His notebook is important to her.
So I sit at Step’s workbench and thumb through his pages. His handwriting has always been squared and strange, with wide spacing between each letter, so sometimes it’s hard to tell where a word starts and ends.
I bought a backpack today. And a pair ofb oots I will bre akin doing yard work, so they’re ready in ti me. Underneath his words are line drawings of a backpack and boots, shaded with smudgy pencil. His perspective is skewed. The shadows are in the wrong place. But as much as I don’t want to be, I’m moved by his desire to draw and the earnestness of his renderings.
On a page titled Plants to See, there’s a sketch of a spotted flower with long stamens and six curled petals. Underneath he wrote: Turks Cap Lily, North Carolina. There’s an arrow pointing to the shaded center and a note that reads: Turks Cap center = star. Circle center = Carolina Lily.
There are drawings of red-spotted newts he hoped to see in Tennessee and notes on how to tell the difference between a cerulean warbler and a black-throated blue warbler. Another page has a camp stove recipe for Minute Rice with dried apricots, peanuts, and trail blueberries.
Toward the middle, he’s drawn a picture of himself in a lake, floating on his back. It is flat and cartoonish—his mouth a simple upturned line that takes up most of his face.
Above the drawing he wrote: The light from NewYork City pollutes the sky, and I have never seenstars the way a man wasmeantto. Soon enough, I will. I mayhave mis sed Halley’s comet thisyear, but next year, if my calculationsarecorrect, I will be at Lonesome Lake in time to wa tch the Perseid meteors shower the sky.
My vision blurs while I try to read the words again.
Halley’s Comet.
This year.
I was nine years old when Halley’s Comet came around. I remember because at school, we made comets from paper plates and glitter, and calculated how old we’d be when Halley’s Comet returned. I will be eighty-four. Step was going to leave right after my tenth birthday. He wasn’t just planning to leave my mother. He was planning to leave me.
Pages later he wrote, Not going this year givesme more ti me toplan.
At the end of his notebook is a list of gear and food supplies. There are eraser marks and cross-outs, indentations in the paper showing that he had an MSR cookstove before he replaced it with a Jetboil. He had at least four different backpacks before he got the green Gregory that Aubrey will use. At some point he swapped GORP for PowerBars.
On the inside of the back cover there are words scribbled in varied inks and widths of pencil, like a scavenger hunt list: Poplar, WeepingWillo w, Ma ple, Birchthru Be ech, Oak, Cobbles tone, Granite, Slate, Lim estone, Acorn, Hazelnut, Pine co ne, Blackberry, Chestnut, Primrose, Chicory, Trillium, Goldenrod, Sun flower, Chickade etoWoodPe cker, Her on, Eagle, BlueJa y, KingFisher, Cardinal
But there are no words in his book about how he couldn’t bear to leave his child, or how he wished he could take me with him. I can’t even find solace in the fact that he didn’t go, because he was continually planning to, and I think I might have been better off if he had. At the very least, if Step disappeared, our family would have looked like a problem to the outside world. Maybe someone would have helped me.

“My father was going to leave me,” I tell Bee. We’re lying on the giant hammock that takes up most of her tiny fenced-in patio. I’ve spent the whole day spiraling through my anger, trying to find a way out, and I’m so desperate for relief that I’m not pretending to smoke up; I’m all-out smoking.
“Shit,” Bee says, resting her head on my shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
“Maybe I expected too much from him,” I say, looking up at the orange night sky. “My mother never really loved him, so, like, he had to walk around knowing that.”
Bee reaches up and grabs my chin, making me shake my head. “No! Frey-ya! That is water flowing in the wrong direction.” She takes another puff of the joint, then holds it to my mouth.
“Parents,” Bee says, pausing to make a moment out of saying something very wise, “are not supposed to make their children swim upstream. You weren’t there to care about their problems, you were supposed to be cared for.” She flicks her lighter at the joint to get it going again. “Try to understand them all you want, but it’s not going to mean you got what you needed.”
I imagine myself as a salmon in very cold water, jumping against the current, suddenly caught by claws. I gasp for air, clap my hand over my mouth. “They let the bear get me,” I say, as if I’ve solved an unsolvable mystery. My voice reverberates against the damp air surrounding us.
“What bear? Wait!” Bee sits up and looks behind us, swatting at her shoulder. “Is there a bear?”
“No!” I try to tell her the bear is a metaphor, but I say meatball instead.
“The bear is a meatball!” Bee repeats and laughs so hard she barely makes a sound.
“No.” I can see the right word in my head, but I say, “A meatball. No! The bear is…” The only word in my brain is meatball.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bee squeals, her face crumpled with laughter. “Why is there a bear meatball?”
“Because of the fish!”
“What fish?”
“You said the thing about fish!”
“Did I?”
We both laugh until tears roll down our faces and Bee has to run to the bathroom so she won’t wet her pants.

I get turned around leaving Bee’s condo the next morning and end up stuck in the endless loop of roads in her development. None of the streets that seem like they should connect to the main road actually do, so I have to pay attention to street names and retrace my steps.
I follow Trillium Court to Goldenrod Circle, and make a left on Sunflower Lane, and it starts to add up in my mind. I turn my car around in the cul-de-sac on Primrose and retrace my route to Bee’s condo on Chicory Drive.
The words in the back of Step’s notebook were not a nature checklist.

“Can I look in your crawl space?” I say when Bee opens the door.
She snort-laughs like we’re nine and I just told a dirty joke.
“They’re not flowers. They’re streets!” I tell her. “What year was your condo built?”
Bee shakes her head. “Two thousand two. I think. Maybe three? But I bought it last year.”
I stare at her.
“Are you still high?” she asks.
There’s a theory forming in my brain, like a bunch of tiny memories pieced together in a film reel. I don’t know where to start, how to turn those pictures into words that will make sense. I am also probably still a little high.
Bee registers my desperation, steps aside to let me in. She opens the slanted half-door under the stairs. I drop to my knees and dig through the cubby, handing her beach chairs, a light-up snowman, a plastic bowl shaped like a pumpkin. I push boxes out of the way until I can see the back wall. It’s unfinished, but the only mark on the drywall is a patent number printed in black.
“I’m sorry,” I say, pushing the boxes back, standing up. “I thought I knew something.”
“No worries.” Bee laughs nervously, as if she’s watching me unravel in front of her.
I picture Lee Skagway brushing rust off his shirt and try to remember what he told me. “Where’s your breaker box?” I ask, running to the kitchen, throwing open the door to the garage. I see it on the wall next to the door, but when I open the cover, the switches are gray, not bright green. The backside of the drywall is also visible in the garage. Same numbers stamped in black.
Bee follows me out there. “Are you alright?” she asks.
I run through the film reel again in my mind: My mother on the phone with Charlie when she looked at me and said, “God, you’re such a lurker.” Step, sunburned and beer-buzzed after his afternoon at the golf club with Charlie and his buddies. The lists in the back of the trail notebook.
“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I heard about faulty breaker boxes and this bad kind of drywall, and I thought maybe—I’m sorry. I’m so stupid. You had an inspection when you bought this place, right? They would have looked here and the crawl space and—Oh my god! Wait! Bee!” I feel a rush of goose bumps traveling down my arms and legs. “If a developer had a bunch of banned drywall to get rid of, he wouldn’t use it in the visible places. Oh my god!” My whole body is vibrating. I run into the kitchen and kick the wall hard as I can. It only dents.
“What are you doing?” Bee shouts, but she seems more amused than upset.
“I’m sorry! I’ll fix it!” I kick the wall again, and my boot goes through.






— Chapter 71 —
When I went to talk to my American History professor about my Old Bet paper, I had a swirl of hope and fear churning in my stomach. I’d realized by then that declaring American history to be a lie was probably not the way to win at college. But I went because I was eager to talk with someone about what I’d learned. I held vestigial awe for the institutions I’d been taught to worship and believed that being a professor must mean that at his core Dr. Hutchinson loved ideas. I wanted our meeting to be like the kind of movie where the cantankerous professor bonds with his firebrand student and they both learn important lessons about life. I wanted the lessons. I wanted to understand. By the time I got to his office, hope was winning.
“Ah, yes, Miss Arnalds,” Dr. Hutchinson said when I knocked on his open office door. “I see you got my note.” It sounded like he was reading from the script of what a professor would say in a meeting with a failing student. “Have a seat.”
The chair was too close to his desk, and when I pulled it away, the legs made a horrible scraping sound on the floor. Dr. Hutchinson looked at me, nodding, as if he saw everything he needed to understand the full picture of me, and I felt the kind of failed-math-quiz-missed-homework embarrassment I carried around all through high school.
“I’m going to do you the favor of not grading your paper,” he said. “If you’d like to put time into actually researching your subject, I will give you the grace of reading that paper. But my advice? Pick a topic that allows you to secure the facts.”
My embarrassment was quickly drowned by rage bubbling through my veins. “Whose facts?” I asked, my voice disembodied, like someone else in the room was saying the words. That person had the courage to confront this man in front of his framed PhD and his wall of important-looking books, and I was awed by her.
Dr. Hutchinson narrowed his brow in a way that made him look both annoyed and amused. I wondered if he practiced that look in the mirror or if condescension came naturally to him.
“Are you going to continue harping on this elephant mythology nonsense, Miss Arnalds? Because I assure you that’s a waste of time for both of us. Obviously, the pertinent historical perspective revolves around the man, not the elephant.”
“But why?”
Dr. Hutchinson snorted. “Why? Miss Arnalds, I assure you from my perspective, whatever point you’re attempting to make is not the zinger you believe it to be.”
“No,” I said, feeling a twinge in my nose, willing myself not to cry. “I am asking because I want to know. Because I don’t understand. Why is a man more important than an elephant?”
Dr. Hutchinson’s laugh was gross and phlegmy, adding droplets to the collection of toast crumbs in his beard. “Why is a man more important than an elephant? Is this a joke, young lady? Is this some sort of feminist performance art?”
No. I shook my head. No. And then my words stopped. And I pushed my chair back, making that horrible noise again. I walked out of his office and down the hall and sobbed in a stall in the women’s bathroom, feeling like my heart was trying to work its way up my throat so it didn’t have to live in my body anymore.
I didn’t write another paper with secure facts. I didn’t go back to American History at all. I failed Dr. Hutchinson’s class. Barely passed the others. When I moved out of the dorm, the only place I had to go was home, where I felt even more like a captive.
One time, I did the calculations of how much money I would have made if I’d spent those semesters waiting tables full-time instead. I could have saved up and moved to an apartment on my own that spring. Paid all my bills. Spent my days off taking the train into the city to visit the lions at the library and learn about any subject that caught my interest.
That question still bounces around my head all the time:
Why is a man more important than an elephant?
What if…, I think, again and again,…what if he isn’t?






— Chapter 72 —
Hans follows me in his car. His steady headlights in my rearview mirror keep me from turning back. I don’t want him to see me wimp out. And whatever happens, at least I know I have a witness.
He pulls over in the cul-de-sac, nodding to me as I drive by. I park in front of the walkway. It takes me a minute to collect myself and my things and get out of the car. I spent so much time thinking of what I would say, but now my mind has faded to black, and I can’t tell if my thoughts will return to me or slip further away.
I rap the brass knocker against the door and wait. I’m just about to knock again when I hear footsteps inside.
Steena answers, wearing tight black pants and a cashmere wrap sweater that looks like an expensive version of the ones dancers wear. She’s barefoot, and it’s jarring. I forgot that we have the same feet—second toes taller than the bigs, pinky nails curled to a sliver, impossible to polish.
I hold out the papers and a ballpoint pen. I grabbed the pen from the house and didn’t realize until just now that it says Arnalds Insurance: We Protect You! down the side in gold letters.
“I need you to sign these,” I say.
“What is this?” Steena asks, holding up her hands, glaring at me as if I just showed up and vomited on her doorstep.
“It’s a temporary guardianship agreement dated from now until Aubrey’s eighteenth birthday, a power of attorney form, and a permission form for Aubrey to take the GED. If you and Charlie sign and Hans”—I point to his car at end of her driveway—“notarizes, we don’t even have to go to court.” I say the words like I’m reciting times tables. I can’t feel my body. I can’t feel my heart. I think if I could, I’d be crushed by the sadness of this moment, by how bad things have to be for it to come to this. And I think I’d also be crushed by having to fully metabolize the sadness I carry because I didn’t have someone to do this for me.
“Why would I sign any of that?” Steena says. Her eyes are bright, the way our mother’s would get right before she set off on a cruel, cutting rage.
But I reach in my bag, pull out Step’s notebook, and flip open the back cover.
“Can you explain this list to me?” I ask. My voice is shaking, but I don’t care. It doesn’t matter if I sound brave.
“What list?” Steena barely glances at Step’s scribbled words.
“Right here. It’s a list Step was keeping,” I say, pretending I’m puzzled. “I still have to go through a bunch of his paperwork at the house. But I thought it might be easier to just ask you.”
Steena shakes her head. “I can’t even read his writing.” But she’s still standing here with me, and I know that’s meaningful. She’d dismiss me if she could.
“It’s so funny,” I say. “I thought this was a checklist of things Step wanted to see on a trip he was planning. But you all did those condos over by the grocery store, didn’t you? My friend Bee, remember Bridget Shulman? She lives over there, and I was just at her place and realized all the streets are flower names. The same ones that are right here.” I point to Step’s book. “And then I drove around town and realized that the streets in Cliffside Heights are the rock names here. Atrium Pointe is the birds. Harvest Grove is trees. Did you name these streets, Steena? You always did love a good theme.”
There is true fear on her face, and it makes my brain feel fast and powerful.
She shakes her head. “I don’t know what you’re—”
“No, Steena, I’m sure you know,” I say. “Remember? I see you.”
“What are you getting at?” The tremble in her cheeks reminds me of our mother.
I reach into my bag and pull out a piece of Bee’s kitchen wall. We cut it out carefully to get an entire blue Daqin-Gunter stamp smack in the middle. “Well, this is the important part, I think.”
I hand it to Steena. She takes it before she can tell what it is, gypsum dust snowing on her black pants. But as she looks it over, I see the recognition on her face, the horror.
I have no idea what’s in those boxes of Step’s paperwork in the basement. I don’t know anything for certain except that Bee’s condo was built after that drywall was banned. I assume Charlie bought recalled materials cheap and pocketed the difference. That he’d done it before and would do it again. He probably greased a lot of palms to get permits anyway, and he needed an insurance guy who would quietly pay out on claims if the acid in the drywall started corroding pipes and wires. I could be wrong about some parts of my theory, but I don’t need to secure the facts.
“You definitely owe Bee a remodel.” I laugh, and it sounds unhinged. “But I could start knocking on doors, kicking in walls.” I lift my foot to show her the white scuff marks on my boot. “Or I could just go away.”
She stares at me, and I stare right back. I feel like I’m shedding skin. I spent my childhood thinking if I tried harder, I could figure out how to be someone Steena would love, but it was always a lost cause.
I hand her the papers and pen. She takes them without saying a word, flips through the pages.
I wave to Hans, who drives up to join us.
Steena uses Bee’s drywall like a clipboard, signing the papers with her perfect, sweeping script. Then she lets Hans collect her thumbprint.
I wish it weren’t this easy. I wish Steena loved her daughter enough to rip me to shreds right now, but she is not sad or sorry. She may as well be signing away the title on a used car. I don’t know if the difference between us is biology or circumstance, but I wish my sister was better than she is.

Charlie is looking rough when Steena drags him outside. He’s wearing a Red Sox cap low on his forehead, but I can still see his bloated face, the puffy bags under his eyes.
“What do I have to do?” he says in a low voice, somber. He looks to Hans like a lost child hoping for direction.
Hans stands next to him, kindly pointing to each place Charlie needs to sign. Charlie leans the papers against the house to scribble his name. When Hans collects his thumbprint for the record book, Charlie glances up at me quickly, then looks away. I wonder if he feels like a criminal.
Charlie says, “Are we done, sir?” retreating into the house as soon as Hans nods. Steena follows, closing the door behind them.
And it’s all over. I got what I wanted. What Aubrey needs. But it’s nothing to celebrate.
Hans walks me to my car. Says he’ll file the paperwork and send copies where they need to go. When I thank him, he pats my shoulder, flashes a sympathetic smile, and I do think he understands how I’m feeling.
“I’m always surprised,” he says, “by how many big moments feel more like a whimper than a bang.”
Now there’s nothing keeping me and Aubrey from the trail.

On the way home, I go to Gristedes and buy a half dozen cupcakes for me and Aubrey. It’s not the twenty-third, but it may as well be our birthday. We sit by the swamp to eat, throwing bits of cake in the water for the ghost of Lenny Juice.
Aubrey reads me a list of things she wants to see on our trip. “There are birds called indigo buntings. They’re really small, but super bright blue. They just sound like birds. But these other ones called purple martins, they sound like laser guns in a space movie.”
I worried Aubrey might be sad to hear that her parents signed the papers, but she seems relieved. Ready to move forward. While I’m still pretty nervous about our trip, Aubrey is purely excited. She spends every free moment adding to her Field Notes. She doesn’t bother with her magnetic piercings anymore. She’s stopped wearing makeup, and cut her hair to her shoulders so her braids won’t get stuck in her backpack straps. Before we go, she’s going to help me dye my hair back to brown so my roots won’t be obvious when they grow out.
“And then on Mount Rogers in Virginia, there are wild ponies,” Aubrey says. “Like about a hundred of them, and they don’t belong to anyone but themselves. We’ll probably see them.”
“I hope we do,” I say, throwing cake crumbs at the water.
“Yeah,” she says, smiling. “I think we will.”






— Chapter 73 —
The night before Aubrey’s GED, Jam storms through the house after midnight to play a tarantella on the low keys of the piano.
I stumble into the sunroom, stubbing my toe on the door frame. “You can’t do this,” I whisper. “Aubrey has her test tomorrow.”
I’m steeling for a fight and expect him to argue, but he doesn’t. He takes his hands off the piano keys. Closes the lid carefully.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” His speech is slow, but his eye is twitching. I don’t know what this is. I thought he was drunk, but it’s something else. “I’m gonna go—I’ll go.”
“Why don’t you stay and sleep it off?” I say, even though I don’t want Aubrey to see him like this.
“No. I’m going.”
“I can drive you home.”
“I’m walking,” Jam says, lifting his arm in the air. “I’m out on a walk.”
“That’s stupid. Let me get my keys.”
“Freya!” There’s a sudden sharpness in his voice. “I’m on a walk.”
So, I let him leave. I’m not sure if that’s right or wrong.
After I close the door behind him, Aubrey appears at the top of the stairs.
“Is he okay?” she asks.
“I don’t know.”
“I don’t either,” she says.

When I finally fall asleep, my head gets stuck in a nightmare about Jam walking home, getting hit by a truck on Route 116. I run to him, screaming, breathless, and he’s fine, but as soon as I walk away, it happens all over again. My phone rings, and in my dream it’s the truck driver calling to tell me that I shouldn’t let my friend cross the street by himself.
But the ringing doesn’t stop, and it finally wakes me up.
“Freyyyyaaa,” Jam says, his voice a groan. “Come get me?”
“Where are you?” I ask.
“Under the elephant.”

It’s three AM and there’s nobody on the roads. I pull over in front of the statue of Old Bet. Just past the glow of her spotlights, Jam is lying in the frostbitten grass, so still I’m afraid he’s lost consciousness. A chilling emptiness creeps through me, as if my heart has decided it cannot stay for this. I want to run to him, and I also want to run away and stop time and keep believing that Jam exists. But I know if he is still in his body, he needs me, so I get out of the car.
His coat is open, splayed out behind him like wings. He doesn’t rouse as I get closer. I stand over him, breathless. Bet’s bright spotlight is shining in my face, and my eyes can’t adjust to the shadows. I shift out of the light, trying to build the courage to nudge him, panic clenching my chest. Then Jam opens his eyes and smiles.
“I tried to get her for you,” he says, strangely buoyant.
“Who?” My blood feels cold and chemical. None of this seems real.
He points up to Old Bet perched on her polished granite obelisk. The curled wrought iron base under her feet is at least two stories from the ground.
“I wanted us to give her a funeral. Like Lenny Juice.” His words are slow. He seems amused by every consonant, mouth curling at the edges.
“That’s really stupid, Jam,” I say as my fear fades to frustration. I’m annoyed to be in my pajamas in the middle of town in the middle of the night—angry he woke Aubrey, that he’s dragging his messes into our lives. I’m scared for him. And scared for me. I cannot unknow how it feels to think I’ve lost him. From this moment forward, I will always understand the cost of loving Jam on a visceral level. But more than anything, I’m relieved that he’s still here.
“I fucked up my ankle,” he says, but wiggles his leg to show me which one, and I don’t see any signs of pain.
“Why are you high?” I ask, sitting on the ground next to him, trying not to cry. The grass is wet and cold, soaking my flannel pants instantly. “I haven’t seen you this way in a while.”
Jam shakes his head like he’s disappointed with himself, or the universe, or both. “Just one of those days when it sucked too much to be me.”
I lie next to him and grab his hand, threading my fingers between his.
“That night that Eddie…” He holds his free hand in a fist, hits his thigh like a shot. “I choked at my recital. Walked off stage, got on the train and…” He stops talking for so long that I think he may have fallen asleep, but when I look over, there are tears streaming down his face, into his hair. “I couldn’t play on her piano either.”
The shadows sharpen the angles of his face and the hollows of his deep-set eyes. Sometimes, when I look at Jam, I picture Patty Olbrich fading into the depths of the icy reservoir, like a scene from a movie. And I want to save her. I always want to save her. So it’s not a leap to think Jam’s brain might get stuck in a loop of haunting imagination whenever something reminds him of his mom. I can’t blame him for reaching toward the promise of respite, even when it’s ephemeral and dangerous. I just wish there were a better answer.
“I loved making music in the basement on my dad’s old keyboard,” Jam says. “But then she tried to make piano everything, and I forgot how to love it. I did it—all the lessons and recitals, all of it—I did it to make her happy, like I could hold her together if I practiced hard enough. But she fucking killed herself.”
It’s the first time I’ve heard him refer to Patty’s death as anything other than an accident.
“I’m sorry, Jam,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry.”
He sobs, curling into my body, and I hold him tight. I feel like he’s letting part of himself go. Existing in denial of things you know to be true is like trying to live two lives with the capacity of one person. I know it’s naive to think this moment could change everything. I hope at least the truth isn’t worse than carrying the lie, that eventually the loss of dissonance might offer him some kind of peace.
“How does everyone else walk around like everything is fine? How does the world work for other people when it fucking breaks me over and over?” he says, his breath warm and damp on my neck.
I realize that I can’t think of a single person I know who hasn’t been broken somehow. There are people like Buck who exist in the break, and people like Hans who get broken and use it as a chance to start over. Bee isn’t walking around with open wounds, but she’s uncomfortable enough to frequently look for escape. I think every kind person I know holds some ability to acknowledge their broken parts, and the ones who have hurt me the most are the people who refuse to admit to their damage. My parents, my sister, Charlie, all sent their pain downstream as if it wasn’t theirs to hold, without caring who they poisoned.
“Maybe the world doesn’t work for most people,” I say. “Maybe you’re just more honest about it.”
“Or I’m too broken to hide it.”
“No shame in that. You didn’t break yourself.”
“I’m breaking myself now, though,” he says, groaning as he rolls onto his back.
I squeeze his hand and imagine the view of us from far above, splayed under the elephant in the wet grass like two paper dolls from a broken chain. “You’re still here,” I say, with all the hope in my heart. “You’ve got time.”
Jam points up to Bet. “I really thought I could climb up and get her.”
“Were you trying to shimmy up the pedestal? Or jump and grab the wrought iron part?”
“Both, I think?” Jam says, laughing. He seems to be coming back to himself. “I swear it was lower to the ground when I got here.”
“Idiot.”
“Hey, you don’t know if you’re Spider-Man until you try.”
“Trust me, Jam. You’re not Spider-Man.”
“You’re the only person I’ve ever trusted,” he says.
I want to say the same. I want to promise him so much more than I can. Instead, I say, “I love you,” because that will always be true.

It’s not easy to get Jam in the car. He’s exhausted. The pain has caught up with him. He can’t put weight on his ankle and it feels like he has jello for knees.
“Do you want to get sober?” I ask when I start up the car. If he doesn’t, trying to help him will only bring us busywork and broken hearts.
“This is better than it was,” Jam says. “At least sometimes I feel like I could save an elephant.”
I don’t know what would happen if I took him to the hospital. I think it’s hit or miss on whether he’d get arrested. So we park outside Shray’s house to wait for Dr. Singh to collect the morning paper from his driveway. Jam nods off, snoring, which I hope means the pain is not too bad.

Dr. Singh takes us in and makes us both drink tea. “It’s too cold out there. You should have rung the doorbell. I don’t care if you wake me up.”
He checks Jam’s ankle and looks in his eyes with a little flashlight. Takes his pulse and presses on his abdomen. Jam is sweaty and shivering.
“Not broken. Just sprained. Stop climbing elephants.” Dr. Singh wraps Jam’s ankle with a stretchy bandage and tells him to keep it elevated. But he follows me into the kitchen when I bring our empty teacups to the sink.
“Freya, that man is not healthy,” he says.
“I know.” I was going to wash the cups, but my hands feel numb and I’m afraid I’ll drop them.
“I have a friend who works at a methadone clinic,” Dr. Singh says, and the words are shocking to me. Which is stupid. I am used to the idea of Jam on drugs, and somehow the idea of Jam needing methadone to get off them is what shakes me.
“I don’t know if he wants to,” I say.
Dr. Singh pats my arm, gives me a look that makes me believe he understands the sadness I feel. “You tell him that he knows where I am if he wants to make changes. Or even if he doesn’t and needs my help.”

When we get Jam back in my car, Dr. Singh presses the palm of his hand to Jam’s cheek. Jam leans in ever so slightly when I would have expected him to pull away.
“You come back if you need me,” Dr. Singh says, slipping a piece of paper into the pocket of Jam’s shirt.
Dr. Singh looks at me and nods. I nod in return and then I back down the driveway and drive Jam to my house. My shift doesn’t start until four. So I can keep him safe until then at least.
“I guess I can’t go with you on your trip now,” Jam says, and I don’t know if he’s talking about his ankle or the drugs.
“Dr. Singh can get you into a methadone program.”
Jam’s eyelids are at half-mast. “That was ketamine.”
“Oh,” I say, as if I’m accepting his answer. Even though it may be true right now, I’m sure it isn’t every time.
“I love it so much,” Jam says, his voice dreamy. “But it’s so quick. It’s gone too soon.”






— Chapter 74 —
Aubrey and I pack up the things we want to keep. Mostly books. Some art supplies. A photo album of the pictures we took with my Instamatic. The art we can’t bear to sell.
I take the boxes to Bee’s condo. She’s letting us store them in her garage so they don’t get lost in the shuffle if our house sells while we’re gone. Hans is over when I get there.
“I was just… dropping something by,” he says when he joins us in the garage. He’s wearing regular Hans clothes, but his hair is disheveled, and under his sweater vest, his shirt is wrinkled.
Bee snort-laughs. “Is that what we’re calling it?”
“Oh, well,” Hans says, blushing. “I was attempting to give you plausible deniability, but I suppose you tell Freya everything anyway.”
“I have no interest in denying you,” Bee says, her cheeks turning pink.
Hans leans over and kisses her temple. “Good.”
We unload my car, stacking boxes and bags neatly on the shelves in the garage, but Bee brings all the paintings and carvings inside. “I’m going to live in my own private art gallery until you come to claim these,” she tells me. “I’m hoping it will help me miss you a little less.” She laughs, eyes teary. “Probably won’t. Maybe it will help me miss you better.”
The last time I left, I felt like everything that was here for me was over anyway. This time, I feel like I am tethered to Somers by a handful of rubber bands wrapped around my heart.
I give Bee Step’s notebook and the boxes of paperwork I found in the basement.
“Ooh! Thank you,” she says, flipping to Step’s page of street names. “Once you and Aubrey are all the way out in the woods, I’m going to start knocking on doors and kicking in walls.”
Hans’s face flashes with momentary panic, but then he laughs. “Figuratively.”
Bee scrunches her nose and grins at me. “Sure.”
Hans makes an excuse about having a meeting, although I think he’s just giving me and Bee some time together. But as soon as he walks out the door, I realize I’m not sure if I’ll see him again before we leave. I run out to the driveway.
“Hans!” I call.
He turns around.
“I don’t know how to thank you,” I say, hugging him hard, surprising us both.
He hugs me back. Pats my shoulder. “You don’t ever have to,” he says.
I pull away. Wipe tears on my sleeve.
Hans’s eyes are a little teary too. “It has been my pleasure, Freya… of the Fólkvangr.”
I laugh. “I’m going to miss you, Hans Gruber,” I say, and he laughs too.

“I can’t believe you’re really leaving,” Bee says while we’re bundled in throw blankets drinking coffee in her hammock. “It’s awesome and I know you and Aubrey can do this. But when we were kids, I never once looked at you and thought, ‘I bet someday that girl is going to walk two thousand miles through the woods.’ ”
“What did you think I was going to do?” I ask.
“I don’t think I ever knew what you wanted,” Bee says, kicking her foot against the patio to keep us moving. “I knew you liked art and nature and cats and books. But I don’t think I had any sense of what kind of life you were hoping for.”
“I didn’t either.” I look up at the gray sky, trying to figure out where the sun should be. “I was always just trying to get by.”
“What do you want now?”
“Well, I’m kind of busy for the next six months…”
Bee shoves my shoulder. “After that. Like, don’t be practical. What do you want. First thing that comes to mind! DO IT!”
“Have a little shop?” I say, and it surprises me, because it’s not something I knew I was thinking about. Then suddenly there’s a picture forming in my mind. I know what my shop looks like, how it feels to be there. “Maybe in Maine. I’ll sell old books and refinish furniture, have a few café tables and an espresso machine. We’ll sell rock candy, saltwater taffy, bookmarks, postcards. And I’ll go to the ocean and walk on the beach every morning. I always said I would and then I didn’t. But I will this time.”
“Can I visit?” she asks.
“Of course,” I say, touched that she’s already pretending this dream is real. “We live upstairs. You can stay in Aubrey’s room when she and Shray backpack through Europe.”
Bee grins. “Perfect.”
On my drive home, I let my mind wander back to my shop. I am sitting behind the counter I’ve made from an old mahogany bar, late day sun barely making it through the store, but it’s enough to keep me from turning the lights on for a little while longer. I have a tall stack of books in front me, and I keep a flat carpenter’s pencil behind my ear, because I use it to write prices on the blank page at the front of each book: ~.50, ~$1.00, ~$2.50 if one of them seems really special. I’ll read the books that look interesting before I send them out to the shelves. Keep the ones I love the most.
Upstairs, Aubrey’s room will have a four-poster bed we’ll find at a flea market, and we’ll carve the story of our trek into the old maple wood. I’ll paint her ceiling midnight blue, string lights from the bedposts to look like stars, and I’ll coddle her like a little kid whenever she’ll let me. We’ll bake cookies at midnight and splash paint on drop cloths. She can drive down to visit Shray at RISD on weekends. Maybe in a year or so she’ll decide to go to school there too, and I’ll road-trip to Rhode Island to take her out to dinner and stock her mini fridge with snacks. But her room over the shop will always be there, exactly as she left it last.
No one will yell in our home. No doors will slam. We won’t drink. We aren’t going to start smoking again. And sometimes when the weather is clear and warm in spring before the tourists roll into town, we will flip the sign on the door to say Sorry, we’re closed and spend the day in the woods hanging out with pine trees.






— Chapter 75 —
Eddie makes pasta salad again. This time I bring a thermos of mulled cider. It’s cold, but he’s got a thick wool blanket we wrap around our shoulders while we sit on Deans Bridge, watching a great blue heron perched on a log by the side of the river. She hooks her neck to preen her wings with her long yellow beak.
“She must have just come back,” I say, holding my thermos cup with both hands, trying to keep my fingers warm.
Eddie takes off his hand-knit mittens and passes them to me. I’m sure his mom made them. They’re huge on my hands, but already warm.
The heron stands on one leg, using the other to scratch her chin, her feather crown rising as she dips her head. Eddie is just as mesmerized as I am. I think about how easy it is to love the people who are good for us—how nice it is for things to be easy sometimes. I can picture Eddie in my little store in Maine, helping me carry a bookshelf out to a customer’s station wagon, how we would walk the beach together at the end of the day and search for blue sea glass. He could work for the local fire department, or even just come stay with me whenever he has time. I’d find a pair of rocking chairs for the back porch. We’d sit outside on crisp Sunday afternoons, watching geese fly overhead, whittling spoons out of basswood, talking about what we’ll make for dinner. If we don’t close the doors between us and someday our stars line up, it seems like a life we’d both enjoy.
“I wonder if she’ll stay here, or keep flying north,” Eddie says as the heron stands on both feet again, shaking her feathers back into place.
I grin. “We’re so sappy.”
“We are. Extremely sappy.” He leans over and kisses me.
I cup his face in my mittened hands.
“It’s okay if you keep going north,” Eddie says. “Maybe I’ll come up to see you.”
And I say, “I hope you do.”






— Chapter 76 —
We hold a studio sale the weekend before we leave. Jam brings us burgers and hot dogs from the store. Sam donates a few cases of beer. We invite Hans and the Singhs and everyone from the bar. All of Bee’s teacher friends come by to shop too.
Aubrey and Shray sell their artwork. Sam buys the curtains Aubrey painted that we never got around to hanging up. Dr. Singh buys the photo series of Shray and Aubrey laughing in their party clothes, covered in paint. We tell him he can have them for free, but he insists. And Mr. Gioletti pays well over asking for the old window they painted to look like there’s an ostrich peering through the glass.
Shray tries to give us his share of the earnings, but we won’t take it.
“Fine, Aunt Frey,” he says, hugging me. “But I’m saving gallery fees for you when you get back.”
“I’m sorry we won’t be here for your graduation,” I tell him. “You’re my favorite nephew.” I give him the stars we made on Step’s old scrap wood. “Keep these safe, okay?”
He smiles, trying mask his sadness. “You and Aubrey are going to come visit me in Rhode Island,” he says, like it’s just settled fact. Because it is. I can’t wait to see Shray in the life he’s choosing for himself.
He makes me shake on it, and then he and Aubrey take my bike and Step’s out for a ride around the neighborhood. I watch them climb the hill in big strong strides.
I won’t take money from Carlos either. “You’ve got too many mouths to feed,” I say.
“Oh, Freyalina!” He holds my face in his hands and kisses me on the forehead.
“I’m not going to say goodbye to you,” I tell him.
“Of course not,” he says. “We will sing in the kitchen again.”
I take a deep breath and belt out “Baked on cheeeeese!” in the best opera singer voice I can muster. He laughs and sings it back at me while everyone stares.
We sell most of my books, lots of Aubrey’s clothes, almost all of Step’s tools, and even his transistor radio.
Before Gus leaves, I pull him aside and hand him Vili’s toolbox. I have made my peace with letting it go. When our trip is over, I’ll take what I’ve learned about the balance of a handle and the way wood wears, and make my own tools, like Vili did.
“Can you get your guy to sell these?” I ask.
“Tell you what,” Gus says. “I’m going to buy them from you. And after you finish your trip, if you want, you can buy them back from me.”
When I hug him, he lifts me off my feet and swings me around. “Don’t go falling off any mountains, kid,” he says. “I’d miss you too much.”
Shorty gives me a pocketknife and shows me every blade and what it’s for. Then he takes a deep breath and looks me in the eyes. “All you have to do is get to a phone, and I’ll drive anywhere to come get you,” he says in his sweet, soft voice. “Don’t get me wrong. I think you’re gonna go all the way. But if you need anything…” He wipes at his eyes with the back of his hand.
“Thank you, Shorts,” I say.
“You always get to call this home if you want to, you know?”
I hug him and hold on for a little longer than I think he can handle, and then watch him fade into the crowd.
Hans left to put Emmeline to bed before I had a chance to say goodbye again. But he’s the person we’re going to call for check-ins. He has maps and our itinerary. I’ll talk to him in a few days, when we get to Georgia, before we hit the trail.
Bee stays to help me do one more inventory of our gear, our money, and the supply boxes we need her to mail.
“Oh, scarecrow, I’ll miss you most of all,” I say, once we’ve finished packing and it’s time for her to go.
She wipes the tears off my face, looks at me with her clear, steady gaze, and says, “I’m not scared of you.”
“I’m not scared of you either.” I hand her my car keys and stand on the landing, watching until she rounds the bend.
If we stay on schedule, make it to Maine before school starts, she’s going to drive my car up to Katahdin and meet us at the top of the mountain. If we’re running late, Hans or Shorty or Eddie will make the trip.

When I’m cleaning up the driveway after the sale, I find Step’s bolt cutters next to a pile of rusty wrenches that didn’t sell. I go out to the spot in the fence where the hill makes it too easy for deer to jump into the yard, too hard for them to escape. I cut away three panels of chain link so they can come and go as they please.






— Chapter 77 —
Aubrey’s alarm is set for four AM, turned up so loud that it wakes me in the den. Coriolanus is purring into my neck, and I lie there listening to him until I hear Aubrey’s footsteps overhead.
“I got to go, Anus,” I say. He bites my chin when I move him.
Jam said he was going to come see us off. I didn’t believe it would happen, but he shows up at four-thirty and starts making coffee and French toast. I don’t think he’s been to bed yet.
I watch him for a bit before I say anything. I know he knows I’m there, in the doorway. He doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t say a word. He pours water in the coffee cones, the fingers of his left hand playing a piano piece in his mind. Mouth moving slightly.
“Come with us,” I say, even though I know it’s a ridiculous, impossible thing. He’s still limping. “We have a few days of cushion built in. We could round up gear.”
He shakes his head. “But it’s nice that you believe I could.”
“I don’t want to leave you.” I hug him hard. Kiss his mouth and his cheeks and his neck. “You’re my favorite elephant.”
“You will always be mine,” he says.
The pipes shake in the walls. Aubrey is showering one last time. I know I should too, but it feels so final: my very last moments as this person in this house with this version of Jam. I want to stretch the minutes.
I sit next to him on the piano bench while I drink my coffee. We wheeled the Steinway to the other side of the sunroom, where the table used to be, where the support beams aren’t soft yet.
“I think it sounds better over here,” he says, hitting a few chords to show me.
He plays the intro to Times Square by Marianne Faithfull and starts to sing. His voice is delicate and higher than you’d expect from how he speaks, but it works with the song. His tone and those lyrics and the way he still sits at the piano with his back so straight—it’s almost too beautiful to bear. I sing with him at the second verse, all the words still on ready recall in my brain, even though I haven’t heard this song since we were in the car with his mom on the way home from the art center before we were even friends.
Jam stands to play the chords at the instrumental part, strong, sparse and powerful. He’s so bright and sad and lost in the music that I wonder if he’s taken something to get through our goodbye, but when he plays the final notes and looks at me, his eyes are clear and focused.
“What did she have hanging from her review mirror again?” he asks, because he knows my memory works that way, that if he gives me a trigger, I can crawl back into her car and tell him all the details.
“A pressboard air freshener shaped like a rose, the blue plastic lanyard you made her at summer camp, and two prayer bracelets. One was brown wood, and the other had bone beads carved into skulls, and one of the skulls was broken, so it hung sideways, and we called him Phil.”
Jam smiles. I think he can remember too, but he likes to know that someone else does.
Aubrey runs downstairs in her bathrobe, gathers her hiking clothes, and goes into the bathroom to put them on. I change in the living room. Jam watches like he’s trying to remember every bit of me.
“Come with us,” I say again.
“That’s not the plan.”
“Plans are stupid.”
He shakes his head. “Your plan isn’t.”
He helps us pack Step’s car.
Aubrey scraped off the VIN. In Georgia, we’ll strip the plates and walk away. We just need it to get us there, and I’ve learned enough from Shorty to keep it puttering along.
I give Jam the house key.
“I’ll take care of it,” he says. “Promise.”
“And Cory!” Aubrey shouts.
“I’ll take care of Anus,” Jam says, laughing. “I’ll stop by every day.” There’s a lightness to him now. I think the sense of purpose has brought him some relief.
I kiss him. On the mouth. Hard. Aubrey winces.
“I’m getting in the car,” she says.
I turn around to watch her. Just a second. And then Jam is already walking away, down the driveway. He waves one hand in the air without looking back.
“Here.” Aubrey slips a cassette into the tape deck as I get in the car. “He recorded this while you were at work. It’s called S-E-I-weirdshape-R,” she says, holding up the plastic case he’s labeled with a Sharpie on masking tape: Seiðr.
“That’s the magic Freya practices to re-weave destiny,” I tell her.
“Huh?”
“In Norse mythology.”
“Oh,” she says. “Because we’re changing our future.”
“Well,” I say. “It’s the end of this world, at least!”
Aubrey grins and shouts, “Lenny’s juice is not afraid!”
The car starts on the fifth try, and the engine hums strong. We left the windows open for a week to air it out. In the dark of morning, right before the sun comes up, the lights on the dashboard look so bright, and a little bit blurry. Step’s sun-faded sweatshirt is still on the back seat.
As I throw the car in reverse and follow the edge of the driveway out to the street; the headlights show us what we are leaving. The house looks better than I found it. Even though I know how broken it is, I’m glad I had the chance to repair what I could. The stone steps are still crumbling. The iron railing is still dissolving into rusty lace. Weeds will overtake my mother’s garden again while we’re gone. None of it really matters. There are whole towns under reservoirs, flooded and left behind.
“Eat,” Aubrey says, and hands me a pack of Red Vines. “We need the calories.”
It’s cold, but we drive with the windows down, listening to Jam’s song for us. The notes seem to ramble and twist with the road.
“Shit,” I say. “I swear this car smells like bananas.”
“It doesn’t.” Aubrey laughs, her hair blowing in her face as we speed down the highway.
The sun is rising and she’s beautiful.
We drive until we get to the beginning.






— Epilogue —
Monson, Maine
September 2008
The postmaster does not think we’re special. He’s seen so many hikers pass through. We’re just two more.
“You’re lucky,” he says, handing over our last supply package and a stack of mail. “Not likely to snow.”
Shray sent a postcard he drew of Aubrey and me carrying packs on a trail in the woods. There’s a card from The Aster that everyone signed: a cartoon bear on a mountain top with the words Congratulations, Graduate arched above him. Someone crossed out Graduate and wrote Hikers. Inside are little notes of encouragement from Bee and Sam, Hans, Carlos, and Tommy Tom. Gus and Shorty just wrote their names. Eddie wrote: See you soon.
The resupply box has been cut open and re-taped. Inside, on top of our freeze-dried stroganoff packets and all those Sour Patch Kids we can’t stomach anymore, there’s a newspaper clipping about the fire. A photo of the house in black and white newsprint—burnt to the foundation, only a few charred support beams still standing.
Somers Fire Department chief, Thomas McQuillan Sr., says the exact cause of the fire is unknown, but appears be electrical in origin.
You can see straight through to the backyard. My favorite tree is still standing.
Stapled to the clipping, printed out on regular paper with a shitty laser jet, pixelated Jam is holding pixelated Coriolanus up to his face. They are cheek to cheek and Anus isn’t happy about it. Underneath, Jam wrote, in his scratchy script, that after a battle with a raccoon and a frantic trip to the vet, Anus is an indoor cat at the Olbrichs’ house now. Mr. Olbrich hasn’t noticed his presence. Jam is taking allergy pills he got from Dr. Singh.
Aubrey touches the picture. She’s crying. I feel awful that I’m not, but only for her, because it sucks to cry alone. The sky and ground are swirling together, and I stumble, trying to get my bearings again. I hope it looks like sadness instead of relief.
“Thank goodness…,” Aubrey says, still at the edge of tears, “… that Coriolanus was at Jam’s when the fire broke out.”
I hug her. She is wiry and muscled in a way I haven’t noticed just from looking at her. The change has been gradual. We have walked so far and climbed mountains and seen stars we didn’t know existed.
“Thank goodness,” I say, and wipe at a smudge of dirt on her cheek with my grubby hand, accidentally making it worse.
Aubrey tucks the picture and the article into the top pocket of her backpack, carefully, as if it could be possible for us to avoid crumpling anything.
I take the heavier food for my own pack, even though I think Aubrey might be stronger than me now. We break down the box. Aubrey runs back inside to ask the postman to recycle it for us. When she comes back, her eyelashes are still wet.
“Thank goodness we weren’t there when it happened,” she says. “We’re lucky.”
“We are,” I say, squinting in the sun. “Very lucky.” I tap the side of her boot with mine.
She leans into me for a moment, then stands up strong. Hoists her pack on her shoulders like it weighs almost nothing, and we walk away, back into the woods.
In six days, we will climb Mount Katahdin. After that, we can go anywhere.
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