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Riley refuses to call herself a battered woman - she doesn't fit the profile. When her boyfriend Ben hits her, she doesn't know what to call it. She does know to pack her things and run to the one place that feels safe - home. Riley discovers she's pregnant and her emotions become tangled. She can't shake the fact that she's still in love with Ben... A horrific accident then turns Riley's world even more upside down, forcing her to accept help from those around her. Before she can begin to heal, she must learn the difference between being independent and being alone. A gripping emotional drama, perfect for fans of Anne Tyler and Anita Shreve.
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For my family, the one I was born into and the one I created, for teaching me everything I know about love.

Special thanks to my mother, whose storytelling has shaped my writing and my life.



PART ONE

RILEY

As soon as the bus pulled out of the station, I set my book in my lap. I’d already read the same sentence half a dozen times. I felt intensely aware of my body: the position of my legs (uncrossed), my feet on the metal bar in front of me, my palms face down on the pages of the open book. I was sitting up straight, as you have to in those kinds of seats, with my head tilted to the right so I could pretend to be looking out of the window. I feel like you always have to pretend to be looking at something when what you’re really doing is thinking about the tragedy of your own life. Otherwise people tend to assume that you’re crazy – whether you’re accidentally staring at someone or you seem to be casually examining the fabric of the seat in front of you. Looking out of the window is a pretty harmless occupation for your eyes. It makes people more comfortable.

I sat two rows from the front, my backpack on the seat next to me. It’s all part of my bus strategy. I pretend to be consumed by whatever book I’m reading so that other passengers won’t ask me to move my bag and let them sit next to me. It only works if you’re near the front. By the time they get to the back of the bus, they’ve run out of options.

Since leaving Tucson, I had been waiting for some kind of sign, or feeling that I was doing the right thing. The flight from Phoenix to Boston had been direct and unsettling. Humans aren’t meant to travel at that speed. There isn’t time for your mind to catch up with the idea of your body being in a new place. It isn’t natural. Sitting on this bus, my unfocused gaze vaguely registering the blur of trees along the Massachusetts Turnpike, I began to feel myself breathing for what seemed like the first time in days. I had been operating on autopilot so long that it came as a great relief, a startling realization, that I was alive. I was choosing this breath and then the next.

My hand cupped the side of my face, my fingertips exploring the slope of my cheekbone. There was no bruising, and although this meant fewer questions to answer, it seemed wrong, the absence of physical proof to confirm my reality. I felt black and blue all over.

That morning I’d sat across from Donna at the kitchen table. It was a lime-green diner table from the fifties. We’d picked it up from Craig’s List because it reminded Donna of one her grandmother had. The chairs didn’t match it or each other and the vinyl on mine had split along the edge showing the beige foam padding within, like a deep gash in human flesh.

I blew into my coffee mug, aware of Donna’s eyes on me. Reluctantly, I looked up at her. ‘Cry.’ She said it like it was an order.

I shrugged, looking back into my coffee.

‘I feel like you’re trying to hold it together for my sake, but I’d much rather you just fell apart.’

‘I’m sorry.’

Donna rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah. That’s what I want.’

I took a big swallow of coffee. ‘I broke a bowl this morning.’

‘Which one?’

‘The one with the chip in it.’

‘That’s kind of lucky.’

‘Yeah. I like to finish what I start.’

Donna laughed.

‘Don’t ever let it be said that I’m not tougher than an inanimate object.’

‘I wouldn’t dare.’ She sighed. ‘So your parents know you’re coming?’

‘Yeah. I sent an email first to tell them I got a cheap deal on a last-minute flight. I lie better in email.’

She nodded.

I chewed at a hangnail on my thumb. ‘So, am I the biggest loser you know?’

Donna reached across the table and grasped my wrist. ‘No, not the biggest.’

We smiled at each other.

I’d always wanted to live in Tucson. Ever since I’d seen Drew Barrymore and Whoopi Goldberg in Boys on the Side. They lived in this amazing adobe house, and the Indigo Girls played at the local cantina. With my college graduation approaching, and my classmates getting jobs, or at least going for interviews, I spent a lot of time thinking about Tucson. My father’s voice played in my head as I looked at Internet ads for roommates there: ‘What are you going to do with a major in philosophy?’

Somehow it had never occurred to me that, when I left school, I’d need to be marketable. I took classes that interested me; I read books my parents had never heard of, contemplated things they’d never considered. I discussed complex theories in the dining hall, eating food I hadn’t paid for. I stayed up late debating fascinating ideas, knowing I could sleep until noon the next day. I’d change the world eventually, but I never thought about how I’d pay the rent until then. I’d never really given much thought to the end of college. My graduation loomed ahead of me, like an appointment to fall off a cliff to my death. And it was a kind of death. I would never be this free again.

That was how I met Donna. She was a bartender in Tucson and the girl she’d been living with had married rather suddenly and moved out. She was barely able to cover the rent on her own. We emailed back and forth for a while, and I got a really good feeling about her. The fact that I ended up being right could have been a complete lucky coincidence. It seems I’ve been right about people about as often as I’ve been wrong.

I took the graduation money my grandfather had given me and one suitcase and took off a week after the ceremony. My parents and I had several arguments about it before I left. I couldn’t give them a satisfactory adult reason for leaving, but when I told them I’d already purchased my plane ticket, they backed off. They seemed to decide it might finally be time to let me make my own mistakes. I think they believed I’d be back in a matter of weeks.

Tucson isn’t really like it is in the movie. They must have filmed on the edge of town, or outside town, because things aren’t so spread out and there aren’t that many dirt roads. Most of the roads are four lanes travelling in each direction. Everything is on a grid and each street corner looks the same as the next. Everyone talks about cross streets. In New England, we always give directions that are three pages long and include things like ‘Turn left after the blue house.’ In Tucson, you just tell people the two roads that intersect closest to your address. Simple as that.

Donna picked me up at the airport in Phoenix. I recognized her immediately. I hadn’t been sure about that even though she’d sent me a picture. You never know how well a photograph represents the real person. I wonder sometimes whether I look the same as I do in pictures. People have always told me that I’m very photogenic. I take that to mean I don’t look as good in reality.

Donna had curly red hair and a nice tan. She didn’t have fair skin, the way a lot of redheads do: a girl like that couldn’t live in Arizona. She was waiting for me at Baggage Claim and she ran up and hugged me. I felt like we were old friends who hadn’t seen each other in a while. She insisted on carrying my bag out to the car and I insisted on paying for the parking and we chatted non-stop all the way to Tucson. I don’t remember what we talked about.

Donna got me a job as a waitress at the restaurant where she tended bar. Even though I’d never worked as a waitress before, her recommendation was enough. It was hard work, but I liked getting to talk to people all day. I thought of it as temporary; something to do until I got my bearings. It’s a good way to get the feel of a new city. When Donna and I worked the same shift, I’d get a ride with her, and when we didn’t, I’d take the bus. It all worked out.

When I called home, I didn’t get a lot of enthusiasm for my new job.

‘You’re working as a waitress?’ my father asked me, repeating the exact words I had just said, only in the form of a question. When he passed the phone to my mother she asked if I was planning on finding myself in the soup of the day.

‘You never know,’ I said, determinedly cheerful.

I knew it could have been worse. They had paid for my degree and all they expected in return was for me to have the kind of future that would impress the recipients of my mother’s Christmas-card updates.

I didn’t call home very often.

I met Ben at work on a Friday night. I’d only been in Tucson for a few weeks. He ordered a bacon cheeseburger and a Coke. It wasn’t the soup of the day, but as soon as we locked eyes, I had the feeling I’d found something I hadn’t even known I’d been looking for.

I waited for his friend to go to the restroom, then dropped by his table. ‘How is everything?’ I asked.

‘Fine. Everything’s fine.’ He reached for his glass, but didn’t lift it from the table.

‘Just fine? Not great?’ I looked at him with mock-concern, one hand on my hip.

He smiled. ‘Now that I think about it, everything’s great. Thanks.’

I smiled back. ‘That’s better.’

‘I haven’t seen you here before,’ he said. He was wearing faded blue jeans and a white T-shirt, speckled with yellow paint. He had an even, dark tan, and though his clothing and muscled arms spoke of hard work, his fingernails were short and clean.

‘It’s my first week. I just moved here,’ I said.

‘Oh? Where you from?’

‘Massachusetts.’

‘Wow. What brought you out here?’

‘Well, the job mostly.’

His brow furrowed.

‘I’m kidding.’

He laughed. ‘Sorry. I’m gullible.’

‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ I was clicking the top of my pen in and out. ‘I just felt like a change, really.’

‘Well, I’d say you’re in for one.’ He leaned forward in his seat. ‘You know, if you’re looking for someone to show you around—’ He cleared his throat.

‘Oh, yeah? What are your tour-guide credentials?’

‘Well, I’ve lived here all my life.’

‘That’s a pretty good one.’

‘I’m Ben, by the way.’

‘Riley,’ I said, angling my shoulder toward him and motion -ing to my nametag.

Ben slid his napkin to me. ‘Why don’t you give me your number?’

I held out my pen. ‘Why don’t you give me yours?’

Ben was writing as his friend returned to the table, raising his eyebrows and smirking. I stuffed the napkin into my apron, told them to enjoy their meals and left.

I called Ben two days later and he took me up Mount Lemmon. He told me there were five different ecosystems along the drive, but we counted only three. It was amazing the way the environment shifted so quickly: after miles of saguaro cactuses in all directions, I couldn’t find a single one.

Ben had dark hair and green eyes. He had certain smiles he only ever gave to me. When we ate at my place, he would clear the table and rinse the dishes so it wouldn’t be such a chore for me later. He wore short sleeves on cool evenings, but always brought his jacket along in case I got cold. He thumbed through the pages of the books piled on my nightstand. He readjusted the blankets in the middle of the night, sitting up to make sure my feet were covered. He told stories like it was the first telling, like I was the only one he’d ever told.

My parents were wrong about one thing. More than a year would pass before I made the long trip home.

I closed my book as the bus pulled into the Springfield station. I hadn’t got very far in the two hours. It was some piece of fiction set in New York City, as all good fiction is. Nothing of interest happens in Ohio or Massachusetts or Arizona.

My parents were waiting for me when I got off the bus. They’d have had to pay the dollar to park in the lot and walk over to greet me.

My mom hugged me first. ‘It’s so good to see you, kiddo.’ She looked me over, checking for signs of wear, as if I were a treasured belonging she had loaned out grudgingly.

I hunched my shoulders against her knowing appraisal. ‘You didn’t have to park. I would have found you.’

‘We know, but we were excited to see you.’ She slipped her fingers through my hair, sliding them down the strands that hung between us. ‘It’s grown so long.’

My dad hugged me next. His hugs have always been endearingly awkward. He tries so hard.

‘Where’s your tan?’ my mom asked.

I held my arm in front of me, noticing for the first time that it was paler than usual. ‘It gets too hot in July to spend a lot of time in the sun.’

‘It just got sunny here last week,’ my mom said, making a face to convey she was half serious.

‘Which one is yours?’ my dad asked, as the driver pulled the last few bags from the compartment under the bus.

‘These two.’ I pointed, and my dad picked up the big duffel bag, leaving me the smaller suitcase on wheels.

‘Wow. You used to be such a light packer,’ my mom said.

‘I guess I lost my talent for it. I just couldn’t decide what to bring.’ I tried not to sound defensive.

A handful of dim stars lit up the night as we pulled into the driveway. I’d been feeling more at ease the closer we got to the house, and now I wasn’t even fidgeting in the back seat. A warm glow poured out of the windows onto the lawn, and the pond out back was visible only as a representation of the sky.

I was tired. I had left Tucson early that morning and had been travelling all day. With the time difference, it seemed longer than it was. I wanted to curl up in my bed and sleep for a thousand years, not have to make any more decisions. I didn’t want to be able to determine the outcome of anyone else’s life. I didn’t even want that much power over my own.

BEN

That first cigarette took the edge off my anxiety faster than four or five beers would have. I stood in the Quickie Mart at one a.m. doing the math. A six-pack of the kind of beer I drank was three bucks more than an entire pack of Marlboros. Smoking was cost effective.

I hadn’t smoked since high school, but I didn’t know what else to do. I couldn’t call her. There was nothing to say. I couldn’t even think straight. That was an expression I’d never understood in such a literal way. But that was how it felt. My thoughts were colliding at diagonal intersections. I couldn’t formulate full sentences. Just directing the guy at the register toward the right pack on the wall behind him took actual concentration. He didn’t check my ID, and even though I had my licence in my wallet, where it always was, I was relieved to avoid that simple interaction.

I rushed out of there with my heart pounding, as if I’d stolen something, like the time when I was a kid and pocketed some penny candy on a dare.

I didn’t know where to begin to fix things, didn’t even know if it was my job. It felt like I was in someone else’s dream and had no control over any of it. I couldn’t even say I missed her. I didn’t know where I stood. I just couldn’t pin myself down.

So I started smoking. It made about as much sense as the rest of it.

At home, I sat on the couch, smoking and watching infomercials all night. I ashed on the carpet because I didn’t have an ashtray and because I didn’t care, sinking into the couch cushions, my mind spinning. I couldn’t stop picturing her half of the bed. I wondered whether I had enough money in my account for the chicken rotisserie. Once, I got up to take a piss, only to return to my spot on the couch, light another cigarette and squint into the television.

I stared at the picture of us at Saguaro National Park that Riley had roped an elderly couple into taking for us. We were holding hands, standing in front of a boulder. The framed photo sat on top of the television set, catching some of its glow. It was the only picture she had left behind – the only one of us. It probably meant something, but I had no opinion about it. Riley beamed for the camera. Her dark hair fell past her shoulders and her dark eyes caught the light. She’d squeezed my hand as the flash went off. I was making the face I usually make in pictures. She asked me later why I hadn’t been smiling.

I wasn’t really surprised when I came home to find her gone. No, I can’t say I was surprised at all. I noted each missing object with total detachment. The framed print that had been on the wall above the couch. Her CDs. A vase. The bookcase I’d bought for her at Wal-Mart for twenty dollars stood empty. It seemed a shame that she hadn’t taken it with her. It wasn’t like I had any books of my own.

Yeah, that was the shame of it.

If I felt anything at all about it, I was really just relieved that I wouldn’t have to talk to her, wouldn’t have to think about what to say. What was there to say? There was nothing to say. There was no reason to go to bed. No reason to get up when the sun began seeping through the windows. There was nothing for me to do. Besides, I couldn’t convince her of anything I didn’t believe myself.

[image: image]

When Riley and I had started dating, neither of us had a lot of money. She’d just moved here from the east coast and I was working two jobs to pay for some necessary car repairs. I passed long days up on the roofs of houses I’d never be able to afford. Weekends were generally spent inside, laying floors with a buddy. The relief from the sun would always wane by Sunday night as the pain in my knees and back took over.

Riley was really cool about it. She didn’t expect me to take her out and pay for everything. She was a feminist, but she didn’t hate men. She explained to me that people who think feminists are man-haters are really stupid and should read more books. She thought men and women should be equal, that was all. She questioned things and if the answer was ‘Because you’re a girl’, well, she just thought that was bullshit.

A lot of the time we took turns renting movies or playing Scrabble. I always beat her and she never seemed to mind. She was the best loser I’d ever known. At first I thought she was letting me win: she’d been to college and I hadn’t. But that wasn’t it. Winning didn’t seem to matter to her. It was like she really didn’t care if she was losing because she enjoyed my company. That was how she made me feel.

We were sitting on the couch at my place, watching a video, when she kissed me for the first time. I think it was our third date. I never usually waited so long to kiss a girl I was dating, but being around Riley made me so dizzy I’d chickened out both of the previous nights when I’d taken her home. I’d stood back with my hands in my pockets, reminding myself to breathe, while she fumbled with the lock. She’d turn back, her hand on the doorknob, tilting her head and smiling at me. She’d glance up at me through her eyelashes. She has the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen. ‘I had fun,’ she’d say softly. I’d tell her I’d call her, backing up, the expectation of a goodnight kiss making me physically queasy. I would rush back to my car as soon as she disappeared inside her apartment, kicking myself but feeling at the same time like I’d just narrowly escaped my own death.

We’d been watching the movie for about ten minutes when she reached over and took my hand. Just holding hers made my heart race, and my forehead was actually sweating. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. As soon as the credits started rolling, her other hand began sliding up my chest. I was looking straight ahead but I could feel her eyes on me in the dark. She had to actually turn my face toward her, seemed to search my eyes for some kind of clue as to what I was thinking. I don’t know what she found there, but she kissed me anyway.

We’d fall asleep in my bed most nights, spooning. But during the night we’d revert to our usual habits. I’d sleep on my side with my back to her and she’d sleep on her back with her arms across her chest. She slept like a log, no tossing or turning, her steady breathing all that let me know she was alive. She slept soundly, never so much as grumbling when I rolled around, tugging blankets, unable to get comfortable. I’d never slept straight through the night in my entire life. I’d wake up groggy in the morning to the feeling of her arm sliding over my ribs and squeezing me tightly. She’d pepper my back with her kisses, and if I didn’t start waking up fast enough, she’d press her teeth lightly into my shoulder.

I turned to her one morning and asked her to move in. We’d been dating about three months. We hadn’t even said good morning. I just rolled over and said, ‘Move in with me.’

Her sleepy eyes flew wide open. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Sure. If you lived here, we could wake up together every morning.’

She smiled. ‘That would be nice.’

‘So? Come on.’

‘It’s so tempting but . . .’ she looked up at the ceiling as though it held the answer ‘. . . I can’t do that to Donna. She’s been so good to me.’

‘Haven’t I been good to you?’ I slid my hand up the back of her T-shirt and kissed her neck.

She pushed against my chest and looked at me. ‘I can’t, Ben. I can’t.’

I pulled away and folded my hands over my stomach.

‘Maybe when our six-month lease is up,’ she offered.

I turned my head toward her again. ‘When is that?’

‘December.’

‘That would be cool. Just in time for Christmas.’

‘Could we decorate a cactus?’

‘If you want.’

When Riley moved in with me, Donna decided to move into a one-bedroom apartment. I think she’d grown tired of losing roommates to their boyfriends. I helped carry the heavy stuff the day she moved. We made a party out of it, celebrating that night by going out for margaritas. It seemed to make Riley feel less guilty.

It was hard for me to believe Riley and Donna hadn’t known each other longer than they had. They acted like sisters. They were really loyal and defensive of each other. Like, once I said something to Riley about Donna being fat and Riley flipped out. She told me she was disappointed in me because she’d thought I was different from the rest of the men in our society. I hate it when people say they’re disappointed in me. My mom used to tell me that when I was growing up, and it was so much worse than if she’d just grounded me.

No one likes to be a disappointment.

I’d left three messages and smoked as many packs since she’d gone. It’s amazing how quickly old addictions are renewed. I’d started smoking when I was sixteen – back when being young gives you an excuse to be stupid. I smoked my last cigarette at nineteen, for some girl I was dating who said it was gross to kiss a smoker. It kind of hurt, the way she said it. She was pretty harsh. I quit for her and she dumped me about three weeks later for her ex-boyfriend. I didn’t start smoking again after that. It wasn’t like I was in love with her or anything, so getting over her didn’t require nicotine. I didn’t start back up because I just didn’t ever want some girl to say that to me again.

I took a shower this morning and felt like two days without sleep didn’t make all that much difference. I felt awake and aware. I stepped out of the shower and dried off with one of the green towels. Riley had made the bathroom all girly after she moved in. When I’d lived here alone, nothing matched. Now it was all shades of green and lavender. She’d bought the really soft kind of towels. Mine were the green ones and hers were lavender. We’d never talked about it – that was just how it had worked out. It was understood. That was how we were.

Riley had done the laundry on Tuesday. I’d helped her fold it that evening while we watched Entertainment Tonight. The towel I dried off with this morning should have been clean but it already smelt of smoke. There’s just no getting away from the smell of it.

When Riley came back, she’d be pissed. We’d have to air the place out and rewash all the laundry she’d just done. I was pretty sure I could stop smoking as soon as she came back. It had been only a couple of days. I had to admit I liked it, though, liked having something to do with my hands when I got nervous, liked the ritual of it. And the way it connected me to strangers. Nicotine: society’s true great equalizer. I remembered being a tough young kid smoking on sidewalks with nothing in common with the grey-haired businessmen or Spanish-speaking day labourers who would stop and ask for a light. Or the pretty girls, too old for me, too well dressed, talking to me just so they could bum a smoke. And I’d always give them one, even though I knew I didn’t have a chance, that once I got it lit they’d be moving on down the street, meeting up with their boyfriends. Pretty girls never have to buy their own cigarettes.

Yeah, I liked it, but it really was a nasty habit.

Donna had to have caller ID. That was why she wasn’t answering the phone when I called. I wondered if she’d had it back when Riley lived with her and we’d just started dating. I used to call there a lot and hang up when Riley picked up the phone. At the beginning, being around her made me feel like I was thirteen. Back when I was all too-long limbs, acne and awkwardness. Before the hormones broadened my shoulders, squared and stubbled my jaw, and transformed me from gawky and quiet to strong and silent.

Riley had never mentioned it back then, and I guess it shouldn’t really matter now, but for some reason it made me feel even worse. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. That maybe they’d laughed about me back then. I’d been trying to play it all cool, but she might have known the whole time what a loser I really was. I was fixated on this, as if that was what I should feel ashamed about.

RILEY

When I opened my eyes in the morning, I was expecting to see the room I’d shared with Ben: the blue checker-board bedspread, a tapestry hanging on the wall in busy shades of red and green, the lamp I’d found at Pier One. The familiarity of my childhood bedroom was disorienting.

I shuffled into the kitchen, my hair wild, unself-conscious. Gracie, our black Labrador, charged toward me and licked at my hands as I tried to pat her head.

My dad was making omelettes. My mom was sitting on a kitchen stool, wearing jeans and a pink satin sleep shirt.

‘Good morning, sleepyhead,’ my mom said.

Standing there in my pyjamas, I felt about twelve years old.

‘Hungry?’ my dad asked, over his shoulder. I noticed there was more grey in his stubble than I remembered. He threw several slices of bacon into a frying-pan and it began to sound like the weekend mornings of my easy childhood.

‘Whatcha makin’?’ I asked, sitting on one of the bar stools at the counter and pulling my feet under me.

‘Well, today we’ve got mushrooms, tomatoes, asparagus, umm . . .’ He opened the refrigerator and gazed within. The edibility of my dad’s omelettes had always depended on what happened to be in the refrigerator that week.

‘That sounds good,’ I said, and he closed the fridge and went back to work.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ my mom asked, pouring several spoonfuls of Coffee Mate into her mug.

When I lived with Donna, I started drinking coffee with her in the morning. She used to take it black with two sugars and would scoff at the beige liquid in my mug. Each morning I worked on achieving a darker, more respectable colour. I didn’t really know how to make coffee and Ben didn’t drink it so I’d got out of the habit lately.

‘Sure,’ I said, and she reached into the cabinet to get me a mug. My mom made my coffee just like hers. She placed it on the counter and sat down next to me.

I held the cup in my hands, feeling the heat.

‘So what are your plans while you’re home?’

The fact that she hadn’t asked about Ben made me think she suspected something was up.

‘I thought maybe you’d let me borrow the car so I could drive up to see Laura.’

‘Oh, sure, honey. How is Laura?’

‘She’s good,’ I said. The truth was I hadn’t talked to her since Christmas. I’d forgotten her birthday in April.

‘And the baby?’

‘Good. Everyone’s good.’

Eventually, I would have to tell my parents that I hadn’t purchased a round-trip ticket.

My mom spent about twenty minutes looking for her car keys. She wandered around the house, mumbling to herself, lifting stacks of magazines on the kitchen table and searching her purse over and over again.

‘Saint Anthony!’ She threw up her arms in frustration. Whenever something went missing, she’d call out his name. I’d grown up thinking Saint Anthony stole these things; that he was a friendly little kleptomaniac who borrowed stuff without permission, but always returned it when asked.

My dad found the keys in the bathroom and insisted on giving me gas money on my way out. I was looking forward to the drive. I hadn’t had a car in Tucson; the last time I’d driven was months ago when Donna had been tipsy after leaving a Mexican restaurant.

Ben had always driven when we went anywhere. I was the navigator and DJ. We sang along to Lionel Richie and Carole King and Bob Marley. There were long stretches when we didn’t speak at all and I didn’t feel anxious to fill the car with mindless chatter. I gazed out of the window, held Ben’s hand, and was happy.

He pulled off the road once for a broken-down Hyundai. I never would have done that. I knew nothing about cars. The one time I’d ever stopped for someone, I’d ended up feeling ridiculous. A dog was lying on the side of the road and I drove by twice before stopping to tell someone at the mechanic’s shop on the corner. The man had called to the dog and it ran over. Turned out, it was just taking a nap.

Ben was sheepish as he pulled over. ‘I’m sorry. I just have to.’

‘It’s okay, babe. We’re in no rush.’ I thought it was interesting that he’d picked up on my wariness of strangers (Donna attributed it to my growing up on the east coast), but I liked that he was different. I thought it was sweet.

I got out of the car and waved, but kept myself apart, leaning against the passenger door, trying not to seem anti-social as I checked imaginary email on my cell phone. Ben spent a good twenty minutes with his head under the hood. In the end, the middle-aged couple was rescued by AAA.

We slid back into the car and Ben shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t have felt right if I hadn’t tried.’

Road trips were the most fun part of early couplehood: discovering something new together, feeling like a team. We learned to differentiate between stalactites and stalagmites at Kartchner Caverns, strolled through art galleries in Bisbee, photographed hoodoos at Chiricahua National Monument. We skipped the touristy strip at Tombstone, finding the country’s best sopapillas at a restaurant instead and having wild hotel sex at a Holiday Inn. It was a four-hour drive to Sedona. Those rust-coloured mountains against the blue-blue sky were the first things I’ve ever seen in person that lived up to the photographs. In Santa Fe, I fell more deeply in love with Georgia O’Keeffe at the museum and more in love with Ben as we lay in the grass of the plaza, taking photos of tourists and trees and sky.

I stopped for an iced coffee at Dunkin’ Donuts. Very light and very sweet. I liked to slurp up the wet sugar at the bottom and crunch it between my teeth. I drove with the window down, Dave Matthews singing loudly into the wind.

Laura and I had been juniors when she’d found out she was pregnant. I purchased the test for her at CVS and she took it into one of the stalls in the co-ed restroom on our floor in the dorm. As I waited, I scuffed my sneakers on the old ceramic tiles. They alternated in black and white, although the white ones had yellowed with age. It was a Saturday, so a lot of people had gone away for the weekend. No one came into the restroom while we were there.

She came out of the stall with tears streaming down her face, speechless. I hugged her and we walked down the hall back to our room. She sobbed into a pillow as I sat on the floor and stroked her hair.

She married Kyle three months later in a quaint chapel on the seacoast of New Hampshire, where she’d grown up. She wore a simple white dress and I stood beside her in something we’d picked out at JCPenney. She wasn’t yet showing, which had been so important to her. She was the most beautiful bride I’d ever seen as she stood at the front of the church, dark hair falling in soft waves over her shoulders, promising to honour and keep Kyle as long as they both should live.

In fact, Kyle was sweet but, as my nana would say, he was never going to set the world on fire. He was quiet and seemed always to be uncomfortable in any situation. He was the complete opposite of Laura, who had ever been the loudest voice in the room. She was always up for an adventure, while he seemed content with small things. Laura was wild and hilarious and brave. Kyle wasn’t at all the person I’d have chosen for her. It was clear that he loved her, though, and I decided that was what was most important.

Kyle got a delivery job in Worcester and they rented the first floor of a small yellow house. Laura waddled around campus during our senior year, immune to the looks of pity she inspired from her classmates. She managed to graduate on time with a degree in psychology. She had once hoped to go to graduate school in California. The way things had worked out, she hadn’t applied anywhere.

I hadn’t called Laura to tell her I was coming because I thought she’d have a harder time being mad at me in person. I wasn’t worried that she wouldn’t be there. Isabel was just over a year old now and I imagined them spending most of their time at home. Even if she wasn’t there, I thought the drive would do me good.

I’m a smart girl. I’ve never understood those women who stay with men who hit them. As much as I could feel sorry for them, there was always a part of me that thought they were just weak. Or maybe they didn’t have enough money or family support so they had no choice but to stay. I wasn’t any of those women. I wouldn’t stay with someone who hit me.

But when he threw a glass across the kitchen and it shattered against the wall behind me, I told myself he hadn’t been trying to hurt me. While I was clearing it up, I cut myself on one of the tiny shards. But that was my own fault.

The first time he did hurt me, I thought maybe it was an accident. We were sitting across the table from Donna and Dave at a bar. They had just started dating and Donna begged me not to leave them alone because she was so nervous. So when Ben announced we had to be going, I caught Donna’s desperate look and returned it with a confident smile. ‘Come on, babe. We can stay a little longer,’ I said, nudging him with my elbow. ‘It isn’t even eleven yet. Don’t be a party pooper.’

Ben reached for my hand under the table. ‘I have to get up early, honey.’

I turned toward him and huffed, rolling my eyes. I opened my mouth to make a further protest when he began squeezing my hand so hard that I coughed to cover a whimper.

As we left, Donna’s eyes accused me of treachery.

On the way home in the car, he swore he hadn’t meant to squeeze so hard. Then he told me it had made him feel like crap when I’d rolled my eyes. ‘It’s like you think I’m a moron. Like you don’t give a shit about me. I mean, do you care about me at all?’

By the time we got home, I was apologizing to him.

Then one morning, as my cereal was warming in the microwave, he shoved me against the refrigerator. We were arguing about the phone bill or the electric bill, or both. I hadn’t even realized he was getting angry. One minute I was setting the orange juice on the counter; the next I was crashing into a kitchen appliance. He held me by my upper arms and gave me a shake, knocking nearly all the refrigerator magnets onto the linoleum. We looked into each other’s eyes, the lack of recognition seemingly mutual. The microwave beeped and he walked out, leaving me stunned and trembling in a pile of postcards and coupons and to-do lists.

As I watched his fingerprints darken on my biceps, I decided I wasn’t going to wait for him to hit me. I moved back in with Donna, but I didn’t tell her what had happened. Ben would come by while she was at work, ring the bell and knock for an hour, but I wouldn’t open the door. He’d leave me flowers and letters on the front steps. He wrote me an eloquent apology in boyish handwriting, swore he’d go to therapy so it would never happen again.

I told him to go to hell. I wasn’t one of those women.

After about a month, Donna and I started talking about moving into a two-bedroom place again. I started thinking about him as a disaster I had narrowly escaped.

[image: image]

As I arrived, I noticed Laura’s jeep was in the driveway. It was a warm July day in New England and all the windows were down, which made me think they must have gone out that morning. The back seat was cluttered with Isabel’s toys and the car seat was covered with Cheerios dust.

Laura pulled the front door open before I was up the front steps. ‘Riley?’ She spoke as if she thought she was seeing things.

I laughed as she threw her arms around me, picked me up and spun me around on the porch. ‘What are you doing home?’ she asked, as she pulled me into the house and shut the door.

I sighed. ‘Long story.’

‘Well, come in and sit down. Can I get you a drink?’

‘No, I’m fine. Where’s Isabel?’

‘Napping,’ she said, with an expression of relief.

We sat next to each other on the couch.

‘So, what’s going on?’ She was beaming at me. She was expecting good news. ‘I haven’t talked to you in for ever. Tell me everything.’

‘I know. I’m a rotten friend. I’m so sorry I forgot your birthday.’

Laura waved her hand in the air, like she was shooing a fly. ‘Don’t even worry about that,’ she said. ‘I’ll forget yours this year if it makes you feel any better.’

I smiled. ‘Deal.’

Laura reached over and inspected my left hand. ‘Well, no ring.’

‘Oh, God, no.’ It hadn’t even dawned on me that she’d be thinking that. ‘We broke up,’ I said.

Her face fell in sympathy. ‘What happened?’

I opened my mouth to offer something vague about it being complicated when the baby monitor began to cough out a signal that Isabel’s nap was over.

‘Hold that thought,’ Laura said, patting my knee and leaving the room. There was something so maternal about her every movement now.

She came back in with Isabel perched on her hip, rubbing her eyes. ‘You remember Auntie Riley,’ Laura said, although I was pretty sure that was impossible. The last time I’d seen the child she’d been a squirmy little ball in a bassinet. I’d been afraid to hold her.

‘You’re so big!’ I cooed, as she hid her face in Laura’s chest.

‘You’re gonna play shy?’ Laura laughed, handing her a bottle of apple juice, which Isabel latched onto immediately. ‘She can be a little cranky when she wakes up. Sorta like you.’

When we’d lived together, Laura was always awake before me. She’d try to let me sleep in on Saturday mornings, but when she couldn’t take it any more, she’d jump on top of me. I’d wake up with her much too cheerful face in mine, her knee pressing into my bladder.

Before she could remember what we’d been talking about, I changed the subject. ‘So, how’s married life?’

She smiled like she had a secret. ‘It’s been great. Really. I mean, it’s nothing like I thought it would be. You know, my life.’ She kissed the top of Isabel’s head. ‘But I’ve never been so happy.’

‘And Kyle?’

‘He’s good. He works too much,’ she said. ‘I mean, it’s hard on him to be the only one working – well, you know, getting a paycheck.’

Isabel was starting to wake up. She had curly wisps of golden brown hair and big blue eyes. She looked up at Laura as she spoke, holding her bottle with plump hands that dimpled at the knuckles.

‘It’s hard for both of us,’ Laura continued. ‘It just really takes a lot. But it’s totally worth it.’

I nodded. ‘I can see that.’

Laura fanned her face with her hand. ‘Look at me, getting all misty.’

Isabel reached her arms toward me and her bottle fell to the floor.

‘Oh, no more shy girl?’ Laura asked. She passed Isabel to me and leaned over to pick up the bottle.

‘Hey there,’ I said. The baby wrapped her arms around my neck.

‘She likes you.’ Laura smiled as Isabel settled herself on my lap and reached for my earrings. ‘Careful. She pulls.’

I looked down at her little round face. ‘No, no, no,’ I whispered, carefully prying her fingers free of my hoops and shaking my head. She pouted. I was afraid she’d start to cry, but she moved on, prodding my nose and pulling on my lips. ‘Eye?’ she asked, extending a chubby finger and poking me in the eye.

I blinked and Laura laughed. ‘Yes, eye.’ We nodded in unison.

‘Let me know if you want me to take her back,’ Laura offered.

‘We’re fine,’ I said, blowing a raspberry and getting a lukewarm response.

‘It’s so good to have you home.’ Laura sighed.

It did feel good to be there with her. Even though so much had changed, I felt more myself sitting on that couch with Laura than I had in a long time. Suddenly I didn’t know why I had kept her in the dark about everything. I wanted to confess it all, to cry with her and have her tell me I’d be all right.

Isabel poked me in the stomach. ‘Baby,’ she said.

My face flushed.

‘Hey, kiddo, you spoiled my surprise,’ Laura said, mussing up Isabel’s hair and looking at me. The mist was back in her eyes.

BEN

It took me three days to get the balls to go to Donna’s place. I realized that the more time that passed, the more extraordinary my apology would have to be. I bought Riley tulips at the grocery store. Tulips are her favourite. Even though I was sure she’d still be mad, she couldn’t help being just a little impressed.

My footsteps seemed so loud against the pavement. I was wearing my dress shoes, cargo pants with a belt, and my shirt tucked in. It didn’t seem right to wear jeans and sneakers. I wanted her to know I was serious.

I knew that Riley had to be there. It was where she’d gone the last time she’d left. It was the only place she could be. No one answered when I knocked, but Donna’s car was in the parking lot so I knew she was home. I could be patient. I sat down on the front steps, thinking Riley might be trying to gather her thoughts. I mean, I’d had all morning to think about what I was going to say. I was prepared. Riley didn’t like to be caught off guard. She liked to know how everything was going to play out.

I’d been sitting there for about half an hour when the door opened. I jumped to my feet and took a few steps forward. Donna was standing in the doorway with her arms crossed. She had big tits and wasn’t ashamed of them, like some girls. She was wearing a turquoise tank top that showed off a nice bit of cleavage. Her dark red curls were pulled back in a ponytail and she was scowling.

‘She’s not here, Ben.’

‘Come on, Donna.’ I gave her a look to convey that I wasn’t buying her story. ‘Just let me in.’

‘No, Ben.’ I didn’t like the way she said my name. It was like she’d forgotten we were supposed to be friends.

‘This is between Riley and me,’ I told her. ‘I just need to talk to her for a minute.’

‘I’m telling you, she isn’t here.’ It was clear that she was sticking to her story. Donna and I glared at each other for a long moment. Then I put my hand on the door above her head and shoved it open.

Dave was sitting in the kitchen. I hadn’t expected that. He stood up when I came through the door.

‘Hey, man, what the hell do you think you’re doing?’

‘Stay out of this.’ I walked past him toward the back of the apartment. I was starting to panic. This wasn’t going the way I’d imagined. I was carrying the flowers upside-down and bits of baby’s breath scattered at my feet.

‘Riley!’ I threw open the door to the bedroom. The bed was unmade and there were clothes all over the floor, but no Riley. The apartment was pretty small. She wasn’t there. The realiza -tion made me catch my breath. My head was spinning.

‘I told you,’ Donna said, turning her back on me to get something out of a cabinet. She placed two lunch plates on the counter and reached into the bread bag. I couldn’t believe it. She was just making sandwiches as if I wasn’t even there, as if the conversation was over.

‘Where is she?’ My arms felt so heavy. It was hard to stand there with my head up.

She turned to me then and put her hands on her hips. ‘I’m not going to tell you that, Ben.’ She was looking me straight in the eye, enunciating each word like English wasn’t my first language.

‘Tell me where she is!’ I screamed, walking into the kitchen.

Dave stepped between us, putting his hand on my shoulder. ‘You need to leave now.’

‘Donna,’ I pleaded with her. I felt like I was about to start crying and it was pissing me off.

She turned back to the coffee. We were finished talking.

‘Dave, where is she?’ I shook his hand off my shoulder. ‘I just need to talk to her. Come on, man. You know how it is.’

‘No, Ben, actually I don’t.’ He ran his hand through his hair. His face was getting red. ‘You and I have nothing in common. I should kick your ass right now for implying that we do.’ He shifted his weight and seemed to think about what he had just said, as though he hadn’t known he wanted to kick my ass until he’d said it. Dave was a big guy, but I couldn’t really imagine him throwing a punch.

‘You want to kick my ass?’ I leaned toward him. We were already standing pretty close.

‘Dave,’ Donna said quietly, as if in warning.

‘Get out of here and don’t come back or I will kick your ass,’ Dave said, coming to a compromise that would work for everyone.

I threw the flowers onto the kitchen table and left.

I couldn’t imagine where else she would have gone. Besides Donna, I couldn’t think of a single other person Riley spent time with. It wasn’t like she was anti-social but she just didn’t make a lot of superficial connections with people. She didn’t hang out at the mall with her co-workers or anything like that. Riley and Donna were like two peas in a pod.

I was already feeling guilty for acting like such a prick in front of Donna and Dave. It wasn’t like they’d done anything to deserve my anger – they were just being good friends to Riley. They’d been looking at me as if I was some kind of maniac. Things would be tense for a while once we started hanging out all together again. That was for sure.

Riley hadn’t wanted to have sex right away. Neither of us was a virgin, but she had this theory about anticipation being a good thing.

We’d spend hours on my couch, making out. One benefit of having no money is that we had to stay in a lot. We kept up the pretence of renting movies for a while. I’ve seen just the first five minutes of about a dozen.

The night she first kissed me, we were on my couch until four in the morning. She had her head tucked under my chin and her hair smelt like vanilla. I thought I should have been uncomfortable, scrunched up and sharing a couch that wasn’t really big enough for one of us, but I wasn’t.

‘Do you want me to take you home?’ I asked her, knowing that pretty soon I’d be too tired to drive.

‘Do you want to take me home?’

I didn’t answer her. But neither of us moved.

The nights when Riley stayed over, I never got any sleep but I didn’t care. I liked having someone to brush my teeth with. I liked how she wore my T-shirts to sleep in. I liked finding her razor in my shower. When she was in my bed, I spent a lot of time watching her sleep, which was something I couldn’t remember ever doing with anyone else.

I hadn’t had a serious girlfriend since high school. Cindy Meyers. And we didn’t have many sleepovers. We’d had sex for the first time on prom night, like a cliché, and if I’d had trouble falling asleep then, it was from worry over my performance. Cindy snored lightly in the bed next to me as headlights from Interstate 10 streamed through the flimsy shades, bending across the walls and ceilings of our cheap motel room. Over that summer, we’d managed to find a few more moments to be alone. It always ended quickly, leaving me feeling spent and ashamed, in spite of her kind reassurances. She went to college in California, and when she left, I was heartbroken, but also relieved.

Since I’d lived on my own, I’d dated several women. A few weeks here, a few months there. Never a one-night stand. I wasn’t that kind of guy. I didn’t have the talent for chatting up a girl at a bar, didn’t understand how other guys did it. The subtext of the conversation – that all you wanted was sex, even if it was all she wanted – made me feel bad. Like a bad person.

One night when Riley and I were fooling around, she leaned into my ear and whispered, ‘I’m on the pill.’

It was the sexiest thing I had ever heard.

She offered a shy smile and her eyes flashed with mischief.

She kissed me slowly, straddling me with her hands on my chest for support. We looked right into each other’s eyes. I discovered a constellation of freckles scattered across her abdomen. My fingertips travelled across her nipples. She bit her bottom lip and moaned, softly at first, then louder. She rocked her hips back and forth as I moved inside her. The ceiling fan blew her long hair around her face, like ribbons on a kite.

Afterwards, she lay beside me, her bare breasts rising with each breath. She always slept flat on her back. Her face was tilted toward me. She had a chickenpox scar above her right eyebrow. It looked like it had been stamped there by the o key of an old-fashioned typewriter. Her left hand rested on her belly and her right arm crossed her chest, reaching for me. Her fingertips grazed my ribs. I could see her heart beating through her chest. Her hand grew heavier and her breathing became more even. I closed my eyes.

‘I love you,’ I whispered, and drifted to sleep myself.

RILEY

The first time Ben told me he loved me, he’d thought I was asleep.

That night, we’d had dinner at a pizza place on Fourth Avenue. The summer evening was only gradually releasing its grip on the heat of the day. The air-conditioning in Ben’s car wasn’t working and as we drove back and forth, looking for a parking space, I was wishing I’d worn another shirt. My pale green button-up was a darker shade at the armpits.

Inside, the misery of the heat was quickly forgotten. We sat by the window and looked out on what could have been a pleasant evening. The waitress brought us menus and crayons. The tablecloth was a sheet of blank paper. The walls were covered with the drawings of past customers: portraits and comic heroes, vampires with bloody fangs and busty women in curve-hugging leather. It resembled a tattoo parlour.

We each ordered some water. I drew a line between us, dividing the drawing space.

‘What looks good?’ he asked, reading the menu.

‘Anything. I’m starving. You pick.’ I drew an orange circle in the top left corner.

‘My mom invited us for dinner on Sunday.’

‘Okay.’ I made red and yellow lines jutting out of the circle.

‘We don’t have to go.’

‘I like your mom.’

He reached for a green crayon. ‘What are your parents like?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Like parents.’

‘Are you close?’

‘Yeah. I mean, sort of. My mom and I used to be really close. Too close.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t think she really wanted me to grow up.’

‘Were they strict?’

‘Oh, yeah. Typical Irish-Catholic stuff. Church on Sunday. Don’t talk back. Clean your plate. Home by ten.’

He smiled. ‘Did you ever break the rules? Sneak out?’

‘Nope.’ I drew a green stem with two leaves, reached for a pink crayon. ‘My mother used to say they ruled as a benign dictatorship. I think they ran things like Foucault’s Panopticon.’

Ben looked up from his crayons, scowling.

‘The Panopticon is a model for a jail where the prisoners don’t know when the guards are watching so they start policing themselves. It’s a metaphor for the way societies create well-behaved, self-disciplining citizens.’ I shrugged. ‘I could be a little stubborn, pout when I didn’t get my way. But, for the most part, I was neurotically well behaved.’

‘Did you go nuts when you went off to college?’

I bit my lip. ‘A little.’

He raised an eyebrow. The waitress came over and took our order.

‘What about you?’ I asked, when she had left. ‘Were you a good kid?’

‘Mostly. I sort of had to be. My mom had enough to worry about.’

‘You don’t really talk about your dad.’

‘Not much to say.’

I made the flower into a tulip.

He put down his crayon. ‘He was an alcoholic. He and my mom split up when I was really young. We don’t have a relationship.’

‘Do you wish you did?’

‘No.’ He picked up his crayon. ‘I used to. When I was in school and kids would talk about their dads. Even when my friends would complain about their dads, like, for making them help around the house or whatever. I couldn’t help feeling a little jealous.’

‘Sure.’

‘I had my mom. She filled in pretty good.’ He stopped drawing, looked up. ‘It’s kind of like I had no father but twice the mother.’

I nodded.

‘What about your dad?’ he asked. ‘You don’t really talk about him either.’

‘No?’ I drew two green hills that met at the root of the tulip. ‘He’s kind of more like background, I guess.’

‘Background?’

‘Yeah, quiet. Not that interested in me.’ I put my crayons away and looked over at his side of the table for the first time.

I gasped. He had drawn me. Even upside-down, I could tell. I got up and stood over his shoulder. It wasn’t exactly like me, and yet, at the same time, it was. It was something about the eyes, the facial expression.

‘Not as good as the original.’ He grinned.

I’d been on the pill since I was nineteen. That was the moment I decided to tell him.

Donna picked up on the third ring.

‘Riley, I’m so glad you called. I miss you already. How are you doing?’

I pressed the phone against my ear and closed my eyes. ‘I miss you, too. So much.’

‘You left your cell phone here.’

‘I know. It was kinda on purpose.’

‘I figured. What’s it like being home?’

‘It’s okay. It’s sort of nice. I’m pretty sure my mom knows something’s up, but she’s not bugging me about it.’

‘Well, that’s good.’

‘Yeah. The fire made the news here. What’s the latest?’ Tucson was in the midst of a huge forest fire.

Donna sighed. ‘It’s dramatic. Yesterday they were reporting that they had it sixty per cent contained. Today it’s flared up again. And still no rain.’

‘Crazy. It’s nice here. I can actually lie outside in the middle of the day without bursting into flames.’

‘I should come visit.’

‘You should! That would be so great.’

‘Yeah. Maybe in a few weeks. I can look at flights. I’m due a vacation.’

‘We could go to the beach. You could meet Laura. We’d have so much fun.’ Somehow, even as I spoke, I knew it wasn’t going to happen.

‘Mmm,’ Donna agreed, and I wondered if she knew it too. ‘Look, Riley, I’ve been debating whether to tell you this but I think I have to.’

I sat up straight. ‘Okay. What is it?’

‘He came by the other day.’

‘Ben?’

‘Yeah. He was looking for you.’

‘What did you tell him?’

‘Nothing. Riley, he was acting nuts. I mean, Dave was here and the two of them almost got into a fight.’

‘Oh, God. I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t apologize for him. Riley, the thing is, as much as I miss you and I hate that you aren’t here any more . . . I’m so glad he can’t get to you. He scared me.’

I fought the urge to tell her not to worry, that he would never really hurt me. I chewed my lower lip. ‘So he doesn’t know where I am?’

‘No. But it’s probably only a matter of time, right? I mean, where else would you go?’

‘I guess.’

‘Have you decided what you’re going to do?’

I held my breath for a moment. Let it out through my nose. ‘Not yet.’

‘Well, there’s no rush. The important thing is that you’re safe now. Everything else will work itself out.’

‘You think?’

‘I know.’

I longed for that kind of certainty.

After I’d moved back in with Donna, I avoided Ben for long enough to think I was over him. I remembered what I liked about being single. I took baths, read books and rediscovered channels on cable I’d been too embarrassed to admit watching. I never worried whether my bra matched my undies. That May, I sat in the apartment complex’s laundry room, on a counter meant for folding, as I reread The Bluest Eye, remembering why it was my favourite book of all time. Every few pages I’d look up to see how many minutes were left on my dryer. An old Hispanic woman shuffled in with a blue plastic laundry basket. We exchanged smiles and commiserated about the heat. It was over a hundred degrees outside and hotter in, the heat from the washers and dryers, running in a room without air-conditioning, making it seem like a sauna.

My hair was tied in a messy knot on top of my head, the wisps clinging to my damp face. My bare legs dangled off the counter, punctuated by flip-flops. Every couple of minutes, a droplet of sweat slid down my back. I’d peel the fabric away from my skin, pulling it back and forth, creating my own little breeze. I didn’t really mind the heat. There was something honest about it, something reliable. On a day like today, an ice cube on cement would disappear into the air in seconds, and I knew it. I had been out here for a year now and that made me feel like I was a legitimate Arizonan. This was what the last days of May in Arizona felt like. I was letting myself feel it.

Ben came in and bumped into the old woman as she was leaving. She shot him a nasty look; he seemed oblivious. I hadn’t seen him in three weeks, if you counted the last time he’d perched on Donna’s doorstep. I’d glimpsed him through the blinds, then returned to the couch and turned up the television volume.

What struck me immediately was how pale he looked. He stood in front of me, not speaking, his arms crossed over his chest. His eyes darted around the room, never seeming to settle on me. He swayed a bit, shuffled his feet, cleared his throat several times.

I thought maybe he was waiting for me to say something. I opened my mouth, without any idea what it would be.

Before I had to decide, he spoke: ‘My dad’s dead.’

I pushed my book out of my lap.

‘I know I shouldn’t be here,’ he said, moving away from me, facing the row of dryers. ‘I just didn’t know where to go.’

I stood up.

‘I should go. I’m sorry.’ He turned to leave but I caught his wrist. I wrapped my arms around him and his hands rested limply on my hips. I held him tightly, in spite of the heat, for silent sweaty minutes. I listened to his breathing, trying to figure out if he was crying. When he started kissing my neck, I didn’t feel like I could pull away. He was so fragile. At least, that was what I told myself to make it okay. It felt so good to have his lips on me, to feel his tongue against mine. It made sense. Kissing him felt like the most normal thing I’d done in weeks.

Later that afternoon, we made love at our apartment. It was ours again. We lay in bed, naked, with the sheets kicked off. He told me a story about the day his father had put his bicycle together and taught him how to ride. It was one of the only good memories he had of him.

He traced a finger along my lips, in circles around my eyes, down the bridge of my nose.

The second time Ben told me he loved me, he looked right into my eyes.

BEN

My father dying was about the only good thing he ever did for me. He and my mother split up when I was six. When he was home, my dad would sit on the couch with his feet on the coffee-table. That is the image I have of him. He’d blow air across the top of his empty beer bottle. My mother would jump at the sound and get him another. People used to think it was cute.

My brother Matt was four years older than me. He used to pick fights with my dad the moment he stepped in the door. It didn’t take a lot to set him off and I know Matt figured he could take the heat off our mom. Sometimes it worked.

I just stayed out of his way whenever he was home. My sister Amy was only three when he left. I’m not even sure she remembers how it was. My mother turning the pages of Goodnight Moon with her wrist in a beige Velcro cast. Learning to hug her gently. Sitting quietly in the back seat as the lady next door drove us all to the emergency room. Matt and I would sit next to each other in the waiting room, talking about He-Man. Amy would sit on Matt’s lap with her face buried in his shirt.

There were some nights when my father didn’t come home at all and my mother used to cry . I never understood that. Those were the only nights I felt like I could breathe.

After he left, I didn’t see him again until I was eighteen. He’d moved to Casa Grande and remarried. During study hall, my senior year of high school, I found his number on the Internet Yellow Pages, wrote it on an index card and carried it around in my wallet all summer, behind my fake ID. I didn’t really plan on calling him, but one night, after walking home from a party the cops had broken up, I did.

I met him for lunch three days later and we sat across from each other at a diner full of orange vinyl booths. I ordered a bacon cheeseburger with curly fries that came in a basket lined with paper and spotted with oil. He talked to me like we were old buddies, equals. He told me dirty jokes and charmed the waitress. He seemed to think we were there to shoot the shit. He had no idea that I was waiting for an apology, an explanation.

He asked if my mom still had a ‘flair for the dramatic’, said he hoped I knew better than to believe everything she said. He didn’t think I could remember.

I thought about maybe kicking his ass now that I was grown. I sat across the counter from him, sizing him up, counting the cigarettes he smoked, only half listening to his stories. Even with his hair greying, his gut spilling over his belt buckle, there was something about him that still intimidated me. It made me sick to my stomach.

We split the check and I never called him again.

Riley went with me to my dad’s funeral. She wore a sleeveless black dress, her hair tied in a ponytail at the base of her neck. She just held my hand the whole time. I don’t think I could have gone without her there.

The first time Riley and I had broken up, I really had gone to see a shrink, like I told her. I saw him three times. Dr Nelson. He wore short-sleeved dress shirts and dress pants that didn’t seem to fit him quite right. I could see his hairy legs above his black socks whenever he was sitting down. He seemed nice enough – struck me as someone who’d been picked on a lot as a kid.

He didn’t have a couch for me to lie on. We sat three feet away from each other, face to face, in the corner of his office. He occasionally scribbled things on a notepad. He told me not to feel self-conscious about it – it was just for his own memory. I hadn’t felt anything at all about it until he told me that.

Dr Nelson would tap his pencil against the side of his glasses as I spoke. His eyebrows knitted together in concentration and he nodded so slightly that I wondered if he had the beginnings of Parkinson’s. He didn’t really say much during our sessions. He asked a lot of questions – about my father, my childhood. How had it made me feel when my father hit my mother? How did I think it had affected me? What had it meant to me to live most of my life without a male role model? What had I learned about men, about anger, about love?

He asked a lot of questions but didn’t give me many answers. He did give me a prescription for Zoloft. A month without Riley, and I was a wreck.

Riley had seemed comforted by the fact that I was on medication. She seemed to think that explained away my temper, as though it was proof that things would be better now. That wasn’t exactly what Dr Nelson had said, but I didn’t tell Riley that. I let her believe what she needed to so she’d come back to me. I think people believe what they want to believe about most things.

I couldn’t answer the phone any more. Its ringing paralysed me. Four rings. Not knowing what I’d do if it was her. Not knowing whether I even wanted it to be her. If I’d have the nerve to pick it up or whether I would just listen to her voice. It always made my heart skip a beat when it was Riley saying, ‘Sorry we’re not here right now. Leave a message and we’ll call you back as soon as we can.’

She would too. She was always really good about that.

I hadn’t returned any of the phone calls.

Beep.

‘Hi, Ben. It’s Mom. Umm, I was just calling to invite you and Riley to dinner some time next week and I wanted to know which night was best for you. So call me. Okay? Okay. Buh-bye.’

Beep.

‘This message is for Riley Thomas? This is Joan from Dr Rosenberg’s office calling to confirm your two-ten appointment on July tenth.’

Beep.

‘Ben. This is Doug. Where were you today? Call me.’

Beep.

‘Ben? This is your mother calling. Are you there? . . . Hmm, I guess I missed you again. Well, I still need to know your schedule so I can plan that dinner. I’m inviting Matt. It’s been a while since I had all my kids together at the same time. So, just let me know if you have a preference. Otherwise we’ll have to go by Matt’s schedule. Call me! Love you, baby. Buh-bye.’

Beep.

‘Doug again. You’d better call me if you have a good reason for this disappearing act. Otherwise, consider yourself fired.’

Beep.

‘Hey, Ben. Mom says you’re MIA. Call me back.’

‘Matt?’ My voice cracked a bit from lack of use. A moment passed and I thought he had hung up.

‘Hey. You are there.’

‘Yeah, I’m here.’

‘Screening calls?’

‘Sort of.’

‘I guess I should feel honoured that you picked up for me, eh?’ Matt chuckled.

‘Yeah.’ I tried to chuckle back. It hurt my ribs and came out like a cough.

‘So Mom’s bugging me ’cause you don’t call her back. What’s that about?’

‘Oh, yeah. I keep forgetting. She’s planning a dinner or something?’

‘Yeah. She’s decided it’s been too long since we had dinner as a family. She’s making lasagne, I think. We’re supposed to agree on a night.’

‘You and me?’ I was stalling.

‘Yeah. I guess Amy doesn’t get a vote. So when are you free?’

‘Umm, I don’t know.’

‘Need to check with Riley?’

I hesitated. ‘Uh, yeah, I’ll check with Riley and call Mom tonight.’

Sometimes it was just easier to lie.

‘Okay, well, you do that. I told Mom any night except Saturday. I have a blind date.’

‘Oh?’ I tried to sound interested.

‘Yeah, don’t ask.’

‘Okay.’ I was relieved.

‘All right, man. I guess I’ll see you this week, then.’

‘Yep.’

‘Later.’

I pressed the hang-up button and leaned back. I liked the version of my life that I had sold to Matt. It felt good thinking about Riley coming home from work. Tossing her purse on the kitchen table and collapsing on the couch next to me. The way she would lean her head on my shoulder when she was tired. I’d kiss her forehead and we’d talk about how the day had been. I’d tell her about my mom’s dinner and we’d compare our work schedules for that week. She was the first girl I’d been with who didn’t mind spending time with my family. She’d help my mom in the kitchen while Matt and I sat on the patio with our beers. Their laughter would float out of the window, filling the yard. Even Amy liked her, which was a first. They’d talk about books and boys, their heads together, voices low.

I kept watching the door.

RILEY

Gracie was on the porch, wagging her tail. My dad was talking to her as he turned the steaks on the grill. Flames burst up, then settled. I couldn’t hear what he was saying. He talked puppy nonsense in a low voice.

I put the steak knives on the right, blades in. Setting the table had always been my job growing up. Whenever I was mad at my older brother, I used to lay his knife with the blade out. Passive aggressive. Nothing had ever come of it.

My mom walked quickly down the hallway carrying a pot in each hand. I set out the pot holders just in time. The small pot held green peas, the medium one mashed potatoes.

‘You keeping an eye on mine?’ she called out to the porch. She liked her bacon burned, her steak rare.

He didn’t answer, just came in with it on a plate. He put it on the table, made a cut into the middle, and held it apart with fork and knife so she could see the red fleshy centre.

‘How’s that?’ he asked, as the steak bled.

She nodded. ‘Just right.’ She patted him on the back, between the shoulders. He slid the steak onto her plate and returned to the porch. Gracie followed, tail wagging, hopeful.

My mom sat down across from me and scooped some mashed potatoes. Two scoops for my dad. She handed the pot to me and reached for the peas. They rolled around in the steak juices on her plate, into the potatoes on his. She hesitated one spoonful before the pot was empty and offered it to me, smiling.

‘No, thanks,’ I answered, and she spooned the last of the peas for him.

My dad came in with Gracie close on his heels. He set a plate in front of me and cut it for my inspection. It was pink in the middle, bloodless.

I shrugged. ‘Looks good to me.’

He shut the door to the porch. ‘Go lie down,’ he said to Gracie, and she did. He took his seat, poured himself a glass of red wine. The yellow sticker on the bottle said ‘$8.99’.

I’d made it through the week without revealing too much, but weekends were treacherous. Too many opportunities for conversation.

‘Sure was hot today,’ my mom said, brushing her dark hair off her forehead, behind her ear.

‘Nothing like the heat in Tucson, I’m sure,’ my dad said, through a mouthful of potato.

I nodded. My stomach tightened. ‘We don’t have mosquitoes like this, though.’

‘They’ve been just brutal this year,’ my mom said.

‘It’s all the water and humidity,’ my dad explained. ‘Tucson’s heat is a dry heat.’

I nodded again. My glass of water was perspiring on the table.

‘My oven’s a dry heat, too,’ my mom said.

My dad smiled into his plate.

The phone rang and my mom pushed her chair back from the table.

‘Let the machine get it,’ my dad mumbled, but she was already walking down the hallway. He shook his head, and stuffed a forkful of peas into his mouth.

‘It’s Ben,’ she said, holding the phone out to me.

The surprise I felt was illogical. I had been home for a week, and with every day that passed, it had become easier to believe that I had simply vanished from that other world.

I took the phone from her and smiled. ‘I’ll just take it in my room.’

I think she was trying to figure me out by watching my face.

‘How did you get this number?’ I asked, keeping my voice low as I closed my bedroom door.

‘Riley.’

He said my name. He said it softly the way he used to whisper it into my ear when we were making love. I felt my jaw loosen and I couldn’t talk over the lump in my throat. Neither of us spoke for a long time.

‘I found this number on the phone bill,’ he said finally, as if I’d been waiting for an answer.

I sat on the edge of my bed.

‘I miss you,’ he said.

I shrugged to myself. ‘I miss you too.’

‘Then come home.’

‘I can’t, Ben. I can’t.’

‘But I love you. I’m sorry.’ There was another long pause as he waited for a reply I didn’t have. ‘Just tell me what to do.’

‘There’s nothing to do.’

‘Don’t say that.’ His voice was thick and seemed to come from a part of his throat I wasn’t familiar with. ‘I don’t believe that. There’s always something you can do. Riley.’ He took a deep breath, held it for a few seconds before continuing. ‘Riley, I love you. You can’t just give up on me. Please. Don’t you love me?’

I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed my forehead into the palm of my free hand. ‘Don’t ask me that. It’s not fair and it doesn’t matter.’

‘How can you say that?’

My fingers and thumb applied pressure to my temples. ‘You know why I left. I’m not going to argue with you about it. I wish you weren’t someone I had to protect myself from.’

‘Just give me another chance.’

‘I’m hanging up now.’

‘Wait.’

‘Goodbye.’

I left the phone off the hook, took a deep breath, and returned to the dining room.
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I stood in the restaurant parking lot when my shift was over. Tomorrow was Independence Day and the sun had been sleeping for hours. Since monsoon season hadn’t yet begun, the nights were as warm as the days. The pavement trapped the heat in all afternoon and released it into the air after dark. I shifted my weight from one leg to the other. There was nowhere to sit and I’d been on my feet all day.

Ben pulled up about twenty minutes late. I climbed into the car. It seemed to take all the energy I had left to pull the door closed behind me. Ben started to slide his hand up my thigh and under my skirt. I swatted him away and turned up the AC so that it blew my hair wildly.

‘Cranky,’ he accused, pulling the car out onto the main road with a slight squeal of tyres.

‘You’re late.’ I sighed, leaning my head back and closing my eyes.

‘Yeah. I met the guys after work for a beer.’

I raised my eyelids halfway and looked at him without turning my head. ‘A beer?’

He smirked. ‘A few beers,’ he corrected.

I sat up. I could smell the alcohol in the car now. I could see the flush of his cheeks. ‘You’re drunk?’

‘Don’t start,’ he snapped.

We were silent the rest of the way home. All I could think about was that I was supposed to have got my period six days ago. During the month we’d been broken up, I’d been less than religious about my pill taking. I had wanted to talk to Ben about it but couldn’t seem to find the words. For days, every time I sat on the toilet, I checked the toilet paper for signs that the bleeding had started. It seemed like the First Response ad played during every commercial break, just to taunt me.

I gripped the handle on the car door as we cut someone off. They honked and Ben gave them the finger. I felt like being afraid for my life might be the least of my worries.

I imagined dying in the wreck. (Maybe Ben would live. Don’t the drunk drivers always survive?) After the autopsy, they’d discover I had been pregnant and everyone would be even more devastated. Do they do autopsies after car accidents? Maybe no one would ever have to know.

They’d send my body back to Massachusetts and some priest I’d never met would stand by my casket, talking about me to a church full of people who were supposed to actually know me.

I kicked off my shoes as we walked through the door.

‘So how long do I get the silent treatment?’ Ben asked, throwing his arms into the air in an exaggerated gesture of annoyance.

‘This isn’t the silent treatment. I just have nothing to say to you. I’m disgusted by you right now.’

‘Why do you have to make such a big deal out of it? I’m fine to drive. I know how much I can handle.’

‘Yeah. I imagine that’s what every drunk driver says right before they kill someone.’

‘Oh, man. You are such a drama queen!’ He slapped his thighs and laughed.

‘What? Fuck you, Ben. Excuse me if I don’t like being trapped in a car with a drunk.’

‘Take the bus next time, then.’

‘You know what? If I’d known you’d be driving drunk, I would have.’

‘Fine.’

‘Fine? You’re an asshole.’ I turned to walk away.

‘Watch your mouth.’

I turned back. ‘Don’t tell me to watch my mouth. If you act like an asshole, be prepared to be called an asshole!’

‘Then be prepared to be called a bitch, bitch,’ he sneered.

It was feeling just like a fight I’d had with my brother in high school.

‘You have no right to be pissed at me,’ I said, pointing a finger at him. ‘You’re the one behaving like an alcoholic. Do you want to turn into your father?’

The back of his hand crashed into the side of my face so fast. I didn’t have time to duck. I fell to the floor, more from shock than from the impact, I think. My knees buckled beneath me and I slumped to one side, the base of my left palm pounding into the carpet and keeping me from falling on my face.

I looked at him with my mouth open, mutely. I didn’t cry. He rubbed both of his hands over his face as if to erase the image of me. I was still there staring at him when he looked again.

‘Jesus Christ!’ he yelled, grabbing his car keys and dashing toward the door. He turned back to me, motionless on the floor. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he said again, yanking the door open and leaving in a rush.

I sat there for a while, my face throbbing. My teeth had sliced into the flesh inside my mouth. I spat blood into my hand and stared at it. I got up finally, noting the runs in my nylons, and went to the sink to clean up.

BEN

I tore out of the apartment that night, my keys pressed sharply in my fist. My first thought was to drive up the Catalina Highway toward Mount Lemmon but they had stopped letting cars up since the fire. I watched it smoke as I went up Interstate 10 and got off at the exit for Tangerine, driving away from the strip malls and apartment complexes. The land got really flat except for the house trailers and saguaros.

There was nowhere I could go. I couldn’t go home to Riley. The look in her eyes was still making me retch. I couldn’t go to my mother’s. What would I say?

When I was six years old, she’d packed each of us a suitcase and piled us into the station wagon without a word about where we were going. We’d spent several months in a two-bedroom ranch with my grandparents. The four of us shared the bedroom my mother had grown up in. Her dresser was still covered with trophies from spelling bees and science fairs. Matt had a sleeping-bag on the floor. Amy slept in a large white crib against the wall. My mom and I shared the twin bed and a scratchy blue blanket. She’d hold me against her body until she fell asleep, murmuring into my hair.

I pulled onto the dirt shoulder, rolled the windows down and turned off the engine. It was too hot to think or to sleep so I leaned back and watched the mountain burning in the distance, wishing I had a cigarette.

It had to have been her maternal antennae sensing something was wrong. That was why she kept calling, the lilt of her voice getting just a bit edgier with each unreturned message. The guilt weighed on me: making her worry just added to my list of sins. I had no excuse; I certainly wasn’t busy. The only reason I left the apartment was to get more cigarettes.

Amy was in the kitchen when I got to the house. I could see her through the window as I let myself in at the front door. She looked up from the sandwich she was making and scrunched up her face. ‘You look like shit,’ she said, tossing a knife into the sink and returning the mayonnaise to the refrigerator.

‘Thanks.’ I sat at the kitchen table and took off my sun -glasses.

Amy set down her sandwich and sat across from me. She had recently chopped off her blonde hair. It now ended abruptly at her chin. She left dark red lipstick marks on the white bread of her sandwich. Her eyes were lined in black. Riley never wore a lot of makeup. She had a little pot of lip-gloss she applied with her finger. She always tasted like raspberries.

‘So what’s wrong with you?’ she asked casually. She was trying to pretend she didn’t really care. It was sweet.

‘Nothing. How’s school?’ I rubbed my hand across my week-old stubble.

Amy tilted her head and her brow wrinkled. ‘It’s summer, Ben.’

‘I know, I know,’ I said quickly, rolling my eyes. ‘How were your grades?’

She shrugged. ‘I did okay. I got a C in Statistics, but the rest were As and Bs.’

‘Figured out your major yet?’

She groaned. ‘Let’s talk about something else. How’s Riley?’

I flinched. ‘We broke up,’ I said, pressing my hands flat against the table top, stretching my fingers apart. Riley used to tell me she loved my hands.

‘Ooh.’ Amy nodded with her mouth full of lettuce. She was a vegetarian. I wondered what else vegetarians put in sandwiches. ‘That explains it. Well, what happened?’

I was avoiding eye contact. ‘Stuff.’ Riley liked to hold hands about all the time. When I was driving, she’d lay her hand over mine on the gear shift. We’d listen to the radio and she’d squeeze out the beat to songs she liked.

‘Hmm. Stuff.’ Amy was waiting for me to go on. ‘Is Mom home?’ I asked, knowing full well that she was.

Amy sighed. ‘Yeah, she’s upstairs reading.’

I nodded, still looking at my hands.

‘So that’s really all you’re going to tell me?’ she asked, her blue eyes wide with exasperation.

‘There’s nothing more to tell,’ I answered.

Amy got up and put her empty plate in the sink. ‘Well, I’d love to grill you further, but I have to get to work.’ She put her hand on my shoulder. ‘I hope you feel better.’ She grabbed her purse off the counter and walked to the bottom of the stairs. ‘Mom, Ben’s here with a broken heart,’ she called. She spun around, blew me a kiss, and skipped out.

In moments, my mother was sweeping down the stairs, one hand on the banister, looking like something out of an old Hollywood movie. She wore a shapeless white dress with buttons down the front. Her pale-blonde hair was twisted up and held in place with a pencil. She was still wearing her reading glasses.

I stood up and she threw her arms around my neck, kissing me on each cheek. ‘What a lovely surprise.’ She beamed. ‘Can I get you something to drink? I didn’t hear you come in. Your sister’s not a very good hostess, is she?’

She flitted over to the cabinet to get glasses and then to the refrigerator. It looked like a dance. She could easily have passed for twenty years younger than she was.

‘This is freshly brewed,’ she explained, handing me a tall glass of iced tea. ‘Let’s go sit outside.’

I followed her to the patio. She turned on the mister overhead and we sat in the shade cast by the upstairs porch. It was 110 degrees.

‘I think we lost Buddy to the javelinas,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘He hasn’t been home since Thursday.’

Buddy was our cat. He was probably twelve years old. I wasn’t really sure how I felt about him being eaten by wild pigs. I thought it should have bothered me more. I didn’t really know what to say about it so I just shook my head the way my mother was shaking hers.

‘I like you with a beard,’ she said cheerfully. ‘But you really need a haircut. I could do it for you if you want.’

‘That’s okay.’

‘I could go get my scissors and just give you a trim while we talk.’

‘No, thanks.’ If she’d asked once more, I would probably have given in. Her energy was making me tired.

Less than a month ago we were all sitting out in the yard – Riley, Amy, my mother and I. It was a comfortable, almost cool, night. Riley and I were sharing a lounge chair, snuggled up, watching the fire in the sky. Mount Lemmon was burning. During the day, all that was visible was the smoke. At night, the blaze glowed brightly through the darkness.

Riley and I stayed in the yard all night, long after everyone else had gone to bed. Our first date had been at the top of Mount Lemmon. We’d had pie at the little tourist village called Summerhaven, where the altitude keeps temperatures about twenty degrees cooler than the city. She’d ordered blackberry and I’d had chocolate cream. We traded plates back and forth across the table. Once the pie was gone, we drank cup after cup of coffee until the sun set and we were shivering.

That night in my mother’s back yard, the two of us watched the flames as if we could will the fire to stop. By morning, only three hundred acres had been lost. We went back to our apart -ment feeling a mysterious power and celebrating our victory by going to sleep. We woke up from our nap to find that the wind had picked up and the flames had consumed the village and another four thousand acres of trees.

Riley sat on the floor in front of the television, watching the news footage with tears in her eyes.

‘Are you crying?’ I asked, making an effort to chuckle. On the television screen, the mountain looked like a volcano.

‘No,’ she said, scowling. She tried to blink them away, but a tear slid down the end of her nose and fell onto the carpet.

I sat down on the couch behind her. I never knew what to say when people cried. It made me feel itchy.

‘It’s just—’ She took a deep breath. ‘I was thinking. Now it isn’t going to be there, you know, years from now. We won’t be able to bring our kids there.’

‘Our kids?’

She got to her feet, wiped her face and groaned. ‘Never mind.’

I smirked at her as she blushed and looked away. She started to walk to the kitchen but I caught her arm and pulled her onto my lap. ‘You want to have my babies,’ I teased her.

She squirmed with embarrassment. I laughed at her.

She’d been so sure of us then.

The fire was still burning. It had destroyed more than eighty thousand acres by now. Over a quarter of the Santa Catalina Mountain Range. It was out of control. It would burn itself out and leave behind a barren black forest. There was nothing anyone could do. I watched the huge, billowing smoke fill the sky.

My mother sat Indian style in the patio chair, sipping her tea. ‘You don’t return phone calls any more.’

‘Yeah. Sorry about that.’

She shrugged. I was forgiven. ‘All right, so what’s this about a broken heart?’

‘Riley and I split up.’

She frowned. ‘Again?’ She liked Riley, used to joke that she’d be willing to trade me for her.

I gripped my glass of iced tea, but didn’t lift it. It was full and my hands were shaking. ‘This time she moved home.’

‘Where is she from again?’

‘Massachusetts.’

‘Wow. And she moved all the way back there?’

‘Yeah.’

‘When?’ My mother sipped her tea. The ice cubes crashed into each other quietly.

‘I guess about a week ago.’

‘What happened?’

I wished I hadn’t left my sunglasses in the kitchen. ‘We had a fight.’

‘About?’

‘Well, that’s not really important.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘So what is important?’

My mother was good at getting right to the heart of a matter. This was the kind of question she asked about most things, about life in general.

I could feel my breathing getting faster. I inhaled deeply and tried to let it out slowly. ‘She made me really angry and I just totally lost it.’

‘What does that mean?’ She set her glass on the table in front of her.

‘I guess I sort of freaked out. I think I scared her.’

‘Scared her how?’

‘Well, it’s just . . . I don’t think she’d ever seen me so mad. I don’t think I’d ever been so mad.’

‘What were you so mad about?’

I fidgeted in my seat, leaning back with my legs wide, then sitting forward, more compact. ‘I don’t really know exactly. She pushed my buttons. I just wanted her to shut up, you know?’

Her forehead crinkled. She tilted her head at me. ‘No,’ she said slowly. ‘So, you scared her with your temper?’

‘I guess. I mean, it was actually more than that.’

‘More?’

‘I kind of . . . I slapped her.’

My mother gasped. The colour drained from her face. Even her lips seemed to turn pale. ‘You hit her?’ Her voice was trembling.

I nodded.

‘How . . . how could you have let that happen?’

‘I didn’t mean to. It happened so fast. I—’

She held up her hand and shook her head at me. ‘Stop it.’ She looked like she was going to be sick. She seemed to be ageing decades right in front of me.

I looked away.

‘After what we lived through?’ She shifted in her seat, placing her bare feet flat on the Mexican patio tiles. ‘How?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘It’s my fault,’ she mumbled. She wasn’t looking at me any more. A distance opened up between us and it felt impossible to cross it. ‘I created this.’

‘No, it’s—’

‘Was this the first time?’

‘Yes.’ It was the first time I’d slapped her. I couldn’t bear to confess anything more. I’d got myself off on a technicality.

‘Well, she’s smarter than I was,’ she said, crossing her arms and leaning back in her chair. She held herself as if she felt chilled and stared at me with narrowed eyes, like I was an intruder.

‘Mom.’ I wanted her to remember I was her child. ‘I don’t know what to do. I love her so much.’

She leaned across the table and forced me to meet her gaze. ‘If you love her, you’ll let her go and never bother her again.’ She got to her feet, picked up my still-full glass of iced tea and returned to the kitchen.

That night was the first storm of monsoon season. In a matter of days, the fire was out.

RILEY

The news was reporting rain in Tucson. Monsoon season was about all the weathermen in Arizona had to live for because it was the one time of year when things were not predictable. They stood in front of news cameras with rain beating and shaking their fragile umbrellas, lightning flashing blue in black skies. Trees fell, roads flooded and they would interrupt your regularly scheduled programming to tell you about it.

During monsoon season, you could run the faucet all day and you’d never get cold water. All afternoon, the moisture hung in the air, grey skies promising the relief of rain but not always delivering on those promises. When it did rain, there’d be a reprieve from the humidity. A few hours of breathable air making it easier to sleep.

The washes would be filling with water by now: those parched river beds would strain with the unapologetic wetness of it. After months of baking in the sun, waiting for some relief, the earth was never prepared for the rain, couldn’t absorb it fast enough. It would fill the empty river, fill it to the brim, and overflow, flooding the streets, forcing cars off the road, pushing debris, transforming the land.

Donna said that every year the rain would take some poor Tucsonan by surprise. They’d be walking a dog in the heat of a July evening, trudging through the caked, dusty ground of the empty river bed. Or sleeping beneath a bridge, using a folded-up shirt as a pillow. The water would rush in so quickly that there’d be no hope of escape. She told me someone would drown every year, without fail. It seemed impossible to me, even knowing the weight of monsoon rain. But that was what she said.

I imagined the way these trapped wanderers would most surely claw at the edge, trying to climb out as the hard earth turned to mud in their hands. Their bodies would be found bloated and floating, the clothing ripped right off them, and they would be buried with clenched fists. Anyone who bothered to pry open their fingers would find two little mounds of red dust in their palms.

After I’d cleaned my knee and thrown away my nylons, I sat on the bed and stared at the phone. Once I told her what he’d done, it would be real. There’d be no going back, no pretending it hadn’t happened. I reached out once, twice, three times. I kept setting my hand back in my lap. It was shaking.

Ten minutes later, Donna let herself in and found me in the bedroom, folding shirts.

‘No time for that,’ she said, and she pulled the drawer from the bureau, dumped its contents into the open suitcase and tossed it to the floor. It made a loud crash, but didn’t break. ‘We’re outa here in five. You can pack it up all neat once we get it to my place.’

I nodded. She reached for my face and I pulled away, wincing.

‘Got any frozen vegetables?’

I grimaced.

‘Ice pack.’ She shrugged. ‘My mom had a boyfriend.’

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’m fine.’

Donna grunted her scepticism, but returned to emptying the bureau. Dave appeared in the doorway with an empty garbage bag in each hand. Donna finished packing the bedroom while I sat on the couch in the living room and pointed out what was mine, the life Ben and I shared reduced to the division of knick-knacks, DVDs and board games.

Dave wouldn’t let me help. He wouldn’t look at me, either. It made me feel embarrassed, the way he seemed embarrassed for me.

Donna pulled my suitcase to the front door and started banging around in the kitchen. She held up a coffee mug in the pass-through, her raised eyebrows forming a question. Ben and I had picked out those mugs the first weekend after I’d moved in. I shook my head. Dave brought the bags to the truck.

‘Ready?’

Donna held the door open and I got to my feet. I hesitated at the TV set, looking at the picture of Ben and me, that lost-little-boy look on his face. Donna was watching me. I had nowhere to put it.

‘Is that yours?’ She meant the television.

‘Nope,’ I said, and walked outside.

Neither of us was a picture person. That was the only photo of the two of us.

I sat on the stone steps to the screen porch, tossing the tennis ball for Gracie. She was hooked to the line that ran between the house and the oak tree fifty feet away. There wasn’t a good way to fence a yard that faced the water, and my parents were less concerned that she’d run off than that she’d go for a swim any time she felt like it. Without that run, Gracie would have trailed mud through the house nine months a year. And in winter she’d fall in an ice hole and never be seen again.

A mosquito alighted on my bare knee. I watched as it poked its needle-nose into my flesh. When I slapped my leg, Gracie dropped the ball and came running.

‘I think you forgot something, silly,’ I said, scratching the top of her head. She sat, panting her dog breath right into my face.

I flicked the dead bug into the grass. The streak of my own blood was the only proof that it had ever existed. The swelling would come later.

It was the Fourth of July. The neighbour kids were setting off firecrackers. The small popping noises came at uneven intervals. They made me jumpy.

I set the pregnancy test on the edge of the sink, sat on the toilet seat and told Donna she could come in. I held my head in my hands as we waited. People always describe these moments in life as seeming to take for ever. For me, it was exactly the opposite. It was like a wave crashing into my body, then rushing away as my feet sank into the sand. I’d barely been able to catch my breath before Donna said, ‘It’s time.’

I reached for the little plastic wand, looked down at it in my hand and shrugged. ‘It’s positive.’

Donna crouched on the floor and wrapped me in her arms, but I didn’t break down. I just sat there.

I got a flight to Boston the next morning. The urge to go home was even stronger than the urge to flee had been a year before. Logically, I knew this wasn’t a problem geography could solve, but it felt like the safest place to start.

I was sitting on the end of the dock, dangling my bare feet over the edge. It had rained a lot this spring and the water was cool on my ankles and calves. Gracie had grown tired of chasing her tennis ball and left it floating just beyond my reach. She waded back and forth in the shallow water nearby, occasionally jumping at a fish.

I heard the screen door slam and my mother’s footsteps fell softly behind me.

‘I didn’t think sunsets impressed you,’ she said, sitting beside me and swinging her legs over the edge of the dock. She was nearly always barefoot in summer. The soles of her feet were like leather. Mine were so tender I couldn’t cross the lawn without shoes on.

‘Yeah, seen one, seen ’em all,’ I said, quoting myself.

‘There aren’t really enough clouds to make a real pretty one.’ She sighed, squinting into the distance.

We sat there quietly for a moment. I swished my feet back and forth in the water.

‘She ever catch anything?’ I asked, nodding toward Gracie.

‘Nope.’ She chuckled. ‘But it doesn’t stop her trying. She’s an eternal optimist.’

‘Or just a really slow learner,’ I suggested.

‘Or that.’

We were quiet again. I wondered if it was a comfortable silence or not.

‘So, are you planning on telling me what’s really going on?’ she asked finally.

I kept looking at my feet in the water. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Okay.’

I held my breath for a while. I didn’t want to cry. ‘Things just didn’t really work out for me in Tucson.’

‘Okay. I’m sorry about that.’

‘I’m not going back.’ It was a little scary to say it out loud. As if that might make it true. As if it had suddenly been decided.

‘Is it about Ben?’

‘I don’t really want to talk about it.’

‘Okay.’ She had learned from experience that to push me was to risk an attack. It hurt to know that I had done this to her, to us. And yet I was grateful for it. It meant I didn’t have to lie.

‘I don’t really have it all figured out yet. I thought maybe I could stay here for a while.’

‘Of course you can.’ She put her arm around my shoulders. ‘Dad and I are leaving in a couple of days.’ My parents spent two weeks in Hawaii every summer. My mother passed her time on the beach, getting brown, or shopping for trinkets in the touristy shops near the hotel. My father went hiking and snorkelling and off-roading. They came home with photos of sailboats, lush hillsides, rainbows. Occasionally a waiter was enlisted to take their picture at dinner. ‘It would be a big help to have someone here to watch Gracie while we’re away,’ she said.

I knew that she must have already asked someone to watch Gracie. I knew I wasn’t really doing her a favour, but it was just like her to try to make me feel like I was.

I leaned my head on her shoulder and we watched the sun dip into the water.



PART TWO

TERESA

She locked herself in the upstairs bathroom and watched from the window until Ben got into his car and drove away. In the full-length mirror on the back of the door, she saw a woman cowering in a corner, hugging her ribs as if they needed holding in. Without her glasses, it could have been the younger version of herself, who had spent so many years cowering. More than a decade.

Teresa straightened up and crossed to the linen closet where she found a washcloth. She turned the faucet on, lukewarm water spilling onto the terry, and glanced up. In this mirror, when she looked closely, the years caught up. Her eyeliner was smudged into the fine lines she slathered with cream each night. The beauty industry made careful claims to reduce the appearance of wrinkles.

Translation? They’ll help lull you into the fantasy that it’s making a difference. For $19.95.

She buried her face in the cloth, turning the water off, mindful of conservation. She wanted to wipe away the day, along with the ruined makeup, but when she put down the dirty cloth it was still clear on her face.

Ben’s words. What had he said? He loved Riley. Teresa remembered that. Gary had always loved her best after. After.

Gary had been textbook. She’d found this out later, in support groups and the self-help aisle at the library. He’d wooed her passionately and swiftly and they’d moved to Phoenix right after the wedding. Those two hours away from her family in Tucson, without a car, might as well have been a fortress wall and a moat full of alligators. Whenever he lost control – that was the agreed-upon euphemism – his sorrow would break Teresa’s heart. Her forgiveness was all that could ease his torment.

In the peaceful hush of those library aisles, she’d read about the way abusers are made, how it gets passed from father to son. She’d worried about it with Matt, her alpha boy. He’d been ten when they’d left Gary, already standing up to his father. He was too small to do anything more than create a distraction, too easy to push away. She used to think: One of these days, Gary’s gonna hurt him. That was what had made her call home, despite her father’s warning when she’d announced the engagement. How had he put it? Something about the permanence of marriage. That once she’d gone to her husband’s house, she couldn’t come back. Surely he was just trying to scare his nineteen-year-old daughter into taking it seriously, or calling it off. But what he’d done was scare her out of asking for help.

Until she had. In the end, to Teresa’s relief and amazement, her parents welcomed her back with open arms. They’d all missed each other. Her parents had missed being the kind of grandparents they couldn’t be when Gary was limiting their visits. Teresa had missed being someone’s child, the love and protection that came with it. In the beginning she’d watched Matt’s caution with her father: he’d been slow to warm up. But she’d seen nothing like that in the younger two and reasoned they were simply too young for what had happened to have any lasting effect. Children are so resilient, or so she’d thought. Ben was her sensitive boy. Always more apt to cry than shake a fist. He was a quiet, moody teenager, but never got into trouble. When had he become angry and violent? She had missed it.

How could she have missed it?

Teresa shimmied to the middle of the queen-sized bed, put on her glasses and opened her book. It had taken several years, but she was used to it by now, the luxury of having it all to herself. And that was how she had come to see it: a luxury.

She flipped through the paperback, trying to find her place without a bookmark. Amy knocked lightly and pushed the door open.

She looked above the rims of her glasses to see her daughter. Amy’s skirt was too short, but it wasn’t Teresa’s job any more to tell her. Or was it? ‘Going out?’

‘Yep.’ Amy’s blonde hair was flat-ironed. Her lips were a deep shade of red. She was beautiful and young and trying too hard.

‘What time is it?’ Teresa asked.

‘Ten.’

‘And you’re just going out now?’

Amy smiled her crooked smile and rolled her eyes at her mother. ‘Yes, Mom. It’s Friday night.’

Teresa nodded.

‘Don’t wait up.’

It was Teresa’s turn to roll her eyes. ‘I’m just going to read my chapter.’

Amy turned to go, then turned back. ‘Are we doing family dinner tomorrow?’

Teresa scrunched up her face and pretended to think about it. ‘Just Matt, I think.’

Amy ventured closer and sat on the edge of the bed. She smelt like her plumeria body spray. ‘Did you talk to Ben?’

Teresa nodded again.

‘About Riley?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Do you think they’ll get back together?’

Teresa swallowed hard. ‘I don’t think so, babe.’

‘I liked her.’ Amy pouted.

‘I know.’ Teresa placed a hand over her daughter’s on the bedspread. ‘So did I.’

Teresa remembered Riley as such a sweet, sweet girl. She had a great, unselfconscious laugh. She and Ben were always holding hands, no over-the-top displays of affection. Just simple. Teresa had thought it was love.

Amy’s smooth brow furrowed. ‘You okay, Mom?’

Teresa blinked. ‘Yep. Just tired.’

Amy smiled broadly, then shook her head. ‘I hope you make it through your chapter.’ She leaned in for a quick hug.

Teresa held her, brushing the girl’s huge dangly earrings with her fingertips. ‘You don’t need any of this stuff.’

Amy pulled away and made a face. ‘I know.’ She got to her feet, tugging her skirt down. ‘I just like it.’

‘Okay,’ Teresa said, giving in. It didn’t seem fair that she couldn’t transfer her life lessons directly into her daughter’s head, that Amy would have to figure it all out on her own schedule. She would, though. She was a smart girl. Smarter than Teresa remembered being at that age.

Teresa watched her go, listened to the clickety-click of her fancy shoes on the tiles, the clang of the security door, the zush of her car driving away. Then she set her book on the nightstand, took off her glasses and turned out the light.

Teresa had been working toward her nursing degree when she’d met Gary, and dropped out when they moved to Phoenix. When she arrived on her parents’ doorstep, three kids in tow, she was thirty years old and had never had a real job in her life.

For months, the six of them crowded the dinner table. Teresa did her best to keep their presence as inconspicuous as possible. She’d hush the boys, chase Amy around the yard and try to keep toys out from underfoot. She got a part-time job working at a grocery store. Her mother looked after Amy, and Teresa was always home before school got out.

After her first week, she tried to sign her paycheck over to her father, but he refused. ‘It’s not enough,’ he said.

Teresa’s face grew hot and she struggled to breathe. Did he want her working full-time? What about the boys? Her head swam.

He looked up from his desk to see her standing, deflated, holding her insignificant earnings. ‘No, no, no,’ he said, realizing what she thought he’d meant. He pushed his chair back from his desk. ‘You’ve got three kids. A grocery-store bagger won’t cut it.’

Teresa wanted to argue that she wasn’t a bagger, but she suspected that wasn’t his point.

He cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck. ‘I was paying for nursing school and I’m happy to pay for you to finish.’

Teresa was too desperate to refuse. She was learning that pride was a luxury. So, instead, she dissolved into a weepy mess. Her father stammered and fidgeted until her mother came to rescue them from the discomfort of an overt emotional display.

There was no way to finish nursing school: Teresa’s credits no longer counted. But she qualified as a licensed practical nurse and started working at the Whispering Pines Nursing Home. When Amy started kindergarten, Teresa went back for her registered nurse’s licence. The nursing home helped pay for that and she was able to buy the house, without help from anyone, when Matt was a junior in high school. Whenever they met her parents for dinner, her father would reach for the bill and she’d snatch it away. ‘Psh,’ she’d say.

The house was a bit of a fixer-upper; that was why she’d been able to afford the down-payment. But Teresa wasn’t daunted. She took some classes at Home Depot, became an expert with a caulk gun and made the boys earn their allowance. She retiled the upstairs bathroom with minimal help from Eddie the plumber.

Before Eddie had left that day, he asked Teresa to dinner. He asked all casual-like, as if it didn’t really matter if she said no, as if this was just something people did. Teresa was thirty-six and hadn’t shaved her legs above the knee in six years. Eddie was thinning on top but he had nice eyes and he hadn’t talked to her like she was an idiot woman, the way a lot of those construction types were fond of doing. Teresa smeared her grouty fingers on her blue jeans and shrugged. Why not?

They met at a hole-in-the-wall Mexican place Teresa had never heard of. He showed her a picture of his son, who’d just joined the air force. It was one of those wallet-sized photos with the flag in the background. Teresa retold a joke of Amy’s and didn’t botch the punch line. It was going well. Then Eddie slapped the table to emphasize a point. Something about the election. The silverware jumped and Teresa burst into tears. He was perplexed and deeply apologetic, which only made it worse. She was glad they had taken separate cars.

She found another plumber. He was older than her father and hardly spoke English. He reminded her of the old men she took care of at work. They got along great.

CAROL

When Riley was younger, she’d always made friends with the strays. The fat girl. The girl who never brushed her hair. The smelly kid. Her teachers always sat her next to the one who needed a little extra help. In first grade, she spent recess in the coat closet, teaching Matthew Conner to read. When one of the popular girls told her to choose between playing with them or the chubby girl, Riley was disgusted. She refused and went over to Trudy who was by herself at the jungle gym. She played with Trudy without another thought to the girls who thought she should rather play with them. She didn’t even think she had made a sacrifice.

When Riley told Carol these things, she was proud the way a mother should be. Still, she worried sometimes that it might hurt Riley one day. Girls could be so cruel. And popularity seemed to get more important with every passing year. She’d seen it with Riley’s brother. The compromises he made, the risks he took to impress. He’d been in a fistfight on a dare. Came home with a bloody nose and no good reason. Girls were different. They could ruin you with a whisper, a glance. It comforted her when Riley befriended a boy in second grade. That friendship stuck. They took care of each other.

When Riley was in high school, she told her mother everything. Carol knew about every crush she had on a boy, every fight she had with a friend. She’d give the play-by-play with her legs dangling from a kitchen stool, elbows on the table, as Carol stirred the spaghetti sauce on the stove.

Like any teenager, Riley would argue about curfew or whether she could get her ears pierced. She liked to have her say, but in the end, she always resigned herself to whatever her mother decided. Her only real rebellion had been about going to church every Sunday, and that had been Mark’s territory. Carol was the one Riley confided in. She let her mother read the poems she wrote; so full of angst and adolescent passion. Riley was a virgin when she graduated high school. She had never been in love. She’d only ever been to one party where there had been alcohol present, and she’d had soda. Carol knew a lot of parents would say she was being naïve, but Riley didn’t lie to her. They talked about everything. Carol could trust her.

Once she’d gone away to college, Riley only called home when she needed money. She sat, tight-lipped, in the passenger seat on the two-hour drive home for school breaks. She answered questions with as little detail as possible. Sometimes she just huffed, rolled her eyes, shrugged as an answer. She volunteered nothing.

Carol felt like she’d lost her best friend. Not just ‘like’. She had.

Carol’s friends told her it was normal. They all had kids who had hated them since they were twelve. One friend gave her the number for her therapist. Carol made an appointment in the middle of the week and never told Mark anything about it. The therapist said this was all just part of Riley’s growing up and separating herself from her mother. It was healthy, she said. She kept using the word ‘autonomy’. She was in her thirties. She had small, perky breasts and her hair curved under her chin, just so. She had an eight-by-ten family portrait on her desk, the kind they took at Sears. Her son looked about four. What did she know about it? Nothing.

Carol left her clothes in a pile at the side of the bed, pulled a nightgown over her head. Mark was reading, oblivious to her fleeting nakedness. Twenty-five years of marriage, two kids. It was different than she had imagined it would be. Carol had been only twenty-one that first year, throwing things and slamming doors when he’d said the wrong thing. They didn’t fight like that any more. He still said the wrong thing sometimes. She grumbled, went for a drive, got over it. Carol thought by now she’d have taught him that tulips were her favourite flower, how to remember anniversaries. Instead, somehow, she had learned to be satisfied with grocery-store carnations, and never to be subtle when dropping hints.

Carol slid her legs under the covers. ‘Are you all packed?’ she asked, glancing to her right.

Mark grunted.

Carol wasn’t sure if it was a ‘yes’ grunt or a ‘no’ grunt. ‘I’m worried about her.’

‘Riley?’

She sighed. Who else? ‘Yes, Riley. I feel bad leaving her right now.’

Mark closed his book and put it on the nightstand. ‘Carol, she’s a grown-up now. Isn’t she?’

She hated when he said her name. He only used it when he was exasperated with her. ‘She just seems really upset about the break-up.’

He scratched his head. His black hair was streaked with silver. His greying made him distinguished because he was a man. Hers was covered with Loving Care. ‘Well, that’s what people do, right? They break up. They get upset. They survive.’

‘Well, your concern is impressive.’ Carol rolled over and turned out her light.

‘What are we supposed to do? We can’t exactly cancel our trip at this point. She wouldn’t want us to anyway. She’d hate that.’

‘I guess.’

‘Is this her first big break-up?’ Mark asked, yawning, turning out his own light.

Truth was, Carol didn’t know. How would she?

‘Well, don’t worry so much, babe. She’s tough.’ He kissed her on the cheek and settled into his pillow.

He was right. Riley was tough. She must have got that from him. As the years passed, they seemed more and more alike. Riley had left for college with three suitcases, a trash can full of CDs, a lamp. Wide-eyed and chatty. A younger version of her mother. She’d come home with her eyes full of secret stories, her mouth closed. A younger version of him.

That first year, Riley had decided to spend her spring break with her college roommate and her family. They had a cottage on the Cape. How could Carol compete with that? The week was cool for April and Carol took an odd pleasure in knowing that it would be even colder on the coast.

Instead of listening to Riley gush about her new life, she’d sat on a plaid couch in the basement of a church. Mark had been beside her, holding her hand and pretending to understand why they were there.

The truth was, he’d found Carol crying in the bathroom again. It was how she started her morning. She sat on the lid of the toilet and cried at her reflection in the mirror. Seeing the sadness in her face was like watching someone cry on television. The longer she watched, the harder she cried.

When Mark asked her why, Carol couldn’t tell him. She didn’t know. He’d suggested she talk to someone, but she’d refused to go alone. So here they were, trying to fix her.

Father Joe sat behind a desk. All the priests went by their first names, these days. Decades earlier, Mark and Carol had sat together in Father Flannery’s office, in another church basement not very different from this one.

Father Flannery had wanted to be sure that they were taking things seriously. He wanted them to make a commitment to the Church, to raising their children in the Catholic faith. They’d nodded, and Mark had said, ‘Yes, sir, yes, Father,’ and cleared his throat.

Father Joe wore a cranberry cardigan. He was probably in his thirties but was balding prematurely. He had fashionable eyeglasses and rubbed his chin when he was thinking.

Father Joe said it was perfectly natural for couples to experience stress during this time, the ‘empty nest’. Mark nodded. Father Joe said it would be a good thing for them to feel okay with that stress, allow it to exist, acknowledge it. Don’t feel embarrassed or ashamed about it.

Carol looked at the wooden crucifix above his head and thought about shame.

Father Joe leaned forward, elbows on his desk, hands clasped together. Carol thought he was going to start praying over them. Instead he spoke. ‘Perhaps you need to change your perspective a bit,’ he said. ‘This is an excellent time for the two of you to reconnect, reaffirm your commitment to each other. You’re entering a new stage in your relationship. You need to get to know each other again, not just as parents, but as individuals, lovers, friends.’

Father Joe recommended that they try an exercise. Later that night, when they were alone, Mark and Carol should gaze into each other’s eyes for thirty seconds. They should resist the urge to look away. It would feel strange at first, he said, but eventually it would come to feel better. It would promote intimacy.

They tried it that first night. They sat across from each other on their couch at home. Carol sat with her feet underneath her and Mark sat beside her with his head turned. Mark had hazel eyes. They were green, really, with gold-brown stripes. The white part of his eyeballs was tinted blue like skimmed milk. Carol felt her nose twitch. She counted one-one-thousand, two-one-thousand all the way up to ten-one-thousand and thought it must be over soon. She blinked. Mark’s watch beeped to signal the end of the thirty seconds. He looked down at it and back at her. They shrugged at each other.

It got harder and harder to find those thirty seconds. Carol wondered if Father Joe had ever done such an exercise, this middle-aged man who’d never been married. What did he know about intimacy?

About a week after they’d met with Father Joe, Mark brought Gracie home. Carol pretended to be mad at first. She didn’t like surprises. But it wasn’t Gracie’s fault. She was a helpless little ball of fur and she needed someone. She liked to sleep in Carol’s lap. She’d spend hours there, yelping in her sleep, making little suckling motions with her mouth, her eyelids flickering. Carol’s legs would fall asleep. She’d miss phone calls, not wanting to wake her.

When Mark came home from work, Gracie would dance with uncontained excitement. He’d chuckle; Carol could tell he got a kick out of it. On weekends, they’d take Gracie to the park or the pet store. At dinner they’d talk about her training. Carol would tell him the funny things she’d done that day.

Their orbits were realigned with Gracie at the centre.

RILEY

The pond is a deep purple at night. I stand on the screen porch squinting into the darkness. Gracie’s figure is only slightly blacker than the blackness as I try to see the shape of her body. Is she ready to come in? Is she still doing her business? I can hear her rustling in the grass and I wait, the straining of my eyes useless.

The days have been so hot lately and even the nights have been muggy, but tonight there’s a chill in the air. I feel as if I could just slip outside and down the stairs and simply walk into the cool water. I wouldn’t have to go very far before it would be over my head and then my poor swimming would do the rest. I could close my eyes and let the water fill my mouth. It wouldn’t even take much of a decision. They might think it was an accident. Well, maybe not, if I was fully dressed, but perhaps they could if they wanted to. A lot of things are easy to believe when you want to.

Suddenly Gracie is bounding up the stairs to me and I open the screen door to let her in. The plastic roller that connects her leash to the line of the run makes a zzzzz above her head as she approaches. She sits as I lean against the screen and unhook her collar. The wide mesh rectangle was once pulled taut but it has begun to billow out and I remind myself I could push through it one of these days and then my mother would have a fit.

When we get to the kitchen, I pull a treat from the cookie jar and throw it into her drooling mouth. She catches it with a snap and I scratch the top of her head.

‘One hour left till B-E-D, kiddo.’ I have to spell it out or she’ll run into her crate right now. ‘So what do you want to do?’

I’ve been talking to her a lot more now that my parents are away. It feels like the two of us are locked in a bubble containing this house and the pond and nothing else. We’re trapped in time, the present moment all that exists.

I ask her how she feels about the wardrobe of the woman who anchors the midday news. ‘Are those shoulder pads?’ I ask her.

She cocks her head to one side, crinkling her eyebrows into a pair of question marks.

‘What do you want, Lassie?’ I ask her.

She doesn’t answer. I tell her that if it were up to her, Timmy would stay in the well. I decide we’re having a staring contest. She blinks. I win. She keeps staring.

Jack arrived on a Saturday at midnight. He’d driven up from New York where he was in graduate school. I’d sent him an email on Friday, finally confessing the whole story with Ben, telling him everything I couldn’t bear to say out loud: from broken dishes to missed periods. Everything.

Jack and I had been best friends since the second grade when he’d punched Lindsay Winters for pushing me off my swing. We’d spent the majority of our childhood up a tree in my back yard pretending to be in The Swiss Family Robinson. Our parents used to think we’d get married when we grew up. Neither of us ever thought that. We smoked pot together for the first time right before we went off to separate colleges. We stayed in touch on opposite coasts, emailing and running up crazy phone bills between summers. Jack was the first person I talked to when I lost my virginity in my freshman year of college. A few days later, I got a package from him in the mail. He’d sent me the book Sex For Dummies, along with a note. He’d printed neatly in blue ink on a yellow Post-it: ‘Well, if you’re gonna do it, make sure you’re doing it right.’ Jack knew everything there was to know about me. This was the first time I’d kept something from him since we were kids.

He came through the door without knocking. I’d heard his car, and was walking down the hallway. He left his jacket and backpack in a pile on the floor and met me with a hug. He squeezed the oxygen right out of me. Suffocation had never felt so good.

‘Why didn’t you tell me any of this?’ he asked, sitting next to me on the couch in the living room. Looking into his face, I saw him less objectively than I saw most people. I saw his eight-year-old chubbiness, long since shed. I saw his thirteen-year-old buzz cut and the later blond shag. I saw the too-round glasses that had been replaced with contacts. I saw every facial expression he was capable of.

‘Well, if I had told you, I probably wouldn’t have been able to justify staying with him,’ I said. ‘I loved him.’

‘Do you still?’

I was quiet for a moment, pretending to think. ‘I don’t know.’ I was still hoping Jack might help me find a way to put it all back together. He was good with grey areas: he’d see what I saw. He’d find me a loophole so I could go back.

He nodded. ‘You know that sounds crazy, right?’

I sighed. There would be no loopholes from Jack.

‘You know I want to have him killed?’

‘Yeah.’ I smiled in spite of myself. ‘I know.’

‘It’ll just take some time,’ he said, reaching for my hand. ‘Eventually you’ll want to have him killed too and then you’ll be my sane Riley again.’

I leaned my head against his shoulder. ‘I’m just so tired.’

‘I know.’ He squeezed my hand and kissed the top of my head.

‘I have an appointment at a clinic on Monday.’

‘Are you sure that’s what you want to do?’

‘Yeah. I mean, can you imagine me as a mother?’

‘Well, that’s not really important. The question is, can you?’

It had been less than a week since the test had confirmed my fear. Every time I felt the slightest gurgle in my stomach, I wondered, Is that it? But, no, it was too early. I’d always had an overactive imagination. I just needed to shut off my brain.

‘Laura’s pregnant again,’ I said.

‘Wow. How old is Isabel?’

‘Fourteen months.’

‘Is she happy about it?’

‘Very.’

‘She’s going to have her hands full.’

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘Did you tell her about everything?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Did you tell her any of it?’

‘No.’

‘Riley.’

‘I wanted to. I just couldn’t. And we were sitting there, both of us pregnant, both of us experiencing the same thing, yet none of it being the same at all. It was surreal.’

‘You should let her be there for you. She’d want to be.’

‘I know.’ I shrugged. ‘She thinks I’m back in Tucson already.’

Jack sighed. ‘You’re such a stupid little girl,’ he said lovingly, wrapping his arm around my shoulders.

‘Hey.’ I scowled. ‘I didn’t lie to her. She just kind of assumed.’

‘Right. You never lie, but somehow you still manage to keep your secrets. You just tell us what you think we want to know.’

‘That’s not true,’ I protested.

‘You think you’ll scare us away with the truth? You’d be surprised. All we really want to know is you.’

That night I had a dream about Ben. We were sitting in a rowboat in the middle of the pond. I could see my parents’ house in the distance: a little white cottage with green shutters. Ben reached into the cooler at his feet, but instead of pulling out a beer, he pulled out a baby. The infant was wrapped in a white blanket. I couldn’t see its face. The sun went behind a cloud and the water became a deep navy. Thunder roared and we were sloshing about in the tiny boat, the shore no longer visible.

‘I’m scared,’ I said.

Ben just laughed.

The rain was painful against my flesh. The drops were big, like monsoon rain.

Ben fell out of the boat, still holding the baby. His body slipped noiselessly into the water. I leaned over the side, screaming his name, searching for him with my eyes.

Lightning lit up the sky. An ocean of blue waves rocked the boat. All I could hear was the sound of rain hitting the water.

I stayed in the boat.

JACK

He was grateful for the waiting room and the magazines filled with pictures of famous people. There were captions for a lot of the photos, but he couldn’t bring himself to read them. J-Lo wearing pink satin. Nicole Kidman, seeming six feet tall even now, without her little ex-husband. Britney Spears, in orange, looking like the Mad Hatter.

There were three women behind the reception desk. The partition window was closed, their mouths pressed wordlessly against telephone receivers, their fingers tapping noiselessly on computer keyboards. Making appointments for girls who needed Pap smears and diaphragms and abortions.

The walls were the colour of Pepto-Bismol. The carpets were turquoise. Jack thought it looked like the decorator had been a thirteen-year-old girl in 1983. A blonde woman sat across from him, filling out papers on a neon orange clipboard. Jack reached for a discarded section of newspaper, folded in thirds, crossword puzzle on top. Someone had already started completing it, in pen, and had stopped partway through. Seventeen, down. Summer in France. Three letters. Riley had taken French in high school; Jack had taken Spanish. He didn’t have a pen anyway. He picked up the People magazine he’d already skimmed.

The blonde woman got to her feet and handed in her clipboard. She returned to her seat and exchanged a look with the man beside her. Not quite a smile. Not a grimace. He took her hand and they both stared into their laps. Jack wondered about them. Wondered whether they were in the midst of a catastrophe or just arming themselves against one. Either way, they were holding hands.

Riley came back into the waiting room, looking pale. A nurse in a purple hospital shirt held her arm, talking to her so softly that Jack couldn’t hear what she was saying. Riley was searching the room, not listening. Her eyes were wide, scared. She was looking for Jack. Seemed to relax when he stood up, leaving the magazine on the seat behind him and bounding toward her in long strides.

He took her other arm. The nurse held out a piece of paper, a prescription for the pain. She spoke to them in a low voice, smiled, and said, ‘You take care, now.’ She released Riley’s arm and Jack walked her to the exit.

Outside, Riley’s shoulders started shaking. Jack stopped to hug her, but she pushed against his chest. ‘Get me out of here,’ she said, fat tears flying from her eyelashes. She tightened her grip on his arm and put her head down, heading to the car as though she was walking into a fierce wind.

When they were twelve, Riley and Jack used to walk to her house after school. They hated taking the bus and her house was within walking distance from the junior high. They had to cross one major street. Wait for the ‘Walk’ sign. Riley always liked to press the button. Jack let her.

Riley’s parents wouldn’t let her walk home by herself. They were more worried about that busy street than they were about strangers stealing little girls. That was before girls like Elizabeth Smart were dominating the evening news. Back then, people believed without a doubt that a quiet neighbourhood would keep their children safe.

All the way home, Riley talked about Josh Casey. He was in the grade ahead of them. The eighth-grade dance was three weeks away and Riley was trying to figure out how to get him to ask her. That afternoon they’d had lunch at his table. Jack’s elbow had bumped against his seven times during the half-hour. Riley sat across from Jack with her face flushed and her mouth perpetually full.

‘You didn’t even talk to him,’ Jack told her, sneering. Jack hadn’t been able to talk to him either. He’d listened while Josh told Bobby Nelson about the All Terrain Vehicle he wanted for his birthday. His mother didn’t think he should have it, but he was working on his father. He was pretty sure he was going to get it.

Riley’s shoulders slumped. ‘I know. Maybe you could talk to him,’ she suggested, her eyes brightening. ‘Find out if he likes me.’

‘Uh-uh, no way,’ Jack said, trying to shake off the feeling of that imagined conversation with a shake of his head.

Riley sighed. ‘He probably doesn’t even know I exist!’

‘Jeez, you’re so dramatic. We’ve been in school together since first and second grade.’

‘Well, do you think he’ll ask me?’ She looked up at Jack. Looked him in the eyes.

‘No,’ Jack said. It made him feel gross to be so mean to her but he couldn’t help himself. ‘Why would he?’

He turned away as her eyes moistened. He thought he’d seen her bottom lip tremble.

They walked in silence for a while. When they reached the ‘Walk’ sign, Riley shoved her hands into her pockets.

‘Go ahead,’ Jack said, wanting to pretend this was the same as every other day.

Riley shook her head. Turned away and acted as if she was looking down the street.

Jack pushed the button.

He kept trying to find ways to fill the silence. All he could think about were Josh Casey’s elbows. His green plaid button-up flannel shirt. His big hand gripping a red and white milk carton. Josh and Jack riding his ATV through the woods. Josh and Riley dancing to ‘Stairway To Heaven’.

Once they’d crossed the street, Riley found her voice. ‘Maybe you shouldn’t come over today,’ she said. ‘I have a lot of homework.’

They were in all the same classes. Had planned it that way on purpose.

‘But I already missed the bus,’ Jack said, pointing out the obvious.

Riley shrugged her backpack off her shoulder, put a hand on her hip and turned toward him. ‘You’re supposed to be my friend, Jack!’

‘I am your friend,’ he said softly, in one last-ditch effort to play oblivious.

‘Then why don’t you think he’d ask me?’ Her anger dissolved quickly to hurt. She flopped down into the grass. The world came to a stop at the side of the road. Their world.

Jack sat down opposite her, crossing his legs and pulling fistfuls of new grass out of the ground. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said weakly.

‘You think I’m not pretty enough?’

Jack thought Riley was the prettiest girl in their whole school. He was biased. ‘Of course you are.’

‘Then why?’ she yelled up at him, sticking out her chin and holding her face the way she did whenever she was about to cry.

Jack didn’t want her to cry. He didn’t want to make her cry. ‘I don’t want him to like you,’ he said, looking down.

‘Why not?’

‘Because I like Josh Casey,’ he said.

Riley tilted her head at him. Scrunched up her face.

Jack held his breath.

And then her face relaxed, as if she had just unravelled an impossibly tangled telephone cord. ‘Oh,’ she said finally. ‘Okay.’

Jack tried to let the air pass through his lips quietly.

‘Why didn’t you tell me? I’ve been talking about him for weeks,’ Riley said.

Because I thought you might laugh. Because I thought you might tell everyone at school. Because I was afraid you wouldn’t love me any more. ‘I don’t know.’

Riley put her hand over his and smiled. ‘It’s okay,’ she said, looking him in the eye to show that ‘it’ was everything. ‘Josh is probably too tall for me anyway. It would be hard for dancing. You’re more his height.’

Jack rubbed his eye against his shoulder, nodded.

‘Let’s go,’ she said, pulling him up with one hand, grabbing her book bag with the other. ‘My mom will think we got hit by a Mack truck.’ She slid her bag onto her right shoulder, hooked her left arm in his, and they hurried home together.

The night of the eighth-grade dance, Riley and Jack sat on the floor in her living room watching Footloose. She loved the part where Kevin Bacon gives his friend in overalls dancing lessons. Rewound it and made Jack watch it four times before he told her to knock it off and they watched the rest of the movie. Its soundtrack could still cure Jack of just about any funk he got into.

Years later, she’d joke that she’d been relieved when Jack had told her he liked Josh Casey: she’d been afraid he was about to confess a crush on her.

Riley shivered under her thick comforter. Jack wanted to take her temperature but she said she was fine.

‘I just need some sleep,’ she assured him, through chattering teeth. ‘This is just what I do.’

At first Jack wasn’t sure what she meant. Then, in a flash, he remembered the night they’d found out Mandy Spitzer had killed herself. Hanged herself in a closet when they were juniors in high school. Mandy sat behind them in American History. Riley had been over to her house once. They had been partners on a project about the Boston Tea Party. Mandy’s mother had been the one to find her. Riley had started shivering as soon as she’d got off the phone. Said she couldn’t stop picturing it, that it was the most horrible thing she could imagine.

Riley had her eyes tightly closed, deep crevices in her forehead. She looked so small. So breakable.

Broken. She looked broken.

Jack switched out the light and hoped she would sleep.

RILEY

4 p.m.

I can hear Jack in the kitchen with Gracie. He’s feeding her dinner. I hear her bowl as it scrapes against the wood floor. She sucks it down quickly and he takes the bowl away. He says, ‘Good dog,’ in a low voice. He’s trying to be quiet.

4.55 p.m.

I hear his footsteps outside my bedroom. I keep my eyes closed as the door eases open. I feel him watching me. I want him to go away. The door clicks shut and suddenly I wish he would come back. I can’t bear to be alone any more, but I can’t find my voice to call to him.

My pillow is damp with tears I don’t remember crying.

6.20 p.m.

There’s half a glass of grapefruit juice on the nightstand. He’s told me to drink it all. I look for a potted plant to dump it in. I hate grapefruit juice. And I hate him for forgetting that. He touches my forehead and seems satisfied. I close my eyes and feel him rising from his perch on the mattress.

His hand brushes the light switch on his way out.

10.52 p.m.

Jack picks up the juice and replaces it with water. I hadn’t even heard him come in. Darkness outlines the window blinds. The ice cubes hiss, snap, and are silent. Jack tucks the blanket under my chin and his footsteps fall lightly on the carpet on his way to the door. I wait until he has left before I kick off the covers. He means well.

7.42 a.m.

I’ve been in bed for hours, neither fully awake nor asleep. I see my arm lying beside me but I can’t feel it. I half wonder whether it’s really attached to my body. Some part of me knows I’m being ridiculous. I think about moving my fingers, but my hand remains motionless.

8.15 a.m.

Jack comes into the room and sees that my eyes are partly opened. This seems to make him happy. His mouth is moving rapidly but I don’t catch all that he’s saying. He seems to be discussing the weather. I suppose that’s all you can talk about at times like this. He sits on the edge of the bed and takes my hand in his, and it’s only then that I can feel it’s actually a part of me.

In the morning, Jack brought me a bowl of oatmeal. He knew just how I liked it, without asking. He’d made a smiley face out of the maple syrup. I was curled up on the couch, wrapped in my mother’s purple afghan. The house was wrapped in early-morning fog. Beyond the glass doors, steps from the screen porch, the pond could not be seen.

‘So when are you going to call Laura?’ he asked, sitting next to me on the couch. He sat at an angle, looking right at me, trying to make eye contact.

I made a face.

‘She’s going to figure out that you’re home.’

‘No, she won’t.’ I stirred the oats, disfiguring the syrupy grin.

‘She’ll figure it out when I call her and tell her,’ he said, folding his arms across his chest.

That made me look at him. ‘Jack.’

‘Riley. You need to let your friends take care of you. I can’t do it from New York. You need her.’

‘No, Jack. I can’t face her.’

‘Laura? What are you talking about? Laura loves you.’

‘I just need some time to myself. Don’t call her. Promise.’

He groaned. ‘Fine. But you need to take care of yourself. Starting with, eat that. You haven’t eaten anything since I brought you home.’

‘You pay too close attention,’ I grumbled, dipping the spoon into the oatmeal, lifting it to my mouth.

‘I wish I could stay longer,’ he said.

‘Me, too. But it’s okay. You have a life to get back to. Ethan must miss you.’

Jack shrugged. ‘He’s probably using this as an excuse to spend the weekend watching TV in his underwear.’

I smiled. ‘I’ll miss you,’ I said, and I meant it. Still, a part of me was eager to be alone. Having Jack to talk to meant thinking about things, feeling it all, and I didn’t want to. It was too much.

‘I’ll miss you, too,’ he said, standing up. He’d already put his bags in the car. I’d only got up this early so that we could say goodbye. In moments, I would be back under the covers, leaving the oatmeal to turn to cement.

‘I’ll be calling you,’ he said. ‘And you’d better not feed me a bunch of bullshit.’

‘I won’t.’ I placed the bowl on the coffee-table.

He raised an eyebrow.

‘I won’t, Jack. Come on. Give me a hug.’ I stood up and Jack hugged me tightly.

He pulled back, holding my shoulders and looking in my eyes. ‘I love you.’

‘I know. I love you, too. Thanks for everything. I don’t know how I could have made it through the last few days without you.’ We walked to the door, arm in arm.

‘Well, that’s why you have friends – so you don’t have to be alone.’ He stepped off the porch and turned back. ‘Think about calling Laura, okay?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Drive safely.’

The gravel crunched beneath his tyres as he backed out of the driveway. He waved and shifted the car into drive. I stood on the porch, holding my sweater around my body, watching as his tail lights got smaller and smaller in the distance.

Then I went back into the house, slipped into bed, and tried to forget.

If it wasn’t for Gracie, I could sleep all day.

As it is, she starts whining at eleven. I get up and feed her breakfast with my eyes partly closed, let her outside and then go back to bed. I lie there in half-sleep for another few hours. I block out the light with a pillow over my head.

When the phone rings, I let the machine get it. It’s almost always my mom. Hawaii is beautiful. They’re drinking piña coladas on the beach. Dad has had a bit too much sun so he’s sitting under the umbrella today. Tomorrow they’ll go snorkelling. She hopes I’ll pick up the phone one of these days. She wonders how Gracie is doing. Maybe we’re outside. She’ll call back another time. She hopes everything is going well here.

I’m glad my parents have cable: there’s always something on to distract me. I don’t mind commercials. I’ll even watch an infomercial with interest, but I change channels quickly when the diaper ads start.

Time goes by much faster this way.
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I had always been the black-sheep liberal of my conservative family. Debates never got too specific; my mom didn’t allow politics at the dinner table, and that was about the only time the four of us spent all together. Mostly, they treated me like my ideology was simply adorable.

One night last summer while my dad was watching the news over dinner, I complained that the conservatives were trying to restrict abortion rights.

My mother placed the salad in the middle of the table, like a gift. It was shades of green topped with halved cherry tomatoes.

My father looked across the table at me. He held his fork midway between his mouth and his plate, elbows on the table. ‘And is there some reason that should matter to you?’

I don’t remember what I said, back when my concern was hypothetical. In my feminist theory class, I’d learned how ‘the political is personal’. Now it transcended theory. I would never be able to get on that particular soapbox again. My father and his Catholicism could knock me off with a raised eyebrow. It didn’t matter what I believed or didn’t. To the people who had always loved me the most, I was a sinner.

JACK

Ethan was painting when Jack returned, standing in the light from the big window, wearing paint-speckled cargo pants and a formerly white tank top. Long arms and long fingers, his skin pale for summer. That window was about the only thing the place had going for it. Water stains on the ceiling. Layers of flaking white paint on all the wood trim. A bathroom so tiny, there was barely room to turn around. Ethan didn’t see any of that. It was all about that window. The light. His painting.

He smiled over his shoulder when Jack came through the door. ‘You’re home.’

‘I’m home,’ Jack agreed, sighing.

‘Long drive?’ Ethan asked, setting down his brush and wiping his hands on his hips. He shook his white-blond hair out of his eyes.

‘Long weekend,’ Jack replied, standing behind him and wrapping his arms around Ethan’s waist. He kissed his neck. ‘Is this for class?’ he asked, resting his chin on Ethan’s shoulder.

Ethan was an art major at NYU. A sophomore. He was three years younger than Jack, and it made Jack nervous.

‘Yeah. I was about to quit for the night anyway. I’m just making it worse at this point.’

Ethan was always talking like that. Overly modest. Or self-deprecating. Jack hadn’t figured out yet if he meant it or not. If he knew how talented he really was. Hadn’t figured him out. ‘I like it,’ he said, examining the canvas. A figure in deep shades of blue was reaching or turning or dancing. It wasn’t clear whether it was a man or a woman.

Ethan turned around, held Jack’s head in his blue hands and kissed him. ‘I missed you,’ he said softly.

‘Good.’ Jack smiled.

Ethan’s hands dropped to his sides. ‘I was going to make some tea. Want some?’ he asked. His shoulder brushed against Jack’s as he walked past.

Jack followed him to the kitchen. ‘Sure.’

Ethan reached into the cabinet and got two mugs. ‘How’s Riley?’

The sink was overflowing with dirty dishes. ‘She’s okay . . . Well, she’s not okay yet, I guess. But she will be.’

The microwave buttons beeped against Ethan’s fingertips. Two minutes and twenty-two seconds to heat water. It seemed that was how long it took to heat everything. He saved his fine motor skills for painting. ‘So then, that’s good?’ He tilted his head at Jack.

Jack shrugged. Sat down at the folding metal kitchen table. ‘I didn’t want to leave her,’ he confessed. ‘I’m worried. She seems so . . . sad.’

Ethan sat down across from Jack, placed a hand over his on the table. ‘You’re a good friend,’ he said. ‘She’s lucky to have you.’

‘But she doesn’t have me. I’m here. I can’t do anything from here.’

He squeezed Jack’s hand. ‘What can you really do now besides listen to her? And you can listen from here.’

‘I guess.’ Jack felt like arguing with him.

‘Is she okay physically?’ Ethan asked.

‘Huh? Oh. Yeah. They do abortions, these days, like they’re getting rid of your tonsils. Takes an hour or so.’

‘She isn’t having regrets, is she?’

‘No. I don’t think so. I mean, it isn’t the fact that she’d regret it. It’s just, you know, such a permanent decision. Such a clear shift in her life’s path.’

Ethan nodded, like he understood. The microwave beeped. He got to his feet, put the steaming mugs on the table and got two teabags. Green tea. No sugar. Jack had never drunk tea before Ethan.

Ethan sat down again. They dunked their teabags,, synchronized, as if one was a reflection of the other. ‘Do you think she did the right thing?’ he asked.

Jack took a sip. It was bitter and hot on his tongue. ‘I do,’ he said. ‘I mean, I would have supported her either way but I really don’t think she was ready. And, to be honest, I am so relieved. If she’d had this creep’s baby, he would have had a hold on her for the rest of her life.’

‘So you think she won’t go back to him?’ Ethan held the mug to his lips, looking at Jack.

‘Of course not. Why would you say that?’

‘It’s just that . . . don’t they usually go back several times before they leave for good?’

‘Riley is not “they”.’

‘Okay. I just read that somewhere.’

‘Well, she’d better not. I’d have to go to Tucson and drag her home.’

Ethan raised his eyebrows. ‘Would you?’

Jack’s tea was getting too strong. He pulled out the bag, set it on the table. ‘Yeah, probably,’ he answered. ‘That’s my job.’

‘Is it?’ Ethan asked.

‘Uh, yeah. She’s my best friend.’

‘I know. But is it really up to you to protect her? Doesn’t she have to make her own mistakes?’

Jack rolled his eyes. ‘She’s done enough of that. I mean, she shouldn’t have to be alone any more. We’re responsible for each other. You think we should just stand by and watch while the people we care about are drowning?’

‘No. I guess I just think it’s hard to find a balance. That’s all.’

‘Yeah. Well. She’s not going back to him.’

‘Okay,’ he said softly. He didn’t want to fight. ‘Like I said, she’s lucky to have you.’

Jack sighed, reached for his hand across the table. ‘I did miss you.’

Ethan smiled. Cocked an eyebrow. ‘Good.’

Ethan was the craziest thing Jack had ever done.

In addition to his studies, Ethan worked at a health-food store called the Good Earth. They had met in April when Jack was trying to be a vegetarian. Ethan had recommended his favourite brand of rice noodles. Seemed like ages ago. Jack had long since given up tofu and bean sprouts for burgers and fried chicken. But his kitchen was still a good place to find sunflower seeds, rice cakes and kidney beans. It was also a good place to find Ethan, stirring something monochromatic and mysterious in a pot on the stove. Blending carrots in a juicer. Recycling.

They’d only known each other for two months when they’d moved in together. The lease was up on the crappy apartment Jack had been sharing with another grad student. Ethan had wanted to get out of the dorms. Now he was working more hours at the health-food store while taking summer classes. Jack was trying to figure out how he’d afford the rent if Ethan left, come the fall.

Ethan taught Jack how to slow-dance in the living room, without music. He named paintings after him. Jack Reading the Newspaper. Jack Sleeping. In Love With Jack. The apartment was covered with rags and brushes and stacks of old canvases. Whenever they fought, Jack got loud and Ethan got quiet. Ethan brought Jack dandelions he found growing in a crack in the pavement outside their building. Jack got used to finding paint on his body after they had made love.

Ethan slept naked. They’d lie together in the dark, talking about their childhoods, their first loves, how much they loved New York. Ethan always fell asleep first. Jack felt he could never get close enough to him. He wanted to rip open Ethan’s chest and lay his head inside. To hold Ethan’s heart in his hands. Squeeze out the steady beat himself.

During Jack’s first year of college, Riley had come out to visit him. Since their school breaks were on different schedules, she attended classes. She was particularly interested in his psychology class. Jack was dating Howard, the teaching assistant.

Jack watched her out of the corner of his eye through class. She sat back with her arms folded. Unreadable. As they filed out of the classroom, she muttered, ‘He’s cute.’ That was all Jack was getting.

They met him for dinner and conversation flowed. Riley was taking a psychology class and was considering making it her major, or so she said. She picked his brain and he lectured confidently.

When they’d finished eating, Riley mentioned dessert.

‘Oh, Jack’s not allowed to have dessert,’ Howard said, patting his stomach.

Riley had been reading the menu. Her head snapped up. ‘Allowed?’

That morning Howard had grabbed the flesh above the waistband of Jack’s boxers, had held it between his thumb and first finger and shaken his head.

‘Jack, you’re the last person who needs to be watching your weight.’ Riley scowled.

‘You haven’t seen him without a shirt on.’ Howard snorted.

Riley’s eyes bulged. She turned to Howard with her mouth open slightly. Took a breath. ‘Howard,’ she cooed, with a big phoney smile. ‘Ever heard of transference?’

Howard lifted his head from the menu.

Riley placed her hand over his on the table. A passer-by might have mistaken this for a tender moment. But Jack could see her eyes. Ice. ‘Maybe you’re the one who needs to skip dessert.’ She patted his hand twice and scrunched her nose in false sympathy.

Howard made a sharp noise in his throat and his eyes darted toward Jack, demanding support.

‘So, Jack,’ Riley removed her hand and picked up her menu again, ‘let’s both get something different so we can share. What do you think?’

The first night Jack called Riley she didn’t answer the phone. Even after the machine picked up and her mother’s voice asked him to leave a message. Even after he’d said hello, given her time to get to the phone. She wasn’t ready to talk. Fine.

The second night she picked up when she heard his voice on the machine.

‘Finally,’ Jack huffed. ‘Why didn’t you pick up last night?’

‘I don’t know. I guess I didn’t really have anything to say.’

‘Well, you still could have answered so that I’d know you were okay.’

‘I guess.’

‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know. Not really.’

‘What have you done today?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing?’

She was crying. He couldn’t hear it but he knew from the silence.

‘It’s just going to take some time, Ry,’ he offered gently.

‘It’s been almost a month since I left Tucson.’

‘It’s just going to take longer. I’m sorry.’

‘I took one of his T-shirts,’ she said, after a long pause. ‘I sleep with it. It doesn’t even smell like him any more.’ Another pause. ‘I was looking up flights to Tucson on the Internet today.’

Jack tried to keep his voice steady. ‘Do you want to go back to Tucson or do you want to go back to him?’

‘Both,’ she confessed, her voice cracking.

‘Riley. You can’t go back to him. You just can’t.’

‘It doesn’t make sense, though. Why should I have to be in so much pain? He’s the one who fucked up. Why should I have to pay for it?’

‘You shouldn’t have to. It isn’t fair.’

‘I feel like I’m going crazy without him. I feel like I’m dying.’

Part of Jack felt for her and part of him wanted to shake her. ‘Riley, come on. You’re too smart for this.’

‘Too smart to be happy? He made me happy, Jack. I’d never felt as happy as I did when I was with him.’

‘Right. He was perfect for you, aside from the fact that he hit you.’

‘Once.’

Jack couldn’t believe the words coming out of her mouth. It was like having a conversation with a stranger. One he didn’t really like. ‘That’s not enough?’

‘Is it? Is that one moment enough to erase all the others?’

‘Are you asking me? Yes. I’d say it’s definitely enough. He hit you, Riley. He hit my best friend. I think that’s more than enough. I’d like to rip his fucking head off. Losing you is getting off easy.’

‘What if he got help or we went to couple counselling or something? What if we could be together for the rest of our lives and it never happened again?’

‘You think you’re different from other women with abusive boyfriends?’

‘Maybe.’ She paused. ‘I do. I don’t feel like those women. I’m not afraid of him. I don’t see him fitting the pattern of the typical abuser, isolating you from your friends and acting jealous and controlling. He was never like that. He was my friend. He made me laugh and feel safe. He was the first man I ever felt like myself with.’

‘Maybe it doesn’t have to fit a pattern. Maybe we just expect it to because we’ve seen too many movies. Maybe all you have in common with those women is that the man you loved hit you.’

She sniffed and said nothing.

‘Riley, you need to get out of the house. You need to call Laura. You need to remember who you were before you met that bastard.’

‘I want to hang up now,’ she whispered.

Jack sighed. ‘Promise me you won’t make any decisions about this tonight?’

‘Okay.’

‘I’m calling you tomorrow and you’d better pick up.’

‘Okay.’

‘I love you, Riley.’

She didn’t answer. He waited for her to catch her breath. ‘I love you, too,’ she choked out finally and hung up quickly without saying goodbye.

RILEY

I go to the medicine cabinet because I have a headache. I find a bottle of Robitussin. Just imagining the smell makes me dry-heave. Q-tips. Hydrogen peroxide. Band-Aids. That’s all.

Climbing the stairs makes me out of breath. My parents’ bathroom smells like a romantic mixture of his aftershave and her perfume. Every Christmas, my mother made the trip to Abercrombie & Fitch; my father to Walgreens. They wrapped the tiny boxes in bigger ones to camouflage the inevitable non-surprise.

I see myself in the mirror above the sink. I am so pale. My eyes are sunken and I look afraid of my own reflection.

As I pull open the cabinet door, the bottle of Percocet falls out, bounces three times, lands in the sink. I pick it up and twirl it between my fingers, reading the label. Mark Thomas. Twice a day, as needed. Take with food. He’d had his gall bladder out in April. I give the bottle a shake. It’s nearly full.

When the phone rang, it went straight to the machine. The red light was blinking seven times with the voices of people who wanted to talk to my parents.

‘Riley, pick up. It’s Jack.’ He hummed as I walked from the stove to the phone.

‘Hi, Jack,’ I said, deleting his message.

‘Hey. What’s up?’

‘Not much. Cooking dinner.’ I walked back to the stove and picked up the spatula. Gracie was keeping an eye on me, but she didn’t lift her head.

‘Whatcha making?’

‘Hamburger,’ I told him.

‘Have you taken a shower today?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you lying to me?’

‘Maybe.’

I looked down at myself. Technically, I was dressed, but only because I’d slept in my clothes.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

‘I haven’t cried all day,’ I said.

‘Well, that’s good.’

‘Yep.’ I checked the underside of the burger. It was still pink. My arm was numb to the grease spittle.

‘So, no more crazy thoughts of going back to Tucson?’

‘Not today,’ I said, although that wasn’t exactly true. It was my favourite daydream. It got me through commercial breaks.

‘Well, that’s good. Baby steps,’ Jack said.

There were two variations on the fantasy. In one, I’d call Ben to tell him I was coming and he’d meet me at the airport. We’d embrace and cry for what was broken, deciding to carry the pieces with us for ever rather than let them go in exchange for a poor man’s sort of freedom.

‘Yeah.’ I flattened the burger with a spatula. The sizzling intensified.

‘It really is just going to take time.’

In the other, I’d let myself into the apartment and wait for him to get home. We’d make love right way and then lie together in our unguarded glow, having one of those enormous talks that solve everything.

‘I guess,’ I said.

‘I think you’re in the best place you could be right now.’ He sounded like he was trying to convince himself. ‘You can take all the time you need to until you feel better. Really take care of yourself and get stronger. Make sure you never let anything like this happen again. You know?’

Let it happen.

I flipped the burger onto its other side. It hissed, then quieted. ‘I feel like I’m just never going to be myself again.’

‘I know it feels like that now. But, really, this is just a moment in time. It’s a bump in the road,’ he told me. ‘Some day you’ll look back on this and it won’t hurt so much.’

I considered this. ‘Do you really believe that, Jack?’

‘I do,’ he answered, without hesitation. ‘I really do.’

I got a plate out of the high cabinet and a can of soda from the fridge. ‘When I found out I was pregnant, I just wanted to die,’ I said, leaning my hip against the counter. ‘And, well, I guess I thought that would go away once I wasn’t pregnant any more. I thought I’d feel free of Ben. I thought I’d be able to go on with my life without him. But that feeling? It hasn’t gone away.’

He was quiet for a moment. Then he sighed heavily. ‘Riley, Riley, Riley. You break my heart. I don’t even know what to say to that.’

I slid the burger onto the bun. ‘Well, I should go eat this before it gets cold.’

‘Okay. I swear it will get easier, Ry.’

‘I know.’ What else was there to say?

‘Good. Call me if you need anything.’

‘I will.’

I squeezed ketchup onto the bun, smacking the bottom of the bottle three times. I walked down the hall with the plate on my flat palm, doing a balancing act that reminded me of my waitress job.

My head was swimming. The fabric of the couch swelled and swayed and I sat back and closed my eyes. I could hear my heart thumping in my ears. I took a deep breath as the room settled into focus.

Gracie came toward me and rested her chin on the couch cushion. She looked up with plaintive, sorrowful eyes.

‘Okay,’ I said, patting the seat. My parents didn’t let her on the furniture. What they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

Gracie jumped up and curled herself into a ball at the opposite end of the couch. Sometimes she put her head in my lap, but this time I got the other end. I gave her rump a few solid pats and then let her drift off to sleep. I snapped on the television and reached for my burger.

Sesame seeds scattered on my bare legs. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d shaved. At the first bite of burger, hot red juice ran out between my lips and down my shirt. It hadn’t been cooked long enough but I wasn’t about to go back into the kitchen. I took another bite.

Judge Judy was settling a dispute between a mother and daughter. They were suing each other over a thousand dollars. The mother said it was a loan; the daughter swore it was a gift. I knew it would come down to whether they’d put anything in writing. It always did.

‘Never give a personal loan if you can’t afford not to get it back,’ my father had once told me, and it had stuck. That was the fatherly advice I remembered. He’d never told me what to do if someone hit me, if I got pregnant. We didn’t talk about those things. He hadn’t ever told me I could always come to him, that he’d always be there for me. He’d never told me that he’d always love me, no matter what.

I forced myself to eat the last bite. I gagged. I held my breath against the smell. I gagged again. I had to take a breath. I retched over my lunch plate. It was more like regurgitation than vomit.

I went to the kitchen and rinsed the contents of my plate down the sink. Time for bed.

I had dialled Ben’s number a hundred times since the last time we’d spoken and always hung up before it rang. Except once. It had gone to the answering machine. I’d held my breath, my chest aching to hear the sound of his voice. The familiar sound of mine was enough to break my heart all over again.

I’d swallowed four pills with dinner. Take with food. He picked up on the second ring.

‘Hello?’

I stroked the receiver’s hang-up button with my index finger.

‘Hello?’

I imagined the telephone wires stretching from my parents’ house to Tucson, like rubber bands attached to our hearts, joining us together in spite of everything.

He was quiet at the other end of the line, hesitating. He was about to hang up.

‘Riley?’ I could see him sitting up, his feet spread wide and flat on the floor. The way he’d shake his dark hair across his forehead and lean forward. He’d be muting the television, maybe shut it off entirely.

Rubber bands that expand and then snap back together. Or break.

I hung up, settled into the bed and fell asleep.

LAURA

She slept on her stomach and Kyle slept on his back. He rested his hand on the arch of her lower back and when he woke up, he always gave her ass a little squeeze. Laura used to hate it. Now, somehow, it had grown on her, like he had.

Laura knew there were only a few more months before she would be too big to sleep on her stomach any more. Kyle would rub her feet and make her Jell-o. Green Jell-o. Unless it was different this time. So much was different.

This time, when Laura suspected, she didn’t feel panic. She felt giddy. When she bought the pregnancy test, she wasn’t embar -rassed. She was a married lady with a cart full of groceries and a beautiful little girl gumming a red and yellow rattle in the front seat. This time, Kyle sat on the edge of the tub while she peed on the stick. They waited together, talking over each other about naming the baby after Kyle’s grandfather if it was a boy, and how they could reuse Isabel’s baby clothes if it was a girl. And when Laura showed him the stick was blue, there was no fear in his smile. They hugged and laughed. He spun her around in the bathroom. They were going to be okay. It wasn’t even a question.

Laura padded around the kitchen in her fuzzy pink slippers. Kyle had got them for Mother’s Day. She rummaged in the cabinet for a bottle and found the apple juice in the fridge. Isabel was watching her, scowling. She sat in her high chair with her chubby hands folded on the tray in front of her. Her legs swung back and forth. This was her understanding of patience.

Kyle shuffled out and kissed Isabel on the top of her head. ‘Morning, Peanut.’

She shook her head, curls bouncing.

He wrapped his arms around Laura’s waist and rubbed her tummy as she screwed the cap on Isabel’s bottle.

‘Let me,’ he said, taking the bottle. The baby reached out both her arms as he walked toward her. She grabbed the bottle and yanked it into her open mouth.

‘Have you been lacing the juice with crack again?’ he asked, shaking his head.

Laura smiled. ‘She’s much nicer once she’s had her breakfast.’ Kyle only got to spend mornings with them one day a week. Most days he was out of the house before Isabel woke and he didn’t get home until after she’d gone to bed. Laura couldn’t imagine spending so much time away from her. She was changing so quickly these days. To Laura, the changes were hard to see, showing up incrementally. For Kyle, it must have felt like a new kid showed up to breakfast each week.

Laura got the Cheerios out of the cabinet and shook a few onto the tray in front of Isabel. The bottle snapped out from between her lips and fell to the floor as she reached for one. Kyle bent to retrieve it and sat at the table next to her. Laura loved the way he watched her, beaming. He was smitten.

‘I’ve got her,’ Kyle said. ‘Go get ready.’

‘She’s got bananas in the fridge.’

‘Okay. I can do it.’

‘She needs her bib. She’s messy.’

‘I know.’ He looked up at Laura. ‘Hurry up.’

‘I’m not in a rush.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘You were up before Cranky over here made a peep.’ He handed Isabel her juice. ‘Want me to make coffee?’ he asked.

Laura sighed. This was their one day as a family and she was going to miss it. ‘No, thanks.’

‘How are you feeling?’

‘So far, so good.’

Every morning Laura woke up wondering if this would be the day the morning sickness started. It hadn’t yet. She was careful. She kept a bag of rice cakes on the nightstand and nibbled around the edge before she got up in the morning. She knew things she hadn’t known before.

When Laura had been pregnant with Isabel, the morning sickness was immediate. It started the day after she’d found out she was pregnant. She wondered if it might be a little psycho -somatic. Either way, it was brutal.

She remembers the roughness of the dorm rug on her knees as she heaved over her trash can. It was frosted purple like her shower caddy and her toothbrush holder and her flip-flops. They’d come as a set – necessary items for every truly prepared college girl.

Riley would wake up to the sound of Laura coughing and spluttering on the floor. She’d crawl out of bed to hold Laura’s hair back, comb through it with her fingers and tie an elastic band around it. She’d rub her back and say, ‘Poor thing,’ and ‘Aw, honey,’ in her sleepy, soothing voice.

Then she’d put Laura back to bed, pull the covers up and get her a Tic Tac. She’d pick up the trash can, turning her head to gag discreetly, carry it down the hall and rinse it out in the coed bathroom.

After about a week of this, Riley started buying crackers.

She sat on the edge of Laura’s bed, fumbling with the plastic cover. Through half-open eyes, Laura could see her struggling, getting frustrated and, finally, using her teeth. The blue and white cardboard box fell from her lap. ‘Try this,’ she said. She held out a Saltine.

The Tic Tac had dissolved into a tiny sharp sliver on Laura’s tongue. ‘Why?’

‘I talked to my mom—’

‘You told your mom?’ Laura felt her face flush.

‘I didn’t tell her it was you. I just said I had a friend I was worried about.’

The tension eased out of Laura’s body. ‘Okay. I mean, I haven’t even told my mom yet.’

‘I know. And we should talk about that. But first, try this. My mom says the nausea is a result of having an empty stomach. That’s why it usually comes in the morning.’

Ah. So these were the things mothers passed along.

Saltines didn’t do the trick, but Riley didn’t give up. Every morning Laura turned up her nose at a new brand of cracker. Finally Riley stumbled upon rice cakes. Laura was able to get them down and the morning sickness had stopped.

The front door was open when she got to Riley’s house. A soft breeze drifted through the screen door and into the house. Laura peered through the mesh, down an empty hallway. She called Riley’s name. Once. Then she pushed against the door and it whined. She stepped inside. The kitchen was empty. She put her purse on the counter.

‘Riley?’ Laura called again, a little louder this time.

No answer. She walked down the hallway. Her heart was racing. Jack had sounded frantic when he called. Laura had calmed him down. Reassured him.

She knocked on Riley’s bedroom door and turned the knob without waiting for a response. The room was empty and dishevelled.

Laura pulled the door shut and walked toward the back of the house. She saw Gracie sleeping on the porch, on the other side of the glass doors. That was why Riley hadn’t run to greet her. Laura relaxed.

She walked to the porch. As she pulled the door open, Gracie jumped up, wagging and panting. In the corner, Riley was lying in a hammock with her eyes closed.

‘Riley?’ Laura said.

She didn’t move.

Laura pushed Gracie away, fell to her knees in front of Riley, and began shaking her. She woke as soon as Laura touched her.

‘Shit!’ Her eyes were cloudy and confused.

‘Riley, you scared me to death!’ Laura yelled, jumping to her feet and brushing off her knees.

‘Well, the feeling is mutual. God.’ She swung her legs over the edge of the hammock and sat up.

‘It’s two o’clock in the afternoon, Riley.’

‘So?’ She rubbed her eyes.

‘So? So, nice PJs.’

She looked down. She had a brownish-orange stain on her shirt.

‘Jack asked me to check on you.’

Her head jerked up. ‘You talked to Jack?’

That had woken her up. Laura nodded.

‘What did he tell you?’

‘Everything.’

She looked away.

‘Jack’s worried about you. He seems to think you could do something stupid.’

‘Like what? Jesus, I’m not going to kill myself.’

‘Well, that’s good to hear.’

Riley ran her hands through her hair self-consciously, trying to smooth it out.

‘Well, do I get a hug at least?’ Laura asked, trying to shake off the image of Riley lying so still in the hammock, deaf to her voice.

Riley stood up. She slouched and her clothes hung loosely on her body. She didn’t look well.

Laura wrapped her arms around Riley, who hugged her back half-heartedly.

‘I haven’t brushed my teeth in three days,’ Riley said.

‘Just three?’

She smiled weakly.

Laura followed her into the house, where Riley offered a drink and she refused. They sat on the couch. Riley tried smoothing her hair again. It was useless.

‘So, how are you doing?’

‘Fine,’ she answered.

Laura raised an eyebrow at her. ‘Really?’

She shrugged. Her jaw set. Her eyes revealed nothing.

‘You’re not fine.’ Laura had imagined Riley falling into her arms when she came through the door, sobbing and telling her everything. Instead, it was as if they were having separate conversations. ‘I’ve thought you were in Tucson all this time.’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’ She was sinking into the couch cushions, not looking at her.

‘That’s it?’

She shrugged again. Laura started wishing she hadn’t refused the drink so they’d have had something to do besides sit there, not looking at each other. ‘Why haven’t you talked to me about all of this?’

Her chin quivered. ‘I don’t know.’ She combed the frayed edge of a purple afghan with her fingers. ‘I didn’t think you’d understand.’

Laura tried not to let that hurt. ‘Why wouldn’t I understand?’

Finally, she made eye contact. ‘I remember all those talks we had when you were pregnant. You never considered not going through with it.’

‘That’s not true. I considered a lot of things.’ Riley scowled, dubious. ‘But in the end, I wanted to have a baby with Kyle. I wanted our family. It happened faster than I would have planned, but this is the life I wanted and I don’t regret my decision.’

‘Neither do I,’ Riley said firmly.

‘Good.’

Riley’s fingers started working the yarn again.

‘I’ll always be on your side, Riley. It hurts me that you wouldn’t know that. When I was pregnant and scared, I went to you. Let me return the favour. That’s my job.’

‘Some job.’ She laughed as a tear slid down her face.

‘Does Ben know about the abortion?’

She rubbed the tear away and sat up straighter. ‘No. I didn’t find out I was pregnant until after I left.’

‘After he hit you?’

She nodded, her posture failing, deflated. Laura realized there was a part of her that hadn’t quite believed it when Jack told her. Riley’s nod confirmed it, and felt like a sucker punch. Laura remembered Riley’s voice from phone calls since she’d met Ben, the way she’d said his name, all giddy and lilting. Riley sat in front of her now, the sweet girl who’d befriended Laura during their freshman year, and Laura tried to imagine the kind of monster who would be capable of hurting her.

She reached out and took Riley’s hand. ‘If you’re sure you did the right thing, why are you hiding out in your pyjamas, not brushing your teeth for three days?’

Riley’s face crumpled. ‘I miss him,’ she whimpered, leaning into Laura at last.

This made Laura catch her breath. Riley was heartbroken over her abuser. Laura held her as she cried, grateful she couldn’t see the judgement on her face.

Minutes passed. Finally Riley’s body relaxed and her breathing settled. ‘The thing that concerns me most,’ Laura said, stroking Riley’s unruly hair, ‘is that you’re not accountable to anyone right now.’

She nodded slowly, sniffed.

Laura held her at a distance and looked her up and down. ‘And that doesn’t seem to be working for you.’

And then Riley laughed.

RILEY

I lie on the dock, my shoulder blades digging into the wood. Or maybe it’s the other way around. It’s uncomfortable to lie against the wooden planks, but I stay here, feeling the pressure of my bones. I can look at the sky or at the water and even -tually the two seem so alike that calling them different names seems arbitrary. Around me there are clouds and lily-pads and air.

In the distance, a dog is barking. Gracie pays no attention, intent on hunting fish. Her tail swings in happy little semicircles, drops of water splashing off the tip. It makes me wonder if it’s raining.

My fingers are submerged. A fish nibbles at the tip of one, then moves along. In the water, there is an upside-down house, upside-down trees, a pale, orange sun rippling in a fluid sky.

When I was in college, a boy I’d been dating for three months decided we should break up. I knew he was breaking up with me as soon as he told me we needed to talk. I recognized the tone. It wasn’t my first break-up, just my first time being the dumpee.

My first instinct was to be furious. He’d seen me naked. On our last date, he’d taken me to a romantic Italian restaurant and talked about wanting to adopt children some day. I gazed at him across the table as he spoke and started to consider motherhood for the first time.

He’d given no warning. I’d done nothing wrong. He had no right.

He didn’t give me the it’s-not-you-it’s-me. He didn’t tell me by text message that he just wasn’t ready for a relationship. He came to my dorm room and sat next to me on the slim twin bed and told me he was sorry. I clenched my teeth and narrowed my eyes, refusing to cry.

‘I just don’t feel the way I think I should,’ he said.

I blinked. He wasn’t feeling it. It was a blow to the ego, sure, but mostly what I felt was relief. This wasn’t my guy. My guy would feel it. There would be no uncertainty.

We hugged and promised to stay friends. And we did. It was the best break-up I’d ever known.

This didn’t feel like that.

I was on the porch, drying Gracie off with a towel, when I heard the phone ring. She pushed past me and bounded into the kitchen, still damp. My mother was talking to the machine.

‘Well, I don’t know why I was thinking you might answer the phone,’ she was saying, as I picked up the receiver.

‘Sorry. Gracie and I were playing outside.’ This time it was the truth.

‘Riley! How are you?’

‘Fine.’

‘And is Gracie behaving?’

‘Sometimes.’ She was in the living room, rolling around on the carpet.

‘Hmm. Well, I guess that’s all I can hope for. Has she been missing us?’

‘She’s been beside herself.’

‘Aw, well, we’re coming back tomorrow. Will you be home?’

‘Sure. Do you need me to pick you up at the airport?’

‘No, no. We left the car with Auntie Pat, remember? So she’ll get us at the airport and we’ll drive home ourselves.’

It was all coming back to me. ‘What time should I expect you?’

‘Oh, gosh, someone’s at the door. Let me call you back.’

‘Okay.’

She hung up without saying goodbye. I called to Gracie who was now rubbing herself on the back of the couch. She ran into the kitchen, panting. I threw her a dog biscuit and the phone rang. I picked up before the machine.

‘Riley.’

It wasn’t my mother. It was Ben.

I thought about hanging up. ‘Hello,’ I said, instead.

‘How’ve you been?’

‘Fine.’ I didn’t ask how he was. I felt good about the awkward pause it left in the conversation.

‘Well. Good. That’s good.’ Was that what he had planned to say? He had waited weeks to get up the nerve for this? I wondered if he’d been drinking. It was late morning in Tucson.

‘I need to get going. I’m expecting another call,’ I said.

‘Wait.’

‘Yes?’ I spoke with convincing detachment. It convinced me, at least.

‘Did you call here the other night?’ he asked.

I caught my breath. My short-lived sense of confidence deserted me. My mind raced for the right answer. Did he know? Could he?

‘Yeah,’ I said, startled by my own honesty.

‘Why?’

‘I guess I forgot how things are for a minute.’ I shrugged to myself.

‘Things can be like that again,’ he said quickly.

‘No. That’s not what I want.’

‘But you called. You miss me.’

‘I did. In that moment.’ I sighed. ‘I’m getting over it.’

‘Maybe you can’t get over me because we’re supposed to be together.’

I remembered thinking that. It hadn’t even been so long ago. ‘You’re not good for me, Ben.’ I said it to hurt him, but it hurt me instead. I tipped the mouthpiece away from my lips and let out a strangled sob. Just one.

‘I’ll go back to therapy,’ he said, without so much as pausing to take in what I’d told him. ‘I can get better. I promise.’

I recovered, holding my breath until I could trust my voice. ‘We tried that. I’m not going to do it again.’ I was telling myself as much as I was telling him. ‘I hope you do get better, but it can’t be for me.’

‘But I want to do it for you. We can have the life we want. Together.’

I sat down at the kitchen table. This was what I wanted. Wasn’t that what I’d told Jack? I pressed my forehead into my palm and closed my eyes. Stay in the boat. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I can’t be with someone who’d hurt me. I can’t have a family with someone who’d be a danger to my children.’

‘But I wouldn’t be a danger. Oh, God, I’d never hurt a kid.’

It was only then that I began to believe what I’d been saying. ‘Oh, no? Just me?’

He was quiet for a long moment, then launched into his apology again.

I cut him off: ‘I was pregnant when you hit me.’ I regretted saying it as soon as it was out of my mouth, but I couldn’t take it back.

He was silent. For a moment I thought he’d hung up.

‘Okay, Riley. Okay.’ It sounded like he thought something had just been decided. ‘You have to come back now. We can work it out. We can be a family. I love you.’

‘I’m not pregnant any more,’ I said quietly, scratching the mosquito bite on my knee.

‘Riley, no.’ He started sobbing.

‘Don’t call me again,’ I said, hanging up.

I sat at the table for twenty minutes, watching my hands shake. The phone did not ring. I pictured him with his head in his hands. Perhaps that was what he had needed to fall out of love with me. To let me go.

And if he could let me go, I’d be free.

I was sitting in the grass, barely feeling the sun for the breeze. It was one of those summer evenings that gives you a glimpse of fall. I would see another fall. It had been a while. It felt like it had been summer every day for the past two years. Autumn was an experience I remembered only vaguely. The way everything smelt like compost, like the entire world was rotting. And I would be here to smell it.

My mother never called back. The next morning I woke to the sound of my father on the answering machine.

‘There’s been an accident. You need to get to the hospital.’



PART THREE

RILEY

I have never made confession to a priest in my life.

In the third grade, when all the malleable Catholic children were preparing for their Reconciliation, I was being difficult. I told my parents it was none of the priest’s business what sins I had committed. That was between me and God. I think it made them worry that I had done something really shameful. The truth was, I was a good kid. I imagined having to carry out some minor transgression that morning in order to have something to confess. It would probably involve my brother. Otherwise, I’d have to make something up. The way I saw it, the sacrament of Confession actually promoted sin.

For weeks, my father and I discussed this virtually every night when he came home from work. We hadn’t talked so much in my whole life. The downside was that he seemed always to get angry before the conversation was over. I insisted that I didn’t want to be Catholic. He wanted to know why. It was hard to separate what was important to me as a nine-year-old from what would be valid to an adult. It was getting up at seven a.m. every Sunday. It was the camel-coloured coat my mother had purchased second-hand and insisted I wear over dresses in the middle of winter. It was the substitute teacher for CCD class who fumed about the damnation of homosexuals and spent several minutes detailing the hell that awaited them. The incense-induced headaches and daydreams of hostage-takers breaking through the ornate stained-glass windows: it all swam together.

On the way to school one morning, my father turned to me in the passenger seat and asked if I believed in Jesus. It was just another question in his endless attempt to figure out what was wrong with me.

I tilted my head, mulled it over. ‘I guess not,’ I said finally.

My father said nothing for the rest of the drive.

I still went to mass every Sunday. I had to attend CCD one night a week until I was sixteen. But I never participated in another sacrament in the Catholic Church. We didn’t really talk about it any more. Sometimes I’d catch my father’s eye and feel an overwhelming sense of failure. I just never quite figured out whether he thought I had failed him or he had failed me.

My father was sitting hunched over, his hands clasped together. I paused three steps away, not wanting to interrupt if he was praying. I didn’t usually think much of such things but I wasn’t taking any chances.

He looked up and nodded at me, acknowledging that he had seen me standing there. He returned his gaze to the floor.

I sat down next to him. ‘Has the doctor been out?’

He shook his head.

It had taken me twenty minutes to get to the hospital in Springfield. That included time spent getting dressed. I was wearing the T-shirt I had slept in, a pair of jeans and flip-flops. I hadn’t been able to find my shoes. I hadn’t brushed my hair.

She was in surgery. He had said that on the phone. She had internal bleeding, he said. When I asked if he was okay, he seemed annoyed. He was fine.

‘Has anyone called Alex?’ I asked.

He shook his head again. He wasn’t talking. I was quickly realizing that ‘anyone’ had become an extremely select group.

‘Is his number in your cell phone?’ I asked.

He answered by reaching for it, unclipping it from his waist, handing it to me.

‘I’m going to go outside ’cause I don’t think you’re supposed to use these in here, okay?’ I wanted to pat him on the shoulder but it didn’t feel safe to touch him. ‘I’ll be right back.’

I waited for a sign of approval and got nothing. I stood up and walked to the elevator.

My brother once told me that he wouldn’t cry if my parents and I died. He wasn’t trying to hurt my feelings; he was just making conversation. He was thirteen at the time.

He picked up on the second ring. ‘Dad?’

‘No, it’s me. I borrowed Dad’s phone.’

‘Hey, kid.’

‘Hey.’ I was sitting on a wooden bench, tapping my foot on the sidewalk.

‘What’s up?’

‘Um, well, Mom’s in the hospital,’ I said.

‘What? What happened?’

‘She and Dad were in an accident. A car accident.’

‘What about Dad?’ he asked.

‘Dad’s okay. I mean, he’s got a few scrapes, but he seems okay.’

‘And Mom?’

‘She’s in surgery,’ I said, biting my lip.

‘Is she going to be all right?’

‘I don’t know. They aren’t sure yet. Can you get here?’

He didn’t answer. I thought the cell phone had cut out. Then I heard him taking a deep breath. ‘I’m on my way,’ he said, and hung up.

When I went back inside, my father was talking with the surgeon. I got there as he was wrapping up. He squeezed my father’s shoulder, like they were old buddies, turned on his heel and disappeared behind a swinging door.

‘What did he say?’ I asked, and my dad turned around, seeming surprised by my return.

‘The surgery went fine,’ he said, sitting down and wiping his palms along the tops of his thighs. ‘They’re moving her to post-op and then we can see her.’

There was more, of course. My father was the king of oversimplification. They had removed her spleen. She had several broken ribs, a collapsed lung and a fractured arm. They couldn’t promise us that she was going to wake up.

But for that brief moment in the waiting room, before I saw her blue and purple face, tubes in her wrist and nose, I let my father’s words put me at ease.

Whenever there was silence, someone offered to get coffee. There was a vending machine in a little room by the elevator. You told it how you liked your coffee and it filled the Styrofoam cup and passed it to you. I didn’t really want coffee, but it gave me something to do. By the end of the day, I felt jittery and I peed half a dozen times before eight o’clock.

They had left Hawaii the previous day, flown all night. With the time spent in airports, it had probably taken about eighteen hours. My father was pale and haggard. When I asked him if he’d got any sleep on the plane, he grunted and shrugged. I wasn’t sure what that meant.

I sat on the bench outside the hospital, calling people, grateful for the excuse to get away from my father’s quiet. I called Laura and Jack, my grandfather, my aunt. They all offered to come; I told them to wait. Alex was on his way, we’d know more tomorrow.

When I had made all the calls I could (I even called Jack twice), I rode the elevator back to the third floor. The hospital air-conditioning was set too high. It was pleasant outside, freezing in. I stood in the doorway, rubbing my arms, watching my father sitting by the hospital bed.

He was murmuring something as he held her hand and bent his head. I didn’t know if he was talking to her or to God, couldn’t hear what he was saying. And it wasn’t until he rubbed his eyes with the back of his free hand, sniffed hard, that I realized he was crying.

He looked up at me suddenly, cleared his throat. There was still some wetness on his cheeks.

I stopped leaning on the doorframe, checked my posture. ‘Would you like some coffee?’ I asked.

When I was in college, my parents developed a clever phone routine. My father would place the call, covering the greeting and the obligatory ‘How are you?’ We’d run out of conversation about three lines in, then my mother would rescue us from the awkward silence. ‘Here, your mom wants to say hello,’ he’d tell me, pass her the phone and she’d take over. That was her job.

At Applebee’s the silence was unavoidable. My father looked past me at a muted basketball game. He had a gash across his right eyebrow; the blood had dried thick and almost black. A bruise disappeared beneath his navy blue crew neck, presumably where the seatbelt had caught him at the shoulder, keeping him in one piece.

He looked at me across the table. It occurred to me it might have been the first time he’d looked right at me the entire day. And then I realized he wasn’t looking at me at all. I’d thought he was making eye contact when really he was peering at a spot somewhere between my eyes. He was squinting, frowning.

‘You’ve got a little something . . .’ he said, his voice trailing off. He touched the bridge of his nose to indicate where.

‘Oh,’ I said, startled, sitting up straighter. I dipped the corner of a paper napkin into my ice water. I dabbed at my nose where he had suggested.

He shook his head. It hadn’t worked. I held up the silver napkin dispenser to look at my reflection. It took me a moment to see what he saw.

It was a freckle. It had been there my whole life.

I looked up at him. He was reading the menu.

I left my father at the hospital. Someone had to go home and feed Gracie. I offered to come back and stay the night, too, but he shook his head and I didn’t offer again, relieved.

Gracie had been lonely and she didn’t try to hide it. She followed me around the kitchen even after I’d fed her dinner, even after she’d given up on me playing fetch. I didn’t have the attention for it. She’d brought me the tennis ball, waiting for me to notice her. I’d thrown it once, maybe twice, before forgetting what I was doing, forgetting where I was. I’d come to my senses when she gave up, releasing the ball from her jaws and letting it bouncebouncebounce on the floor.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, her disappointment weighing on me. I walked to the refrigerator, with Gracie so close behind I could feel her wet nose at the back of my knees.

On the surface of the freezer door, beneath a thick, heart-shaped magnet, there was a photograph of my parents. I slipped the picture out and held it between my thumb and two fingers. They were both smiling. My father had his arm slung around her shoulders, holding a brown beer bottle in his other hand. He was distracted, looking off to one side. But my mother was gazing right into the camera’s lens, seemingly right at me. She was smiling modestly, politely, as my father beamed with an open mouth, laughing with the crowd at some unknown and long-forgotten joke. She looked into my eyes without making a sound.

He was always so quiet at home, so loud at parties. He was a mystery I knew I might never solve. She was as predictable as my own reflection. Flawed and familiar, simultaneously reversed yet inexplicably, unarguably identical.

I sat on the floor right there in front of the refrigerator, still holding the picture. Gracie got excited, wagging her tail and licking the tears from my face.

I spent nearly twenty minutes in Starbucks, picking out pastries, like it mattered. I’d showered that morning, pulled my hair back with a clip. I was wearing a purse on one shoulder, a sweater for the air-conditioning, and hard-soled shoes that clicked along the hospital corridors.

I saw Alex as soon as the elevator doors opened. He and my dad were sitting across from each other, talking. Well, to be fair, Alex was talking while my father chuckled out loud, slapped his knee, shook his head. I couldn’t help but wonder what could be so funny on this particular morning.

From a distance, they were mirror images: tall and broad-shouldered, heavy brows, strong jaws. When I got closer, I could see the way the light caught the silver hairs of my father, the golden ones of his son. My father turned at my approach, looking up at me with the sagging face of an old man.

Alex stood up when I walked through the door. ‘Hey, kid,’ he said, and I flinched as he reached toward me and tousled my hair.

I tucked the newly loose strands behind my ears. ‘When did you get here?’

‘He was here when I got back from dinner last night,’ my dad said, suddenly talkative. ‘So your mom wasn’t really by herself at all.’

‘How is she?’ I asked, as Alex took the pastry bag from me and sat down again. I passed the coffee to my father and he took it without answering.

‘She hasn’t woken up yet,’ Alex said. ‘But it’s just a matter of time.’

He’d once told me that any time you bumped your head you lost a hundred brain cells. He proceeded to smack me on the head repeatedly. I must have been pretty young at the time because I thought I’d be a moron by the time the hitting stopped.

I didn’t want Alex to tell me my mother was going to wake up. I had learned a long time ago that Alex wasn’t trustworthy.

‘I’ll let you two catch up,’ my father said, getting to his feet. ‘I need to call the office.’

I sat down as my father walked to the elevator.

‘So, how’s Ben?’ Alex asked, first thing.

I was surprised he’d remembered Ben’s name. ‘We broke up,’ I answered, as if that was really all there was to it. ‘How’s Emily?’

He looked off into a distance at something I couldn’t see. ‘She’s awesome,’ he said, grinning. ‘She’s the only reason I’m still in Florida.’

‘Have you seen Mom?’ I asked.

‘Yeah. Last night. It’s kind of hard to look at her like that.’

‘Did you talk to her?’

‘A little,’ he said.

‘I think that’s good for her. That’s what they say.’

‘Yeah.’ He ran a hand through his hair.

‘What did you and Dad do all night?’

‘We talked. Flipped through some magazines. Played cards a bit.’

‘Did he sleep at all?’ I asked.

‘I think so. I caught him nodding off in the chair a few times. Nothing substantial.’

‘He hasn’t had a good night’s sleep since they left Hawaii.’

‘I guess Mom’s getting enough sleep for both of them,’ he said.

I rolled my eyes. ‘Real funny.’

‘Riley, come on. Lighten up.’ He rubbed his forehead.

‘Lighten up?’

‘Forget what I said. I don’t even know what I’m saying. I’m freaking out.’

I sighed. ‘Okay. It’s going to be okay. She’s going to wake up any minute.’

Alex nodded. And, for some reason, I looked at my watch.

When Alex and I were growing up, leaving the two of us home alone was disaster. At first it appeared to be normal sibling rivalry, but as we got older, the hostility became more extreme. He’d box my ears when he passed me in the kitchen, push me down the stairs. I’d throw one of his heavy sneakers across the room at him, missing him and breaking something else. We had family meetings about how my parents could keep us from killing each other. I’d have elaborate daydreams about Alex getting hit by a car and me refusing to go to the funeral.

Finally my mother installed a hook lock on my bedroom door. He figured out how to unlock it by sliding a butter knife through the gap between the door and the wall. Once when I was pushing my weight against the door to keep him out, he kicked it open and I fell back on the floor. He stood over me, holding my arms, and I kicked him in the crotch. He slapped my face so hard that my wraparound headband spun through the air and hit the opposite wall.

That was the first time I’d felt the bite of my own teeth cutting the inside of my cheek. It felt like my own body was betraying me, conspiring with the enemy.

ALEX

In any other family Alex would have been the good kid. But next to Riley, forget it. His good grades weren’t enough; Riley was on the Honour Roll every quarter her entire life. She was never so much as five minutes late for curfew. She never skipped a class to smoke cigarettes in the parking lot. She didn’t challenge authority; she revelled in the order of it. She knew what was expected of her and she provided it. She was every teacher’s little darling. She stayed inside at family parties, chatting with the adults.

She wanted everyone to like her and they did. How could they not? She was perfect. She remembered everyone’s birthday and she always sent thank-you notes. She was polite and sweet and soft-spoken.

It was pathetic. It made Alex want to hurt her.

No matter how many times he made her cry, she still followed behind him, begging for friendship. She’d offer to play GI Joe or help build a fort in the woods behind the house. Alex would stick his foot out to trip her when she walked by and she’d fall and bloody a knee. He’d hold his hand over her mouth as she cried to keep their mother from hearing. He’d apologize and she’d try to be quiet so that Alex wouldn’t get into trouble. Then he’d agree to play one game of Crazy Eights. She’d sniffle quietly as she arranged her cards.

Riley had called when Alex was on his way to work. He turned the car around, pulled an illegal U-turn, and sped back to his apartment. Emily was still in bed. She had another hour before she had to get to the university where she taught Poetry and English Literature.

‘You’re back,’ she said, stretching her arms above her head and yawning.

Alex sat at the foot of the bed. He was shaking and trying to figure out how to say it like it was nothing. Maybe it was nothing.

He swallowed one too many times. It tipped her off, even in her sleepiness. She sat up and touched his arm. ‘What’s wrong?’ And when he didn’t answer right away: ‘Baby, what is it? Come on.’

Alex turned to her and smiled, pretended to make eye contact as he looked past her. ‘My sister just called.’

‘And?’

‘It’s fine,’ he said. He remembered calling his parents late at night once he had his driver’s licence, prefacing every conversation with ‘Everything’s fine,’ to keep from throwing his mother into a panic.

‘Okay.’ He felt the pressure of Emily’s grip.

‘My parents were in a car accident.’ It felt like a struggle to remember. What had she said? ‘My dad’s okay but my mom’s in the hospital.’

She gasped and put her arms around him, squeezing hard and fast. Then she swung her legs out of the bed and stood up. ‘I’ll go with you,’ she said, like there was nothing more to discuss.

‘I don’t even know if it’s that bad. Riley sounded shaken up, but . . .’ Alex lost his train of thought. But what? ‘But I could be back tomorrow.’ He stood up and got a duffel bag out of the closet, brushing past Emily in her cropped pyjama pants and little tank top. He started opening drawers, grabbing thoughtlessly at clothes.

‘Are you sure? I don’t mind.’

Alex kissed the top of her head. He liked doing that: she was so tiny. ‘I’m sure. I’ll call you when I get there. No sense you coming if it’s nothing.’

He hoped it was nothing.
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Emily never paid attention to the weather. She didn’t own an umbrella, or even a raincoat. She never walked any faster through a parking lot just because of a few raindrops. At the beach, she never positioned herself at the right angle for tanning. She talked with her hands, crossing and uncrossing and recrossing her legs, shifting position so she could see whoever she was talking to. She’d come home with funny tan lines – the right half of her shin, an arc of pink on her neck, the backs of her thighs as white as a frog’s belly. She’d be sore, not having thought it had been bright enough to make sunscreen necessary. Alex would volunteer to rub her body with aloe, the only way she’d let him touch her tender skin.

They’d met at the beach. She’d been sitting by herself with a stack of papers. She had a cute blonde pixie haircut and she was wearing a white bikini. She had a tiny pair of tortoiseshell reading glasses on the tip of her nose.

Alex had been playing volleyball with some guys from work, but he was watching her. Every few minutes, she scribbled on the pages with a red pen. It was Alex’s good luck when a breeze caught a few and scattered them on the sand. She put her water bottle on the stack and began reaching for the stray papers.

He jogged toward her, bent to pick some up and handed them over.

‘Oh, thank you,’ she said, kneeling in the sand and squinting up at him.

‘So, what are these?’ he asked, crouching down so they were face to face.

‘Just papers for my class.’ She added the crumpled pages to the pile beneath her water bottle and settled back on her towel.

‘Where do you go?’

‘Uh, well, I don’t go. I teach.’

Alex chuckled at himself. ‘Oh. What do you teach?’

‘Well, these are from my freshman English class.’

‘Haven’t you heard that red ink can be traumatizing to insecure freshmen?’

She smiled. ‘Yeah, I have heard that.’

They’d been dating for about four months when the end of spring semester came. Emily had committed to a summer programme in France and Alex offered to take her to the airport. He carried her bag over his shoulder on the way to the gate. She walked beside him, in high heels, the top of her head barely reaching his chin. They sat next to each other in an unusual quiet. When her flight was announced over the PA, Alex began to stand up. Emily covered her face and her shoulders started shaking.

At first, Alex was confused. He sat down again, touched her arm. ‘What’s wrong?’

She rubbed her face and looked at him. ‘I’m going to miss you,’ she said.

No one had ever cried over him before.

Alex had bought the diamond ring six months ago. It was white gold, square cut, one full carat. He’d kept it in its black velvet box in his jacket pocket. He’d waited. He was going to ask her, but it had to be perfect. It wasn’t that he had any doubt that he wanted to marry her but every time he began to formulate the words, every time he began to reach for it, he’d imagine her saying no.

So he waited.

Riley seemed to want to be alone with Mom that night. She’d stay at the hospital late, until she was ready to go to sleep. She gave Alex strict orders: get Dad some dinner and get him to bed early. He nodded and tried to arrange his face in a serious expression. Riley was worried about their father. He needed to sleep.

Mark didn’t seem tired. On the walk to the car, he didn’t wait for Alex to suggest restaurants. ‘Let’s go to Charlie’s,’ he said.

They sat across from each other at a square wooden table. The waitress set out a bowl of pretzels and wrote down their beer orders as they studied the menu. Mark was on his second beer by the time the burgers arrived. He’d asked about Emily, about work. By his third beer, he loosened up and let slip that Riley had been home most of the summer.

‘She’s been very cryptic. Your mother managed to get some of it out of her. It has to do with that guy she got hooked up with out there. I think they were living together but I never asked. Didn’t really want to know.’

Alex nodded. The don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy was in full effect in their family when it came to living with someone before marriage.

‘I’m sure your mother knew. Knows.’ Mark cleared his throat, finished his beer and went silent.

‘The police still haven’t found the driver of the other car?’ Alex asked, because he couldn’t think of anything else to say.

‘They’re not going to.’

‘I suppose.’

‘There was no other car,’ Mark said, holding up his empty beer mug and nodding at the waitress.

Alex thought his father had misunderstood. ‘The car that swerved into your lane. The one that pushed you off the road.’

‘There was no other car,’ Mark said again, looking Alex in the eye.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Here you go, sir,’ said the waitress, setting another beer in front of Mark.

He smiled at her, watched her walk away. Then he turned to his son. ‘I fell asleep,’ he said, lifting the mug to his lips.

‘You fell asleep?’

‘Yes. I fucking fell asleep.’ Mark slammed the mug against the table. It sloshed over the sides. His eyes were wet. It scared Alex that he might cry.

‘Oh, I didn’t know that,’ Alex said, mopping up the beer with a napkin. ‘Riley told me—’

‘Riley doesn’t know.’

Alex just stared at him across the table.

‘Don’t tell her.’

Alex nodded, grateful for something to do.

Mark fumbled with his keys at the door. Then he staggered backward a few steps, doubled over and puked on the porch. Alex grabbed his shoulders and pushed him inside. Turned out Riley hadn’t locked the door anyway.

Mark could hold his liquor. Alex had never seen him like that. It must have been the sleep deprivation or the stress or the Catholic guilt. Maybe a combination. Alex nearly had to carry him up the stairs to his room. He lay flat on his back, closed his eyes, and seemed to fall asleep immediately. Alex took off his shoes and threw a blanket over him. Then he went back outside and stepped carefully over the threshold, holding his breath.

Alex debated whether or not to turn on the outside light, afraid it would pour through Riley’s window, waking her up. It wasn’t so much a matter of discretion: he didn’t want to have that conversation. In the end, it was easier than he’d thought it would be to find the bucket Mark used for car washing. Alex filled it three times, threw the water over the porch and, satisfied, went to sleep on the couch.

Riley went back to the hospital early the next morning. She didn’t know that Mark slept until noon. When his father came downstairs, Alex knew better than to suggest breakfast. They didn’t talk a lot on the drive, conserving their energy for the day ahead.
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Riley met them in the visitors’ room. She was talking fast and not making eye contact. Their mom had woken up. She had looked Riley right in the face and asked, ‘Are you the Mother of God?’

And Riley had responded, ‘No, Mom, I’m afraid I’m not.’ The way she told the story, it was like it hadn’t even startled her, like it was funny that their mother would just go completely crazy.

All Alex could think was, what if his mother had asked him that, asked him if he was Jesus, or something. It made his stomach flip. He didn’t think it was funny at all. He had just been hoping and praying that she would wake up. He hadn’t realized that maybe he should have been more specific.

First they said it was the medication; then it was something about her sodium levels. Alex strained to listen when the doctors talked to Mark, to read between the lines. They never exactly said that it would get better, at least not that he heard, but that was what his father said they’d said. That was what he told everyone.

Mom slept a lot. Alex preferred to visit her while she was asleep. He could sit beside her and count her breaths. He imagined each one was a step closer to her being healed.

When she was awake, he had errands. In the afternoons he fed the dog and let her out to pee since no one was home. He picked up lunch. He got roses for her room. He spent a long time in the florist’s, debating between colours and shapes. He called Emily to help him decide.

Bells rang overhead as he passed through the door. Behind the counter, the shopkeeper looked up and Alex nodded, touching the Bluetooth in his ear to signal he was on the phone. ‘Hey, babe, I’m trying to pick out roses for my mom.’

‘How is she?’

‘Better.’

‘Oh, good.’

The shop was small; the walls were lined with the kind of refrigerators you’d find in a convenience store. But instead of sodas they were filled with plastic buckets of flower bunches.

‘Yellow is for friendship, right?’ Alex asked.

‘Um, I think so.’

‘And red is, like, romance or whatever.’

‘Technically. But I don’t know if it really matters,’ she said.

The only flowers Alex could identify were roses, tulips and carnations. And pansies, but they didn’t sell pansies at this type of florist. ‘They have some with different-coloured edges,’ he told her, peering into a bucket of flowers in a back corner.

‘Yeah, those are really pretty.’ Emily hated receiving flowers. She’d told Alex early on in their relationship and he’d been suspicious. He’d even asked Riley if she thought it was a trick. Riley told him to take Emily at her word.

‘Is it better to get them when they’re open already or when they’re still buds?’ Alex asked.

‘Um, somewhere in between, I guess. If they’re too far into bloom, they die sooner. But sometimes the really tight buds never open.’ That was why she didn’t like getting flowers: because they die.

‘I think maybe these yellow ones with peach at the edges,’ he said, lifting them from the white bucket and sliding the refrigerator door closed.

‘That sounds nice. Bright and cheerful. I’m sure she’ll love them.’

Alex put the roses on the counter and reached for his wallet. The cashier wrapped them in a cone of green tissue paper.

‘I really feel like I should be there,’ Emily said.

‘Em, it’s okay. They’ll probably send her home in a couple of days. By the time you got here, I’d probably be leaving anyway.’

‘If you’re sure.’

‘I’m sure,’ Alex said. He nodded and smiled at the cashier as the man handed him the change.

Alex went back to the hospital and found Riley sitting in the waiting room, reading a book. ‘Is Dad in with her?’ he asked.

She closed the book without marking her place. ‘No, he went to mass.’

Alex hadn’t been to mass since Christmas. He spent most of his Sunday mornings in bed with Emily, who wasn’t Catholic, wasn’t anything, and didn’t feel guilty for sleeping in on Sundays.

‘He’ll probably be back soon,’ she said, looking at her watch. ‘Mom’s sleeping.’

‘I’ll just go put these in her room.’

She leaned forward to get a better look at the flowers. ‘They’re pretty. You did good.’ She leaned back and started searching for her page.

He set the flowers by the window, sat down and started counting.

RILEY

The hospital sheets were only slightly softer than the stiff construction paper I remembered from childhood art projects. I wondered if I could bring sheets from home, the kind that smelt right, the flannel kind with the rosebuds worn blurry from years of washing. I thought about it, but told myself she wasn’t going to be there long enough to notice. Any day now they’d tell us we could take her home.

We took turns sitting by her. It was mostly my father and me, since Alex seemed always to be doing errands. He’d volunteer to go to the house to get things, to let Gracie out, to pick up food. I was grateful. I hated to leave, hated to go home even to sleep. I seemed to wake on the half-hour, with the sort of sensation you get when you think you’ve left the oven on or the door unlocked. It would take so long to fall back to sleep only to feel that jolt again. I’d return to the hospital in the morning, still tired.

She looked older. When she spoke, her lips peeled apart slowly. She didn’t say a lot, those first few days. She pointed. She winced. She stared out of the window at the sky. They’d moved her out of ICU, to the fourth floor.

‘Can I get you anything?’ I asked.

My mom shook her head. ‘I’m just feeling tired,’ she said.

‘Okay. Well, why don’t you take a nap?’

‘I guess.’ She didn’t close her eyes.

‘Would you like me to stay or go?’ I asked.

She sighed. ‘Can you sit with me for a while?’

‘Of course I can. Whatever you want.’

‘Okay.’ She rolled over onto her side, facing away from me. I chewed my thumbnail and listened to her breathing.

Only minutes had passed when she startled awake. She turned over to face me and grabbed my wrist. ‘What’s happening?’ she shouted, looking frightened.

‘You’re in the hospital,’ I told her, for the third time that day. ‘You were in an accident, but you’re going to be fine.’

She looked at me sceptically. ‘Can you go get my mom?’ she asked. That was new. Her mother had died before I was born.

‘Um, no, but I can get your husband if you want,’ I offered.

She scowled. ‘Riley?’

‘Yes, Mom?’

‘I did it again.’ She closed her eyes tightly and pressed her fingers against her eyelids.

‘It’s okay, Mom. It’s getting better.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah.’

When I was three, I got chickenpox. Alex had it first, caught it at school and passed it along. We had rented a summer cottage for a month on the seacoast of New Hampshire. Alex’s chickenpox started the first day and it didn’t slow him down. He built sand castles, looking like he’d just fallen down, a few pox on his chin, across his tummy. For two weeks, my mother had to chase other families away from us on the beach. Her little children were contagious.

When Alex’s chickenpox was just about finished, mine started. Mine was worse. My spots were everywhere. I had a million tiny pinpricks across my shoulders. They were the size of pennies on my face, all over my face, in my nose. I had one on the inside of my eyelid, scratching the white of my eye until it was red. I screamed bloody murder and stamped my feet.

While my father spent a week away on business, the family dog went into heat and had to be kept indoors, added to our little quarantine as the neighbourhood dogs howled and sniffed at our door. I spiked a fever and went to the emergency room. My mother was sent back to that small cottage with two crabby children and a troublesome dog, shut in the humidity of June, catching small sea breezes from the window. She bathed me in oatmeal while I screeched. The oats seemed to do nothing but make the pox bigger and gooier. I would lie on the bed with my arms and legs flung out, as far away from each other as possible. I refused clothes. My mother would sit beside me for hours, tracing strange patterns along the narrow white lines of flesh between the sores on my body. Her light touch was the only thing that could quiet my shrieks into whimpers, allowing me to sleep.
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As soon as they started talking about letting my mom go home, Alex started talking about leaving. ‘I can stay a bit longer if you need me,’ he said to my dad.

‘Nah.’ Dad shook his head. ‘Riley’s here.’

I went home to get her room ready while my dad filled out the paperwork.

We set my mother up in the downstairs bedroom and my dad stayed upstairs. He didn’t want to wake her with his snoring. I moved to the couch.

It was three o’clock when my dad pulled into the driveway. He ran around to the passenger’s side and helped Mom out of the car. He had one arm around her waist and the other arm holding her biceps. She hobbled and he concentrated on the path ahead of them. She was out of breath by the time she finally settled into bed.

‘Want something to drink?’ I asked her.

‘Maybe just some water.’

‘Okay.’

I went to the kitchen and filled a glass with water, three ice cubes and a bendy straw. I held it out, turning the straw to her lips. She took a long sip and I set it on the nightstand.

‘Well, I’ll get going,’ my dad said.

I turned to look at him, not understanding. ‘Going?’

‘Yeah. I really need to check in at the office.’

‘Right now?’

‘I’ll just be an hour or so.’

I looked at my mom. She shrugged.

Dad kissed her on the forehead and left the room.

I was lying in the hammock on the screen porch when my father came through the door. The sun had gone down hours ago and the crickets were chirping. I heard him set down his briefcase and walk to the refrigerator. His dress shoes click-clacked across the hard wood floors. He stood in the doorway, holding a bottle of Sam Adams in one hand, loosening his tie with the other.

‘How’d she do today?’ he asked, stepping onto the porch.

‘Fine. She’s sleeping.’

She had yelled at me when I tried to help her with the bedpan. I told her she was being silly; she told me I was talking to her like she was a child.

‘When did you look in on her last?’

‘A half-hour ago. Opening the door wakes her up, though. If she needs anything, she can press the intercom button on the phone.’

‘Okay. Is there anything for dinner?’

‘She’s still not eating a lot. I made myself a burger.’

‘Well, maybe tomorrow night you could make some spaghetti or something. Set some aside for me.’

I thought that over, squinting through the screen. ‘Maybe.’

A manless canoe floated past our dock. The kids a few houses down never secured their boats.

‘How was your day?’ I asked, as he sat down.

‘Long.’

I nodded. Mine, too.

A breeze drifted through the screen.

‘Do you like me?’ I asked.

He turned in his chair and made a face. ‘Do I like you? Of course I do.’

‘Why?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What do you like about me?’

‘I don’t understand. What are you getting at?’

I want you to know me. Do you know me? I sighed. ‘Nothing.’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘If you don’t have time to make dinner I guess I can pick up a pizza.’

‘Okay.’

He got up, wandered into the kitchen and started rummaging noisily through the freezer.

Somehow the house seemed even quieter with my parents in it. Dad worked a lot. Mom slept a lot. Gracie spent the day in the back yard so she couldn’t make any noise. I learned to do dishes quietly.

It wasn’t that hard. I left the water running to drown out any clashing of pots and pans. It was kind of soothing. It made me feel useful on a Saturday afternoon. I couldn’t make her better but I could help her sleep.

My dad was outside washing the cars. Maybe it was his version of feeling useful. I was watching him through the window above the kitchen sink. He had a system. It looked kind of like ‘lather, rinse, repeat’. First Mom’s car, then his. He was on the first lathering of soap on his car when someone pulled into the driveway.

It was a bright blue sedan. My dad left the sponge on the hood, dried his hands on his blue jeans and moved forward as Ben stepped out. My scalp tingled and I had to remind myself to breathe as I watched them shake hands. I turned off the faucet and strained to hear what they were saying to each other. All I could hear was my own heartbeat.

I willed myself to the door, opening it before Ben could knock.

‘You can’t come in. My mom’s sleeping.’

He looked at me, puzzled. ‘I flew across the country to talk to you, Riley.’

I could feel my father watching us out of the corner of his eye, pretending to focus on washing the car. I sighed. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

I smiled at my dad as I passed him; a small smile, no teeth. I walked to the end of the driveway quickly, with Ben about half a step behind. We walked wordlessly until the street curved and we were out of sight and hearing of my father. Then I turned toward him.

I waited for him to speak. He shifted awkwardly, searching my face for a clue into my thoughts. I shrugged. ‘So?’

‘I came here because I want you to tell me to my face that things are over. I don’t think you can do it. That’s why you left the way you did.’ His arms were folded and his jaw was set. He was looking down at me from his six-foot-one vantage-point. I felt like I was being scolded. I set my shoulders back, chin up, feet apart. I wished I could make myself taller. I crossed my arms right back at him.

‘I’m sorry you thought that. You’re wrong. It’s over between us, Ben. I don’t want to be with you any more. Okay?’

We stared each other in the eye for several moments. He cleared his throat and looked away, then forced himself to look back. ‘You don’t mean that,’ he said finally.

‘I don’t?’ I raised my eyebrows. ‘That’s interesting. So you know how I feel better than I do? I’m impressed.’

He sighed, eyes to the ground, digging his toe into the dirt, trying to come up with a new strategy. The conflict between making up and breaking up was a battle to be won or lost with words.

‘Remember all those nights during monsoon season, on the patio?’ he said, in a near-whisper.

Ben’s apartment had a fenced-in cement patio with a patch of dead grass beyond it. We were getting naked in the bedroom one hot July evening the first time he suggested it. He looked me in the eyes and asked if we should take it outside. He smiled. He didn’t quite mean it. It was sort of a joke, unless I took him seriously.

I’d cocked my eyebrow at him and shrugged. Why not? It surprised him, I could tell. But he didn’t blink. I wrapped my legs around his waist and he carried me through the glass doors, sat down on the lounge chair and pushed my already soaking wet hair out of my eyes. Monsoon rain isn’t like other rain. It’s bigger, louder, wetter somehow. I fucked him right there, my knees digging into the metal on the sides of the chair, rain pouring down my breasts and into his mouth.

‘I remember everything, Ben. I remember the taste of blood in my mouth when you hit me.’

‘Riley, I’m sorry. I’m fucking sorry! How can I get you to forgive me?’ He noticed me jump a bit as he raised his voice. He paused, regrouped. ‘It wasn’t always bad. That’s all I’m saying. There were good times. I mean, can’t you remember that there were good times? It was mostly good, Riley. It was. Admit it.’

He sounded like a seven-year-old trying to win an argument.

I walked a few steps away, dragging my fingers through my hair. Then I turned back. ‘Monsoon season is what makes you so dangerous to me. If it was always bad, if you were always beating the shit out of me, I would have been able to get away a lot sooner.’

He sat down on the stone wall that ran along the side of the road. He was quiet, his shoulders slumped, defeated.

I sat down next to him and tried to remember what I’d been telling myself all these weeks. ‘We aren’t good for each other, Ben. Too much shit has happened between us. It could never be good again. We need to let each other go.’

That was when he started crying. ‘How can you say that to me, Riley? We fit together.’

That felt true. It made my chest ache, and all the arguments I’d built to the contrary, like bricks in a wall, started to tip and slide.

‘We need each other,’ he insisted. ‘I need you!’

It felt weird to sit there and watch him cry without holding him. But I didn’t want to confuse things. I tucked my hands under my thighs and watched my feet swinging back and forth, my heels hitting the stone wall. ‘You don’t need me,’ I told him. ‘You just think you do. I thought that getting over you would be the hardest thing I ever did, but I’ve done harder things since then. You can do it, too.’

He looked at me, his eyebrows diving toward each other, sneering. ‘So you’re over me? You don’t love me any more? Is that what you’re saying?’

I held my breath for a moment. The truth didn’t matter. ‘Yes. I guess that’s what I’m saying.’

He flinched. His jaw fell loose and he stared at me with his mouth open. He hadn’t been expecting me to say that. He got to his feet and turned away. ‘You’ll never find anyone who loves you the way I do,’ he spat.

I thought about that. ‘Well, I hope you’re right,’ I said simply.

He turned back. ‘So you’re just going to be mad at me for ever?’

‘I’m not really mad any more. I’m just finished.’

‘You’re just finished? You’re just finished.’ He shook his head and smiled, but it was not a smile. ‘You’re such a bitch.’

I got to my feet and started walking back to the house.

‘Where are you going? I’m not finished yet,’ he called after me.

I turned around. ‘Can you please be quiet?’ I begged, looking over my shoulder. Through the trees, I could see my father lathering the hood of his car.

‘Oh, are you afraid Daddy might hear me?’

‘Can we not do this, Ben?’ I walked backwards. ‘Why are we doing this?’

He took several steps forward. ‘You think the world revolves around you and what you want.’

‘What?’ I could tell there was no calming him down now.

‘You think you can just leave me without a word. You just run away. You get an abortion without even asking me!’

‘Asking you? Ben, go home.’ I turned and walked quickly away from him. I heard his footsteps on the pavement close behind me.

I passed his car at the end of the driveway and slowed down. I thought my father’s presence might be enough to convince Ben to leave quietly. It was my last hope. It was another case of poor judgement.

‘You killed our baby!’ Ben screamed.

I stopped halfway down the driveway. I was staring at my sneakers, but I could feel my father stop what he was doing, heard the soft splash of the sponge as it dropped into the soapy water bucket.

I turned to face Ben. It was better than the alternative. ‘Get the hell out of here!’ I hissed. I felt like he’d stripped me naked in the front yard.

Ben stumbled toward me and fell to his knees, grabbing my waist. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ He was crying again. ‘But if I can forgive you, why can’t you forgive me?’

My father kicked up the gravel on his way toward us. I was prying Ben’s fingers from my belt loops when my father grabbed him by the upper arm and threw him back. ‘Get your hands off my daughter,’ he said, as he stepped between Ben and me.

Ben sprawled in the driveway, looking scared and surprised. ‘I believe she’s asked you to leave.’

Ben scrambled to his feet, mumbling something unintelligible as he walked to his car. He paused before opening the car door, looked at me, sneered and shook his head.

‘Keep moving,’ my father said, taking a step forward.

Ben smacked the heel of his hand against the roof of the car, dug his keys out of his pocket and climbed in. The engine revved as he glared at me through the windshield. And then he was gone.

I couldn’t look my father in the eyes. He walked to the edge of the house and bent to turn the faucet on.

‘Dad, I—’ I didn’t know how to explain.

‘Why don’t you go check on your mother? Make sure this nonsense didn’t wake her up.’

I wrapped my arms around my body, shivering in the afternoon sun.

‘I’ll be inside in a bit,’ he said, picking up the hose.

‘Okay,’ I said, and went into the house.

CAROL

When Carol was six years old, she had crouched at the bottom of the basement stairs, snickering with anticipation. Her mother flipped the light switch on and each step groaned as she got closer to the bottom. When both of her feet were on the basement floor, Carol sprang into the air. ‘Boo!’ she exclaimed, beaming, gleeful.

Her mother shrieked. Her hands flew up in the air and she stumbled backward, sitting on the second to last step.

‘That wasn’t funny at all!’ she told her daughter, pressing her right hand over her chest. ‘I almost fainted dead away.’

Carol was horrified. She had nearly killed her mother.

When Carol was nine, she and her brother found a set of monogrammed luggage in the basement. The initials were confusing: A.G. Carol’s mother’s name was Anne Riley; her maiden name had been Mathews.

Carol’s brother trudged up the stairs with a pale blue suitcase. Their mother was cleaning the stove in a dress and apron. She turned her head as they came up the stairs; didn’t even give them a chance to ask about the luggage.

‘What are you doing with that?’ She wiped her hands on the apron, near the pockets. She snatched the suitcase from her son’s hand.

The children stepped back, wide-eyed, mute.

‘I don’t want you nosing through my things!’ she yelled, tears flying off her cheeks. ‘Go to your rooms, both of you!’ She left them standing there as she ran down the basement stairs, suitcase in hand. They went to their rooms and they didn’t bring it up ever again.

When Carol was sixteen, she was desperate for a two-piece bathing suit. Her mother put her foot down; she forbade it. She said only tramps would bare their navel to a beach full of boys who were after only one thing. A girl like that could get into trouble.

They went bathing-suit shopping at the Woburn Mall. Carol tried on cartfuls of one-piece bathing suits, pouting into the three-way mirror as her white-cotton underwear spilled out of the leg holes. Her mother stood behind her with a hand on her hip, a smile that faded with the passing of the summer day spent under artificial lights. Carol found what she wanted in Jordan Marsh. It was powder blue, tied behind the neck, with two foam pads in the top. It was a two-piece, but it came up high enough to cover her navel. Her mother relented.

Mark and Carol would sit in the sand dunes on hot summer nights, watching the sun set. Then they would kiss, lying in the sand, hidden by the tall grass. The sand was rough and itchy on their legs. Their kisses were slow and uncertain. He never touched her breasts or moved his hands from the respectful safety of her waist. The few inches of flesh between Carol’s belly button and her ribs were new to the breeze, to the sun, to the touch of another person. The feel of his naked, hairless boy chest against her bare skin was dizzying.

Carol’s mother liked to tell her that Mark was going to break her heart. For two years she cautioned and Carol slammed doors. She stopped telling her anything at all about Mark. Her mother read her diary so she started filling it with hatred for her.

And then she died. She had a brain aneurysm while she was doing the laundry. Carol found her in the basement after school one day, lying on the cool cement floor. She looked like she’d decided to take a nap there. The only sign that something was truly amiss was the laundry basket, turned over on its side, haemorrhaging whites. Her mother’s death smelt like Tide.

Mark asked Carol to marry him in the parking lot of a Rite Aid. They had just finished watching a double feature at the drive-in and had some time to kill before she had to be home. After her mother’s death, Carol’s curfew relaxed significantly. Her father ate his dinner and went to bed early. He didn’t wait up. He didn’t ask where she was going, who with, when she’d be back. That had been her mother’s job and he didn’t seem to have any desire to take over.

Mark and Carol sat close in the front seat of his father’s car. His arm was around her shoulders; she rested her head on his chest. Her heart beat twice for every one of his.

‘Do you have any secrets?’ she asked, walking two fingers up his arm.

He squinted through the windshield and scrunched up his nose. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said.

‘Yeah, me neither.’ Carol let out a giggle and he turned his face to her, looking concerned, as if to say, What’s so funny? She shrugged. ‘We’re so boring and we’re not even married yet.’

‘Well, we can fix that,’ he said, giving her shoulder a squeeze, grinning.

A few years ago, when Carol’s father was getting ready to sell the house, she’d helped him go through everything. Again, she came across the luggage, now grey, still mysteriously monogrammed. She had to fight the childlike impulse to ignore it.

‘Dad, what’s with this?’

He looked up from the box of records he was flipping through. ‘What?’

‘The G on this monogram. What’s it for?’

He sighed. He seemed to be deciding whether or not to lie. ‘Graham,’ he said quietly.

‘Graham? What’s that?’

‘That was the last name of your mother’s first husband.’

‘What?’

‘Daniel Graham. They were married for only a few months when he was sent to the war. He didn’t come back.’

‘Are you serious?’ Of course he was serious. ‘How long after he died did she remarry?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘A year?’

‘Not quite.’

Carol’s eyes bulged.

‘Look,’ he said, smoothing the sides of his grey hair, fidgeting and breathing heavily. ‘Your mother and I had known each other for years. We’d gone to school together. We were friends. Daniel was a few years older. I was heartbroken when they got married.’ He cleared his throat. ‘So when I had another chance, I didn’t waste a lot of time.’

‘Why didn’t anyone ever tell us?’

‘She didn’t like to talk about it. And I guess we didn’t really think you needed to know.’

Carol sat there shaking her head as her entire understanding of reality shifted.

It didn’t take her long to start wondering what else her parents had decided she didn’t need to know. Going through the basement with her father, Carol pocketed anything that might have answers. According to the papers she was able to find, her parents had been married for slightly less than eight months when her brother was born. His pale green ‘Baby Book’ listed his birth weight as nine pounds, eight ounces. Was this the weight of a premature infant? Carol thought it unlikely.

Years after her mother’s death, Carol stood at the front of a Catholic church wearing white without lying. Her mother had doubted the day would ever come. Years later, she pored over her parents’ wedding photos, searching the bride’s eyes for clues. She began to imagine her mother standing at the front of a Catholic church with a determined smile on her face and a secret in her belly.

While Carol was dating Mark, her mother had given her this piece of advice: ‘You should marry a man who loves you just a little bit more than you love him.’

Carol had been infuriated by the implication. Seventeen years old, in a world that revolved entirely around her, it was an insult to the love she and Mark shared. She never considered what this said about her mother. What it said about her parents’ marriage. Perhaps her mother had loved her first husband too much; so much that she couldn’t let herself get hurt by loving someone that way again. Perhaps her first marriage had been about love, her second about necessity.

Certainly Carol would never ask her father to fill in any of these blanks. How could she? He had called from work every Wednesday afternoon of her childhood and asked his wife out for that Friday. Carol and her brother would stay home alone, eating macaroni and cheese or fish sticks and ketchup, every single Friday night of their young lives.

These were the fragments Carol used to piece together her mother’s identity. She would never really know. It was too late to know her now.

Riley never left the house except to get the mail. She came back, breathless, and walked into Carol’s room right away to sort it. She sat on the bed and passed her mother the get-well cards and the Pottery Barn catalogue.

‘Wanna play cards?’ she asked, as Carol ripped open a lavender envelope.

‘Okay.’

She went out and set the rest of the mail on Mark’s desk. Carol could hear her rifling through drawers.

‘They’re in the kitchen,’ she called. ‘Top drawer, next to the sink.’

Riley’s shoes tapped across the hard wood floors. She came to the door with the deck in her hand. ‘What should we play?’

‘How about Rummy?’ Carol suggested.

Riley sat on the end of the bed again, tucking her legs beneath her. ‘Okay.’ She started shuffling. ‘How many cards are there in a hand?’

Carol narrowed her eyes at her daughter. She couldn’t tell if Riley was just playing dumb to test her. She’d been doing that lately. ‘Seven,’ Carol told her and she started to deal.

‘What would you like for dinner?’ Riley asked.

‘What do we have?’

‘Chicken, steak, hamburger . . .’

‘Chicken sounds good,’ Carol said.

‘Okay. Your turn.’

She picked a card. ‘Go.’

‘When is Dad coming home?’

‘Probably not till seven again.’

She nodded. ‘Your turn.’

Carol had asked Mark what had happened between him and Riley.

‘Nothing,’ he’d told her, but he’d said it too fast for it to be true.

Mark didn’t talk about the accident. He never asked Carol if she remembered it. She did. She knew that Riley was wrong when she told her what had happened, that there had been another car, some crazy driver who had pushed them off the road and hadn’t even had the decency to call 911.

Carol patted Riley’s arm. She told her to stop thinking about the other driver. It did no good. It couldn’t be undone now. And, anyways, she was going to be fine.

Mark had been so tired; they both were. He could never sleep on planes. He was too tall. Even sitting on the aisle didn’t help: the food cart would bump him if he wasn’t paying constant attention. Carol had leaned her head on his big shoulder and tucked the thin blanket around her little ones. She had slept.

Carol had offered to drive, but he’d said he was fine. It wasn’t even an hour to the house from Pat’s. She’d caught him drifting once, his eyelids drooping, his head nodding.

‘Babe?’

‘What?’ His head had snapped up.

‘Are you sure you’re okay to drive, honey?’

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. We’re almost there. I’m fine.’

Carol had switched through the radio stations, looking for something peppy. She’d stopped on Dusty Springfield singing about the son of a preacher man.

The radio had started playing some Van Morrison. Carol patted Mark’s thigh and hummed along.

Mark’s chin dipped toward his chest. Carol gasped and reached for the steering-wheel, but it was too late. The car rattled as they sped off the road and onto the grass of the shoulder. Mark startled awake, and Carol heard the squeal of brakes and the shattering of glass as the world went dark.

Carol had had enough of the downstairs bedroom.

For the third time that day, Riley stuck her head in and asked if she needed anything. Carol swung her legs out and set her feet on the carpet. ‘Come here,’ she told her.

Riley walked over and bent down so Carol could put her good arm over her shoulders. ‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘Upstairs.’ Carol stood up.

‘Mom. Wait – are you sure?’

‘Yes. I’m sure. Let’s go.’

At the bottom of the stairs, Carol had to sit down and catch her breath.

‘Mom, maybe this is too much?’ Riley’s worry was painted all over her face, especially her forehead.

‘Just give me a minute,’ Carol told her. ‘Okay.’ She got to her feet, wrapped her arm around Riley again and started up the stairs. At first, it felt like Carol was pulling Riley along. By the top, Riley was pushing Carol.

Riley eased her into the bed. ‘How do you feel? You’re really pale.’

Carol tried to smile, brush off her concern. ‘I could use a drink.’

Riley rushed downstairs. Carol rested back on the pillow, closed her eyes and counted her heartbeats.

She drank all of the water Riley brought her. Then Riley set the glass on the nightstand and curled up in the bed next to her.

While Carol had been pregnant with Riley, in the ninth month, she used to feel the baby get hiccups every night at ten o’clock. After Riley was born, when she was pink and tiny and breastfeeding, she still got hiccups every night at ten o’clock.

Carol had felt her mother’s loss more intensely when she became a mother. She felt it again when Riley left home. She didn’t know how to be the mother of a grown woman. She hadn’t had a mother when she was Riley’s age.

She fell asleep with Riley’s hand on her forehead.

Mark came home before sunset that night. Carol could hear him and Riley talking in the kitchen, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying. Mark stomped up the stairs and came into the room with his arms folded across his chest.

‘How is this going to work?’ he asked.

‘Well, probably the same way it has for the past twenty-five years.’

‘But you’re not well. You need your rest. That’s why we decided you should sleep downstairs.’

‘You decided.’

‘Carol.’

‘I’m feeling better, Mark. I took a shower today without Riley’s help.’

‘What?’ He started pacing. ‘You have to be more careful. You can’t rush your recovery.’

‘Mark, listen to me.’ He stopped pacing and looked up from the carpet. ‘I need things to start feeling normal again.’

He walked to the side of the bed. ‘But what if I roll into you in my sleep?’

Carol reached for his hand. ‘You never have before. Are you going to start now that I have a broken arm?’

He shrugged.

‘It’ll be okay.’

He knelt on the floor. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, and put his head in her lap. Quiet sobs shook his broad shoulders.

‘I know you’ve been scared,’ Carol told him, running her fingers through his dark hair. It needed cutting. ‘You don’t have to be scared any more. Nothing is wrong with me that can’t be fixed with a little bit of time.’

She hadn’t seen him cry like this since before they were married, when his brother had died. When she thought of the nearly thirty years that had passed since then, without any tears, it occurred to her that they were practically different species.

‘It was an accident, Mark. Let it go.’

His sobs got louder.

DONNA

Donna hadn’t spoken to Riley since her mother was sent home from the hospital. It always made her itchy, speaking to people’s parents over the phone. And she knew Riley’s mom spent a lot of time sleeping. So she never called. She waited for Riley to check in, as she did, every few days.

While Donna waited, she tried it out in her head: Dave proposed. I’m engaged. We’re getting married.

Riley called Donna’s cell phone as she was driving to work. The phone was inside her purse on the passenger’s seat, but she knew it was Riley because she had her own ring tone. She took so long to answer that Donna thought the call would go to voicemail. ‘Riley?’

‘Hi.’ Her voice was flat and small.

‘What’s wrong?’ Traffic slowed as the light ahead turned red. ‘Is your mom okay?’

There was a long pause. ‘My mom’s doing really well, actually.’

‘Oh, okay. That’s great.’

Another pause.

‘What is it?’

‘Ben was here.’

Donna gasped. The driver behind her leaned on his horn. The light was green. ‘Did he hurt you?’

‘No,’ Riley said. ‘Well, not physically.’

‘What did he want?’

‘To get back together? Or to argue about it. I’m not really sure.’

Donna took a left onto Grant and shot a dirty look to the impatient commuter in her rear-view mirror.

‘He ended up screaming at me about how I’d killed our baby. Right in our yard. In front of my father.’

‘Oh, my God. What a mess.’

‘Yeah.’ Riley sighed. ‘I thought my dad was going to hit him. I think Ben thought so too.’

‘Good,’ Donna said. ‘I wish he had.’

She didn’t say she agreed, but she didn’t argue either. ‘That was Saturday. He hasn’t been back.’

‘And things with your dad?’

‘Just rotten. I mean, we haven’t talked about it. I’m pretty sure he hasn’t told my mom. Yet.’

‘Sorry, Ry. That’s awful.’

Riley groaned. ‘Anyway. What’s new with you?’

Donna took a breath. ‘Oh, you know. Same old, same old.’

Donna believes that falling in love makes you crazy. It’s been scientifically proven. That’s why everything seems better at the beginning of a relationship. You can go without food and sleep, spend every moment apart thinking about each other, sit through a boring sci-fi movie without getting annoyed. Falling in love messes with your brain chemistry. She’d read an article about it.

Donna always hated the guys her friends chose. They were never good enough. She could never see what there was to obsess over. And girls always ditch their friends once they have a guy, like he’s the better offer you never knew they’d been waiting for. Donna had learned about this in high school when she was the perpetually dateless chubby girl who made the other girls feel better while they waited out their brief periods of datelessness.

The girl Donna had lived with before Riley gave no notice when she moved out and went to Vegas to marry her stupid boyfriend. Donna came home from work one day and found all her stuff missing (along with some of Donna’s) and a note tacked to the fridge. They’d been friends for three years.

Riley had been in Tucson less than a month when she’d started dating Ben. Donna had thought: Here we go again.

But Riley was different. She made plans with Donna without first making sure that Ben was busy. She didn’t just bring him along when Donna asked her to go somewhere. She spent Thanksgiving with Donna’s family because Donna had invited her first. He wasn’t all Riley talked about, even in the beginning when Donna knew she was deep in the crazy mess of it and her brain chemistry was at its worst.

Donna still wasn’t quite sure what Riley saw in him. He was cute, but he wasn’t as smart as she was. Or as funny. He seemed nice, though. A little shy, maybe. Polite.

Donna wished she could say she’d always known he was a creep, but the truth was that, by the time he hit Riley, she’d actually warmed to him. She was with Dave at that point and much more understanding of the entire concept of love. When Riley moved back in with her after the first break-up, Donna was happy to have her but it did cramp her style a bit. No more sex in the living room: Riley was crashing on the couch.

Riley had never told Donna about the first time Ben had been violent so she’d been happy when they’d got back together, when things had gone back to normal. She and Dave had a couple to hang out with again. And they had sex wherever they wanted. Her own brain chemistry was still in a muddle.

When Riley called to tell her what Ben had done, Dave had just asked Donna to marry him and she’d just said yes. Donna picked up the phone all excited, planning to share her news. She hadn’t.

‘Can you come get me?’ Riley asked, and Donna had heard it in her voice before she said anything more.

She and Dave drove to get Riley in complete silence. That article about brain chemistry came back to her and she tried to remember how long the craziness was supposed to last. When was it safe to start trusting your own mind? She and Dave had been together for nine months.

Anything less than a year was probably insane.

Donna had never known her father. He’d left while her mother was pregnant and she didn’t like to talk about it. In her teens, Donna had pushed the issue enough to find out that he’d known about her before he’d left. That was all she wanted to know, really.

Riley asked Donna once if she’d ever thought of searching for him.

‘What for?’

‘I dunno. ’Cause he’s your father?’

‘In what way?’

‘I suppose.’

She’d let it drop like she understood, but Donna wondered if that was really possible. Riley’s parents were still married; they’d been high-school sweethearts. Donna had seen pictures of them in matching blue jeans and polo shirts, looking like the stock photo that came with picture frames. Riley complained once that her father was a workaholic, that her mother always went to parent-teacher conferences alone.

Donna bit her lip. While she was growing up, her mother had worked two jobs, sometimes three, and only spoken to her teachers when Donna was in trouble. She was very rarely in trouble in any way that was particularly noticeable.

Donna spent two years on birth control before she ever lost her virginity. It wasn’t that her mother didn’t trust her, she just wanted Donna to get in the habit. She had plans for her daughter that didn’t include an early pregnancy.

That was how she’d said it, too: ‘I have plans for you.’

Donna was never really clear what those plans were. She still wasn’t.

Her mother was right, though. When Donna gave it up to the busboy at the restaurant where she worked, he’d stop at the convenience store for wine coolers, not condoms. Donna hadn’t expected the evening to turn out that way; she certainly hadn’t gone to her mother for advice beforehand. She was seventeen.

Donna learned a few things that night: don’t get drunk in a basement with a guy you only met last week, don’t have sex with someone you work with, and don’t doubt that your mother knows you better than you know yourself.

Dave hadn’t moved in yet, but he slept at Donna’s place six nights out of seven. She kind of liked having that one night to herself each week. She got to sit on the couch in her sweats eating frozen pizza and watching reality TV. It kept them from getting on each other’s nerves. Donna guessed he’d give up his apartment after the wedding. They hadn’t talked about it.

She cracked the oven door open to check on the salmon.

‘Babe, you’re letting the heat out,’ he said, as if he knew the first thing about how to cook fish. Or chicken or steak or any kind of meat, for that matter. He was in charge of the vegetables and starch. Tonight it was couscous, zucchini and mushrooms. And onions. Always onions. Donna was getting sick of onions.

‘It’s not ready yet,’ she said, bumping the door shut with her hip.

‘Can you go sit down?’

The kitchen was too small. He always wanted to be alone while he cooked. But he didn’t know how to cook meat! Before he’d met Donna, he’d been a virtual vegetarian. It wasn’t that he was morally opposed to meat-eating: he was just terrified of E. coli and salmonella.

‘Fine.’ Donna sat at the small kitchen table. She crossed her legs and started shaking her foot. ‘I talked to Riley today.’

‘Yeah?’ He looked over his shoulder. ‘How is she?’

‘Okay. But guess who showed up at her house.’

‘No way.’ He turned down the burner, leaned against the counter and folded his arms.

‘Yep. He made a big scene in her front yard and told her dad about the abortion.’

‘What an asshole.’

Donna nodded. ‘Her dad chased him away and she hasn’t seen him again so he must be back in Tucson by now.’

He rubbed his chin. ‘Did you tell her we’re getting hitched?’

‘Mmm. I didn’t really get a chance.’

‘You didn’t?’

‘Well, she was upset. It didn’t feel like the right time.’

He turned away. She could hear him breathing. He shut off the burner. ‘Are you backing out?’

He asked it so quietly and sounded so crushed, as if he was getting ready to let her go, if that was what she wanted. Donna stood up and walked toward him, wrapping her arms around him from behind and pressing her lips to the back of his neck. ‘I’m not backing out,’ she said, and she knew she never would.

He grasped her hands at his chest. ‘I’m going to get you a ring.’

‘I don’t care about that.’

He turned to face her, holding her close. ‘I want you to have a ring when we tell your mom.’

Donna smiled. ‘I’m not a jewellery person, Dave.’ This was true. She’d had her ears pierced when she was ten, but hadn’t worn earrings in so long that the holes had closed up.

‘Just something small.’ He was holding her hands, looking at her fingers as if picturing the perfect thing.

‘Something small,’ Donna whispered, as he brought her fingers to his lips. He held her there and she switched off the oven, but the salmon came out a little dry anyway.

Sometimes Donna had a secret wish to run other people’s lives for them, but she kept the secret pretty well. She thought she got it from her mother, who wasn’t so secretive about it. Also, Donna had learned over the years that sometimes she could be wrong, which was oddly comforting.

She was glad that Riley had gone back to Massachusetts. She missed her every day but it just felt safer. Especially after Ben had shown up there. What he’d done. But if she were in Tucson, it would be worse. At least her parents could protect her. And the distance. If Riley were here, Ben would be camped out at their door just like last time. When Donna thought about the times she had run into him, passed along letters. She’d felt sorry for him. If only Riley had told her the truth then, Donna would never have let her go back. None of this would be happening.

She did sort of wish Riley had had the baby, though. Donna got the feeling that her parents were in a position to help. And Riley would have made a great mom. She had a lot more going for her than Donna’s mother had when she’d found herself pregnant and alone, that was for sure.

But that’s not the kind of thing you can say to a person. Friendships don’t withstand that kind of judgement.

RILEY

The shadow leaned and spread across the lawn as if the house was shifting its weight. Gracie trotted over to me. I scratched her lower back and she stood there, one of her hind paws raised slightly, her snout pointed skyward, eyes partly closed. Every few seconds she’d whip her head around, her body making a U-shape, looking like she might bite my hand because she couldn’t stand it any more. But she’d just nip at the air, then face forward again. Finally, after a few minutes, she walked away, chewed the grass. She chewed it with her big, pointy back teeth, pulled it out of the ground with her tiny front teeth. She weeded out the other weeds.

I spent as much time out there as I could. Mom was beginning to need me less. She said it was good for her to get her own lunch. It was all part of her recovery. She was managing the stairs on her own now, slowly. We made dinner together. I carried the boiling water to the sink; she stirred the sauce. She chopped the vegetables; I brought everything to the dining-room table.

I tried to eat dinner quickly and keep my mouth perpetually full. Dad sat across from me, staring into his plate. Mom chattered enough for both of us, her eyes drifting from her husband to her child.

I couldn’t tell what she knew.

When I was twelve, I got my first period. In the fifth grade, I had been prepared for this. My class was divided by gender: the boys went off with the gym teacher, the girls went with the school nurse. We studied diagrams of the human body. It was called Sex Education, but there wasn’t anything sexual about it. We memorized the names of internal organs. We watched a video that showed microscopic sperm swimming tirelessly, slamming themselves into the female’s egg. Nothing about attraction, longing, pleasure. It was all about what happened after sex, behind the scenes.

They finished the week with a gift of sample tampons and pads, and pamphlets about other products that could keep our female bodies clean and unobtrusive. Don’t worry, they assured us, you can go swimming with everyone else during your monthly period. No one ever has to know.

I was not looking forward to it. I was, however, looking forward to the breasts that were promised; the ones that began as overly sensitive little bumps and grew into plump, perky C-cups, the perfect accessory to any outfit. I never did get those C-cups. I was still keeping a close eye on those bumps when I woke up one morning with blood in my underwear.

My mother kissed my forehead as I cried, embarrassed. She told me I should be happy. It was part of growing up. I was becoming a woman. She told me about a girl she knew whose father had bought her a dozen roses to celebrate her first period.

I was horrified. ‘Don’t tell Dad,’ I pleaded.

‘We’re married and that means I tell him everything.’ There was no compromise about it.

I wondered if it worked both ways.

The water was so high this year that there was no beach. Isabel sat in the shallow water, digging in the wet sand as her bulky diaper got bulkier. Laura rubbed sunscreen on the back of her neck, her shoulders, the tip of her nose. I sat on the dock with my feet in the water, watching them.

‘Your mom looks really good,’ Laura told me.

‘Yeah. She’s getting back to normal. She still gets tired easily, but she’s doing really well.’ I tied my hair back into a ponytail, wrapping the elastic around and around.

Gracie chewed at a lily-pad. I kicked water at her and she stood up on her back legs, the water up to her chest, looking like a bear. She hit it with her front paws, splashing back and biting at the water in the air.

Isabel giggled. ‘Doggie,’ she said.

‘Doggie,’ Laura repeated. ‘Silly doggie.’

Isabel made a mud patty, slapped it onto Laura’s thigh.

‘How are you getting along with your dad?’ Laura asked.

I shrugged. ‘We pretty much avoid each other. We haven’t talked about it again. I mean, what more is there to say?’

‘Maybe you could make him understand.’

‘I don’t think so. I don’t think I could have done anything worse in his eyes.’

‘It’s like that with my mom. I think Kyle and I could celebrate our golden anniversary and still be the family scandal.’ She shook her head. ‘My mom thinks we’ll never tell Isabel.’

‘Will you?’

‘Sure. When she’s older. Keeping it a secret just makes it seem worse than it is.’

‘You’re right.’

‘So you don’t think you’ll ever talk to your dad about it?’

‘I know he’ll never bring it up. And I can’t imagine myself doing it.’

‘Yeah. I guess some things just don’t get resolved.’

I nodded.

‘So you haven’t heard from Ben since the incident?’

‘Nope.’ I sighed. ‘It still seems so unreal. I never thought he’d come here. Especially after—’ I faltered.

‘After?’

‘After I told him about the abortion. Somehow I thought that would be it for him. I think, in the back of my head, it was some kind of guarantee.’

‘Of?’

‘It was my way of ensuring we couldn’t get back together.

No matter how tempted I might be in some of my weaker moments.’

Laura brushed her hair across her forehead and out of her eyes. ‘Can I trust that you’ve finished this chapter of your life?’

‘Yes, yes. No more drama here, thankyouverymuch. My life is just going to be simple and boring from now on.’

‘Simple and boring are highly underrated.’

‘Hear, hear!’ I held out an imaginary champagne glass and Laura held out hers for an imaginary clink.

Gracie walked over to Isabel and licked her face. Isabel turned to Laura, looking crumpled and worried, her eyes filling with tears.

Laura smiled. ‘The doggie likes you,’ she said. ‘She gave you kisses.’

That seemed to satisfy her. She blinked away the tears, giggled and patted Gracie on the head.

The summers of my childhood are filled with the smell of lake water, the feeling of pine needles caught between bare toes walking on the lumpy, hot pavement that ran between my grandfather’s camp and the general store on the corner. It was a lake in New Hampshire that I knew simply as ‘Grampy’s lake’, and when I was really small, I assumed my grandfather allowed the other campers to use the lake out of an extreme case of generosity.

At the general store, they sold Sugar Daddys for fifty cents. The hard caramel rectangle came on a stick wrapped in yellow paper and I liked the way it moulded to the roof of my mouth. After a few minutes of sucking, it resembled the plastic part of an adolescent’s tooth retainer I thought they were cool. There was a boulder in the woods the size of a small house. I knew just where to set my feet to get the right traction to climb it. The top of it was covered with moss; all but one corner was in shade and so cool it felt damp. Lying up there, with my face in the small square of sunlight, I could hide out and pretend to be beyond the reach of my mother’s voice when she called me.

Grampy liked to set off fishing early, but that never happened. Alex was always slow in the morning and my father hadn’t grown up camping and didn’t know the schedule. Grampy would sigh as he watched Alex’s slow spooning of his cereal. My mother would shrug and smile.

The boys went out in the boat after breakfast. Grampy cranked the motor and steered them away as my mother and I watched from the dock until the boat got small. Then she would lay a towel across the boards while I played in the water. She’d lie on her stomach in a flower-printed one-piece swimsuit, wriggling her arms out of the straps to prevent tan lines. She kept her face pointed in my direction and cracked an eye open from time to time as we talked and I tiptoed along the rocky bottom of the lake, worried to step on a freshwater clam and slice open my foot. My mother had warned me this could happen, had happened to her once, and that was the word she used: sliced. I tiptoed from one rock to another, like a ballerina, sweeping the surface lightly before trusting it with my weight.

‘That’s far enough,’ she’d say, when the water reached to my armpits.

One day I waited until she’d closed her eyes again and tiptoed a few steps past what was allowed. I lay in the water face down, letting my body go limp. Alex called it the dead man’s float.

I heard her shout my name and the splash she made when she jumped into the water. I was already laughing when she reached me, flipped my body over. Her eyes were wide with panic, then narrowed at my laughing face. I tried to stand on my own, but she was still holding me and my feet couldn’t reach the bottom.

Her scream had carried across the lake and I could hear the motor as the boat drew closer. My mother trudged to the dock slowly, still holding me under the armpits. She sat me on the end of the dock and crouched in the water, holding her stomach as if I had punched her.

‘What happened?’ my father yelled, as the boat came near.

My mother looked up, dazed. She pulled herself from the water, reached for her towel and wrapped it around her shoulders. At camp, all the towels were from the sixties, worn so thin that they were no good at absorbing water and were really only capable of shielding flesh from direct contact with the air.

My grandfather turned off the boat’s motor as he pulled in alongside the dock.

‘It was a joke,’ my mother said, through chattering teeth.

My father stepped from the boat and reached for her. ‘What was?’

She shook her head and pulled away. She climbed up the stairs to the road above. They were so steep she kept a hand on the wooden boards ahead of her, climbing it like a ladder.

My father looked to me for an explanation.

‘I was just kidding around,’ I said, starting with my defence. I wished someone would hand me a towel. They were all at the bottom of the stairs.

‘What did you do?’ My father waved his arms to show his patience was running out.

‘Dead man’s float.’

‘Nice going,’ Alex said, hopping off the boat.

‘Jesus, Riley. What were you thinking?’

I shrugged.

‘You stay out of that water.’ My father pointed a finger at me, in case there was any doubt who he meant. ‘And no more swimming for the rest of the week, young lady.’ He disappeared up the steps with Alex behind him.

My grandfather tied the boat to the dock and stepped off. He walked to the bottom of the stairs, picked up a towel and wrapped it around me.

He stood behind me, breathing slow and loud. ‘Death is a whole lot funnier when you still haven’t seen it up close yet.’

I hugged my knees against my chest and wondered what he meant.

Alex and Emily flew in for the weekend. They rented a car, got a room at the Sheraton across town. They didn’t want to be a bother. I wished I could borrow their room for an hour, hang the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign, bolt the door, lie on the bed and stare at the ceiling.

Emily was blonde. They were always blonde. The last one had been younger than me. She’d worn a skirt that ended high on her thigh and seemed to regret her choice as soon as she’d been introduced to my parents. When she sat down, she tugged at it, trying in vain to cover her bare flesh. We had gone out to dinner and she was the only one of us not old enough to order a beer. I had ordered a Coke as well. I felt protective of her.

Emily was a woman. That was clear, despite her small stature. She was confident and talkative; poised. She had perfect posture, a long neck, and a chic cropped hairstyle. She had graceful mannerisms and touched people lightly as she talked.

They came straight from the airport. Alex looked relieved to see Mom walking around. We sat down in the living room and talked about how she’d been feeling.

‘I’d always regretted that I never broke my arm when I was younger. It looked like such fun having people sign your cast,’ Mom said.

Alex shook his head and Emily smiled politely. ‘You’ll have to remember to let us sign it later,’ she said.

‘Why don’t you do it now?’ my mother suggested. ‘That way I won’t forget.’ She looked to me. ‘Can you find a marker, sweetie?’

I got to my feet and wandered into the kitchen, returning with a red one.

‘Riley’s been taking such good care of me,’ Mom said, holding out the marker to Alex. He took it and leaned in, looking over the cast, trying to find a good spot. ‘We’ve pretty much traded roles now. She’s doing the mothering. She’s really quite good at it.’

My father cleared his throat and left the room, mumbling an offer for beer.

That was when I knew he hadn’t told her.

‘I’ll take one,’ Alex called. He looked at Emily, who shook her head.

Alex finally settled on a spot, scribbling a quick ‘Get well soon’ and his name. He handed the red marker to Emily and they smirked at each other, as if remembering an inside joke. I decided I liked her.

My father returned, handing a beer to Alex. Emily just signed her name.

‘It’s really just the fatigue,’ my mother was saying. ‘I’ve turned into a housecat.’

‘I’ve always thought I’d like to be a cat in my next life,’ Emily said.

‘Oh?’ My mother wanted to ask Emily if she believed in reincarnation. She stopped herself. I saw it, was sure Alex had seen it. My mother shifted her thoughts around, smiled. ‘I think that sounds like a very good idea.’

We took two cars to the restaurant. I sat in the back seat and Alex looked me right in the eye as he reversed out of the driveway. ‘So how is she really?’

‘She’s doing well,’ I said. ‘It wasn’t just an act. That’s how she is.’

He shifted the car and watched the road ahead of him. ‘For real?’

‘Yeah. I mean, she has trouble with her memory sometimes. Short-term stuff. Nothing big.’

‘How are things with her and Dad?’

‘What do you mean?’ I watched his eyes avoid mine in the rear-view mirror. ‘They’re fine. Why?’

‘No reason. Just asking.’

MARK

Alex was holding the spatula and poking at the burgers and hotdogs on the grill. Through the screen, Mark could see Carol and Emily chatting on the dock. Riley was splashing in the water with Gracie.

‘How old were you when you asked Mom to marry you?’ Alex asked, without looking up.

‘Eighteen? Nineteen?’ It was hard for Mark to believe they had really been that young. They had been just out of high school when they got engaged. It was a long engagement, though. The wedding had been the summer before Mark’s junior year of college and they’d moved into his tiny apartment, with a mattress on cement blocks, a rickety brown card table, folding chairs and a couch all in the same room.

‘How did you know you were ready?’

‘Well, back then people didn’t spend their twenties figuring it out, the way you kids do now. Settling down was something you did at a certain age. We didn’t take a decade weighing the pros and cons.’

Alex frowned, like maybe that hadn’t been the answer he was looking for.

Mark tried again: ‘I think it’s more important to decide if you’ve found the right person.’

By the time they had been Riley’s age, Carol and Mark had had two children, a small house and a station wagon that they shared. She’d drive Mark to work in the morning so that she’d have transportation during the day for grocery shopping or in case there was an emergency. They thought about having a third baby but it was never the right time and they were just scraping by in the first few years. Mark had trouble imagining Alex or Riley grappling with those kinds of decisions.

He took the spatula from Alex, who stepped away from the grill to let his father take over. ‘Are we talking about someone in particular here?’ Mark asked.

Alex chuckled. ‘How did you know Mom was the right person?’

‘I don’t ever remember not knowing.’

Carol and Mark had spent more of their lives together than apart. He could hardly remember life without her. They’d met when Mark was sixteen, and when he thought about it, he didn’t have a single memory from before he was ten. The fact was, Carol had been a part of every significant moment he’d ever experienced.

Mark was seventeen years old the first time he was a pallbearer. It was his brother Paul’s funeral. His other brother, Danny, thought the word was ‘Paul-bearer’. He was six at the time and couldn’t be a pallbearer although he wanted to be. He sat in the front row at the church, between their mother, who wore a black dress with white lace at the neck, and their father, who sat stiff in a suit and tie and shiny black shoes.

Paul was fifteen when he died. It was summer. He’d spent the day at the quarry, swinging on a rope that hung from a tree over the water and drinking with his friends. Mark had planned to go with him, but had decided to sleep in that morning. Paul had tried to wake him, but Mark had thrown a pillow at him and told him to get lost.

When Paul was found, he had a gash on his head, but what had killed him was the water he’d breathed in. His friends had scattered, afraid their parents would skin them alive for drinking at the quarry on a Saturday. They’d all been too drunk to save him and too scared to call for help.

After the funeral, everyone went back to the house. Mark’s mother sat on the couch without speaking to anyone. She hadn’t cried since the police had been at the front door, days earlier. People would stop to offer condolences and she would nod without quite looking at them.

Carol was there. She and her mother had made enough food to fill the back seat of their car. It took several trips to bring it all inside. Some of it went into the refrigerator, casseroles to eat later, and the rest of it went on the dining-room table with the other offerings from the neighbours. Carol seemed to walk in and out of the kitchen the whole day, searching for Mark and forcing a smile whenever she spotted him in the crowd.

When the house began to empty, Mark stood near the front door with his father, shaking hands and saying goodbye. Danny had disappeared upstairs or into the back yard. Mark found Carol sitting in the living room with his mother, holding her hand. His mother was leaning her head on Carol’s shoulder, her eyes closed. Carol was talking to her in a low voice and Mark couldn’t hear what she was saying. His mother’s slight frame trembled as tears streamed down her face and fell into her lap.

Riley left wet footprints on the steps to the screen porch. She opened the door lightly and stepped through sideways so Gracie couldn’t follow.

‘How’s lunch coming?’ she asked.

‘Almost done,’ Alex said. ‘How’s Emily doing?’

Gracie plopped down on the top stair and sighed audibly.

‘Last I heard, Mom was talking to her about babies,’ Riley said. She shifted her weight to one leg, bending the other knee and pointing her toe. She looked like a ballerina in rubber swim shoes instead of ballet slippers.

‘What?’ Alex’s head shot up from watching the grill.

Riley laughed. ‘I’m kidding,’ she said. She grabbed some potato chips and talked with her mouth full. ‘She’s fine. Seems to be holding her own.’

Alex smiled and tried to act like he hadn’t been worried at all. He rolled the hotdogs.

Mark sat in a corner with a section of newspaper and listened to them chatter like he wasn’t there.

‘Mom seems so much better,’ Alex said.

‘Yeah.’ Riley leaned into the screen and looked out, pressing her palm against the mesh. ‘She doesn’t really need me any more,’ she said softly. She sounded almost sad about it.

‘Cool.’ Alex started sliding hotdogs into buns. ‘Have you thought about what you’re going to do next?’

‘Um, sure,’ Riley said. ‘I’ve been thinking about it all summer.’ She placed two of the hotdogs on a paper plate and smeared one with yellow mustard, for Carol. She spooned sweet relish on the other, which was hers, Mark guessed. She shoved some napkins into her back pocket.

‘Tell Emily her burger is almost ready. I’ll bring it out in a minute,’ Alex said.

Riley nodded and told Gracie to move out of the way. She slipped back through the door and walked down the dock toward Carol.

‘Riley still doesn’t know?’ Alex looked at Mark over his shoulder.

‘Know what?’ Mark set the paper in his lap.

‘About the accident. How it happened.’

‘I don’t see any reason to tell her.’

‘You told me.’ Alex got more paper plates ready.

‘I probably shouldn’t have,’ Mark said.

‘It’s okay, Dad. I mean, I don’t think she’d be upset. It doesn’t matter.’

‘Right, it doesn’t matter,’ Mark said, standing up. ‘Are these mine?’ He motioned to two burgers.

Alex nodded.

Mark covered the plate with potato chips, grabbed a beer and walked outside.

When Riley was a little girl, she used to fall asleep in the back seat whenever the family went on long drives. Mark would pull the car into the driveway at dusk and Carol would sing softly: ‘Home again, home again, jiggity jig.’ Mark still heard those words in his head whenever he returned from a long trip away.

He’d carry Riley’s tiny limp body into the house and up the stairs, slip off her little shoes and tuck her into bed. When she was getting older, she’d often pretend to stay asleep when he turned off the car’s engine.

Carol and Mark would discuss the merits of leaving her in the car overnight.

‘We’ll lock the doors. She’ll be fine,’ Mark would pretend to argue.

This always woke Riley right up. She’d feign a yawn, stretching her arms over her head. ‘Are we home?’

Sometimes, he’d go along with the ruse, knowing she was faking and carrying her inside anyway.

Mark kept having this dream that he was making confession. He could tell by the dark wood and the musty smell that it was the church he’d gone to growing up. At first, he’d think he was there to confess on Riley’s behalf. It didn’t really work that way, Mark knew, and that was basically what the priest would tell him. But the priest would keep at him, trying to find out why Mark wanted forgiveness, what he needed to be absolved of. Mark would sweat as he thought about it. He’d press his hands together and try to crack his knuckles. It seemed like the walls of the confessional were moving even closer together, pressing down on him.

In actuality, Mark hadn’t made confession since he was a boy. He hadn’t set foot in a church since he’d found out what Riley had done. The problem was not that he felt disappointment in her. He did, but it was trickier than that. What he was afraid of, what he grew more and more convinced of with every passing day, was that what he really felt, what he felt most sharply, was relief.

RILEY

There is a buoy in the middle of the pond behind my parents’ house. It’s been there for as long as I can remember. It seems like at one point it was white and red stripes, but now it’s just white.

I’ve never been a confident swimmer. I liked to swim back and forth, parallel to the shore. I swam fastest under water and always kept my eyes closed because the pond was cloudy with silt, especially when stirred up by swimmers. Sometimes I would accidentally swim out too far, try to set my feet on the sand, and realize I was over my head. I would panic, flailing around, forgetting how to kick my feet, water burning up my nose. Once, when I was very small, my mother had to jump in fully dressed, dragging me to shore, coughing and spluttering and dripping snot.

My brother swam out to the buoy easily, had since he was eight years old. We weren’t allowed to swim without adult supervision. We could wade up to our knees, catch frogs, but no swimming.

One summer afternoon when I was ten, my dad tried to persuade me to swim for the buoy. He told me there was nothing to be afraid of, reminded me that my brother did it all the time, tried to inspire me with competition, the pride I would feel in myself, anything. He told me to be brave.

I sat on the dock, staring at the buoy, trying to will it closer. It seemed so far away. I kept trying to get the nerve to jump in, to go for it, but I couldn’t. I sat there as the afternoon blurred into evening, feeling my father’s disappointment as he sat behind me, reading the Sunday paper. Eventually he folded it in half, got to his feet and went inside.

I sat hugging my knees in a one-piece swimsuit that had the belly cut out. It was yellow and red and purple polka dots and I thought it was the best article of clothing I had ever owned. I squinted at the buoy as the screen door banged behind my father.

I jumped in.

The water was not as cold as I had expected. The air had cooled, making the pond seem warmer. I pushed my feet into the sand until I got out further. I held my breath, ducked my head and swam fast with my eyes closed. I broke the surface, opened one eye and saw the buoy still far off. I ducked under again, kicking my feet, blowing big air bubbles out of my nose. I reached the buoy quickly. I was triumphant. I wished my father could see me.

I turned then, and saw the shore was so far away, too far. I held onto the buoy, which was hardly big enough to balance my weight. I lost my breath, my energy and my nerve.

I screamed for help. My father appeared on the screen porch. Only then did it occur to me that I was breaking the rules, swimming without supervision. My father’s figure was obscured by the mesh. His voice carried across the water, though, and I didn’t have to wonder whether he was angry.

He marched down the steps and stood on the shore with his hands on his hips, refusing to save me. He told me I had managed to swim out and I could certainly swim back again. I cried and swallowed water and swore I was drowning, but I made it to shore. My father had taken off his shoes and he stepped into the water and pulled me up by the armpits.

‘You’re okay,’ he told me, getting me a towel, patting me down roughly. ‘I told you you could do it.’

I’d reminded my father recently of this story.

‘I was there?’ he asked, drawing a blank on the whole thing.

‘Yeah.’ I nodded with a certainty that instantly vanished. In my memory, the figure standing on the shore became my mother.

Maybe it hadn’t happened that way. Maybe it hadn’t happened at all. When I asked my mother, she told me the buoy had been blue and white stripes.

It felt true even if it wasn’t actually true.

Jack called on a Friday night. ‘Ethan’s gone,’ he said.

‘Gone?’

‘Gone. He left me a Dear Jack letter.’

‘Oh, God. Are you okay?’

‘Let me read it to you.’ There was a pause, the sound of crinkling paper. ‘“Dear Jack, Sorry to leave this in a letter but I just couldn’t face you. Maybe I’m not such a grown-up after all.”’ I could hear the sneer in Jack’s voice, but I knew his mimicry was a shield. ‘“I’m not going back to school in September. I just need some time to find myself, rediscover my joy for art. You’ve been so great to me. I will never forget you, Ethan.”’

I shimmied under the covers. ‘He actually said he needs to find himself?’

‘He sure did.’

‘Yeah. Not a grown-up.’

‘Nope.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Thanks. I guess part of me knew it couldn’t last,’ he said, with a sigh. ‘But another part of me pretended that it could.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’

‘Well, I sure could use a visit from my best friend.’

‘I’m there.’

‘Really? What about your mom?’

‘She’s practically back to normal. Besides, my dad will be home this weekend. It would be good to have an excuse to get away.’

‘So things are still weird between you two?’

‘I think they’ll always be weird.’

‘And your mom still doesn’t know?’

‘No.’

‘Are you ever going to tell her?’

‘I don’t want to. I mean, I didn’t want him to know. Whenever I’m in the room with him, I feel like I’m wearing a scarlet letter on my forehead. At least I don’t have to feel that way with my mom.’

‘Maybe if you told her, she’d understand and help your dad understand.’

‘That’s a pretty big maybe.’

‘Are you afraid to tell her because you’re ashamed of it?’

I tried to hold my voice steady. ‘Do you think I should be?’

‘Riley, of course not. I’m just trying to figure it out.’

‘Does she really need to know? I mean, I’m an adult. Is it completely unhealthy that I keep certain things from my parents? Isn’t that just part of growing up?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe there’s a balance.’
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The drive to New York was prettier than I’d thought it would be. Green vines wrapped around green trees making a lush green curtain. I kept alternating the position of the visor as the sun streamed through the trees, appreciating the cool shade offered by stone bridges.

The last time I’d done this trip, I was eleven. We’d gone to New York City to see a show, eat at a fancy restaurant and stay overnight at a hotel. It was Mother’s Day.

My mother had known the names of all the plants growing at the edge of the road. She rattled off Latin words the whole way. My father wondered about bridges and rivers and buildings. He needed to know what they were called. It was as if knowing the name could make things different, as if it meant something. I leaned my head against the cold glass of the window, their conversation winding through my half-sleep.

JACK

It wasn’t like they’d been fighting any more than usual. Ethan never did the dishes; Jack had moved his jar of paintbrushes. Typical bullshit.

They’d had sex on Thursday. Goodbye sex, only Jack hadn’t known it. Ethan must have. He was certainly more spontaneous than Jack but he had to have known that in twenty-four hours he’d have everything packed up and cleared out, a page of notebook paper folded in half on the windowsill with Jack’s name on it.

Jack had worked late. The two flights of stairs seemed longer than usual. He was thinking about ordering food. Chinese or pizza. Ethan would want to order from the Thai place around the corner. Jack hated their pad Thai. Ethan would tilt his head, give Jack a kiss, get his way.

Jack knew Ethan wasn’t home as soon as he’d stepped through the door. The lights were out and the apartment was lit only by the moon. He took off his jacket and hung it on the wall. Walked down the hallway to the living room. It just struck him as odd. He couldn’t think where else Ethan might be. Ethan was a morning person and had all early-morning classes. Most of the people he hung out with were gone for the summer. They wouldn’t be back until the semester started next week.

Jack switched on the light. That was when he saw the note, saw the emptiness of the room. No canvases. No paintbrushes. That was when he knew.

Jack opened the door wearing his long striped pyjama bottoms and a T-shirt with a coffee stain down the front.

Riley stood in the hallway, as if uncertain whether to come in. ‘Wow. I feel like I’m looking into a mirror. Past tense.’

‘At least I’m not pregnant,’ Jack said. He wasn’t sure they were joking about it yet.

She winced. Nearly imperceptible. If anyone else had been there, they’d have missed it.

Then she nodded. Smiled. ‘Already looking at the bright side. A good sign.’ She hugged him, and walked inside as Jack shut the door. She threw her duffel bag onto the foot of the bed and wandered into the living room. ‘Nice place.’

‘Yeah, well, enjoy it while you’re here. Without a roommate, I can’t afford to stay here much longer.’

She hugged him again.

‘I’m sad,’ Jack said.

‘I know.’

‘I thought I was prepared, but I really didn’t see it coming. Am I an idiot?’

Riley took his hand and pulled him toward the couch. ‘Yeah. That must be it,’ she said, rolling her eyes. She sat down. ‘I don’t think it works that way,’ she said, kicking off her sandals and tucking her bare feet underneath her. ‘If you’re actually invested in something, I don’t think you can keep yourself from getting hurt just by thinking you’re prepared for it to end.’

‘Yeah? What do you know?’

She made a face.

‘When are you going to start dating again?’

‘Uh, it isn’t really on my list. I think I need to figure some stuff out first.’ She sighed. ‘Let’s talk about you. You’re the one with the broken heart,’ she insisted.

‘Not you?’

She tilted her head. Looked up at the ceiling. ‘I guess not. I think most of what I feel for Ben is just—’ Her eyes seemed to be searching the apartment for the word she meant. Then she looked right at Jack. ‘Guilt.’

‘Guilt?’

‘Yeah. I just feel like, did I do this to him? Did I make him this way?’

‘What do you mean?’

She shrugged. ‘It’s just that when he came by my parents’ the week before last, he was so different. He wasn’t the person I remembered, the one I fell in love with. How does that happen?’

‘I don’t know. But, Riley, you can’t make someone lash out at you unless that’s part of them already. I mean, maybe that’s how he deals with being hurt, with being left. You couldn’t really have known that in the beginning because he wasn’t vulnerable then.’

‘Maybe.’

‘You think you made him hit you?’

‘No. I mean, I don’t know. Not that I deserved it. Just, I wonder if something about me pushed his buttons.’

‘Yeah, because you really are infuriating. I mean, I have to sit on my hands sometimes just to keep from smacking you around.’

‘Jack, I’m being serious.’

‘So am I. Come on, Riley. You are not responsible for his actions. Don’t take it on.’

‘I guess.’

‘When was the last time you had sex?’

‘Um, two months?’

‘As if you have to think about it.’ Jack rolled his eyes at her.

‘I don’t feel like sex exists without Ben. I can’t imagine it. Even for other people.’

Jack raised his eyebrows sceptically. ‘Trust me, sex exists.’

The angst left her face as she laughed. ‘Okay, okay. When was the last time you had sex?’

‘Thursday.’

‘Was it good?’

‘It was always good.’

She nodded knowingly.

‘Last night I slept on his side of the bed. This morning I took everything to the laundromat next door.’

‘That’s probably healthier than sleeping in his shirt for weeks.’

‘That’s what I figured,’ Jack said. ‘He left things here. Socks, an earring, hair gel. I threw it all out. I bet I never see him again.’

‘Yeah?’

‘It would have been nice to say goodbye. I think.’

She patted Jack’s knee.

‘You know, Ethan thought you were in love with me,’ he said.

‘Me?’

Jack smirked.

‘Ethan never even met me.’

‘I know.’

‘Jack, no offence, but I’ve never been in love with you.’

‘No offence taken. I told him that, but he wouldn’t let it go.’

‘When we met, you had those big glasses.’ She giggled, lying across the couch, putting her feet in his lap.

‘So?’

‘Not sexy.’

‘Oh, yeah? Well, you used to wear stirrup pants.’

Riley laughed. Pushed her foot against Jack’s knee in mock-insult. ‘Maybe all of Ethan’s girlfriends are in love with him,’ she suggested.

‘Maybe.’

‘Ugh. As if I’m some kind of cliché.’

‘Ethan tended to think in stereotypes. He was young,’ Jack said. ‘Let’s go out tonight,’ he said, suddenly deciding, needing it. Riley was wearing olive green linen pants and a black tank top. ‘Tell me you brought something you can wear dancing.’

She laughed. ‘Of course.’

Jack got up and went to his closet. ‘We can start at this great little Chinese place I know. I want dumplings,’ he called.

‘Okay,’ she said, following him into his room, unzipping her duffel bag and pulling out something small and silver and shiny. ‘Just promise me you won’t drink tonight.’

Jack scowled.

‘There’s nothing worse than the break-up drunk. Come on, remember when you and Richard broke up? You drank so much – oh, my God, what was it?’

‘Whisky.’ Jack smiled. Sat down on the bed.

‘Yes! You drank half a bottle of whisky.’

‘It was the only thing in the house. Don’t ask me why.’

‘And you were crying and incoherent. I couldn’t understand a thing you were saying.’

Jack started laughing.

‘Which didn’t keep you from talking a blue streak. And then you threw up everywhere.’

Jack laughed harder.

‘And I had to clean it up!’

‘Of course you did. That’s how it works. I clean up after you, you clean up after me.’

She brushed the hair across his forehead. ‘Yeah. That is how it works.’

Riley always wore high heels when they went dancing. She walked in heels like they were nothing. A girl who practically lived in flip-flops and tennis shoes. Jack was in awe. He’d tried once, years ago, and had had to kick them off after ten minutes. He’d spent more time trying to find a pair of men’s size-twelve heels than actually wearing them. Much more.

At certain clubs, when a girl walks in, she has basically signed up to be groped. Riley wore high heels for this reason. Get too close, lose a toe. ‘It makes them think twice the next time,’ she had explained once. She was educating them.

Jack came out of the bathroom and saw a guy limping toward the bar. He smiled. Fucker. He crossed the floor to Riley. ‘I saw your latest victim.’

‘He grabbed my ass.’

‘You’ve got your spunk back,’ he said.

‘What?’ she said, leaning forward, not hearing him over the bad techno music.

‘I missed you,’ Jack said.

‘I missed you, too.’

She thought he meant that he’d missed her these past weeks, that he’d missed the dancing. Really, he’d missed the flash of her eyes, the sound of her laughter as she threw her head back and her body gave itself over to it. Jack had missed who she was. His best friend.

The next morning Riley got up first. Jack heard her padding around the living room in her bare feet, trying not to wake him up.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Just looking around. Sorry.’

He found her tipping her head at the calendar hanging on the wall. Reading about deadlines and dentist’s appointments.

‘Should I make coffee?’ he asked.

She turned. ‘If you want.’

Jack sat on the couch, her non-answer justifying his delay.

‘It’d be a shame to lose this place. It’s great,’ she said, sweeping an arm across the room. ‘I mean, the light from this window is amazing.’

DONNA

Donna had always known she’d have her mother give her away at her wedding. It was the detail she’d figured out long before it was any kind of reality, the only thing that remained consistent from the days when she’d pictured seventeen bridesmaids in either pink taffeta and puffed sleeves or bustiers, pearls and combat boots. So when Dave had tossed out the idea of skipping off to Vegas, Donna nixed it right away.

‘My mother would die.’

He nodded. He hadn’t really meant it anyway.

‘Who do you want to invite?’ Donna sat on the couch with a notepad. So far it had five names on it.

‘Besides my parents?’

‘And your brother.’

Dave pushed his feet into her lap. ‘I’d kind of like to invite my nana, but technically she’s been dead for three years.’

‘Technically?’

‘Well, I like to pretend she’s still puttering around her house and I just haven’t visited in a while.’

‘You haven’t visited your nana in three years? Are you sure she’d even come to the wedding? She might have disowned you by now.’

‘Nah. She’s very understanding.’

Donna patted his shin. ‘I think they call that denial.’

He closed his eyes and made a noise to indicate he was okay with that.

‘Hey.’ She tickled the arch of his foot. ‘You have to help me with this.’

‘I don’t really like crowds,’ he admitted.

Neither did she. ‘Well, it is our day.’ Donna passed him the notepad. ‘How’s that?’

He looked it over. His eyes paused at the fifth name. ‘You think she’ll come?’

‘She has to.’

When Riley had moved to Tucson, Donna was excited to have a project. She’d hit several roadblocks in her own life at the time so it was nice to have something else to focus on. Her mother had started dating some new loser and had dropped off the radar. It happened from time to time; Donna was used to it. Then Judy had left. She missed the company of a roommate, the built-in social life. She’d got to show Riley around the city, teach her how to make frittatas, show her the ropes at the restaurant. In the evening, they got all slutted up, went to clubs and danced with each other. Or they stayed in and watched one of Donna’s favourite movies. Riley was the little sister Donna had always longed for.

When Riley had fallen for Ben, Donna had expected all of that to end. When it didn’t, she signed up for life. Riley was a keeper.

Donna used to tease her about the old men at the restaurant who were so clearly taken with her. Riley could mess up their order, spill their drinks and still get a big tip. If she wanted a sugar daddy, she could take her pick.

Riley just laughed. ‘You know how there are those people you either love or hate?’ she asked Donna once. ‘Well, I’m not like that. People either love me or they’re completely ambivalent about me.’

It was a funny thing to say, but Donna didn’t think it was true. Everyone she knew fell in love with Riley: the old men at the restaurant, the other waitresses, her mother, Ben’s family.

But Riley was selective about the people she let love her. It made Donna feel special.

Once they’d whittled the guest list down to such a reasonable number, there wasn’t a whole lot more planning to do. They’d take the tram up the Sabino Canyon Trail and have the ceremony at the creek. Dave had reserved a tram, even though Donna was pretty sure there wouldn’t be a big crowd this late in the summer. They usually closed at four, but Dave talked them into staying open an extra half-hour. It would be sixty-four dollars for eight people.

Donna was getting more and more into the idea of bucking tradition. The answer to any question became ‘It’s our day.’ Pictures? John had a nice camera. Flowers? Meh. Dress? Donna hated dresses, hadn’t worn one since her prom and she had been uncomfortable that whole night, fighting the bizarre sensation that her skirt was somehow tucked into her underwear. She refused to be uncomfortable at her own wedding. It was their day. She had a lacy white blouse she was going to wear with her favourite pair of blue jeans.

And when you have only five guests at the ceremony, you can afford to have the reception at your favourite fancy restaurant.

Donna was washing potatoes in the sink when the phone rang. It was an unfamiliar number, but she hit a button by accident. ‘Uh, hello?’

‘Donna?’

‘Riley?’

‘Yes!’ She was laughing. That was good to hear. ‘This is my new cell phone. I just got it. I went to New York to see Jack. I had so much fun. Long drive, though. Almost home. Jiggity jig.’ She was talking fast. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m great.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah. Actually, I have some news.’

‘Are you pregnant?’

‘No, Mom, I’m not pregnant.’

Donna had decided to tell her mother in a public place to minimize the drama. Unfortunately they had asked to be seated outside and the rest of the tables were empty. Most Tusconans prefer to be over-air-conditioned in August.

Her mother narrowed her eyes.

‘I’m not.’

‘Then what’s the rush?’

‘There’s no rush. We’re ready.’

She shook her head.

‘It’s Dave. You like Dave.’

‘Of course I like Dave. I love Dave. I just don’t know why you have to marry him.’

‘I don’t have to. I want to.’

She tipped her head at her daughter, like she was impossibly naïve. An adorable, helpless puppy. ‘You’re so young.’

Donna pressed her lips together and took a deep breath. ‘Mom.’ And another. She’d practised this part. ‘I’m not here to ask your permission. I’m here to share my happiness with you. Can you be happy for me?’

It took her mother a moment to register her defeat and turn it into something more palatable. She rearranged the worry on her face into another expression, one that almost resembled a smile. ‘Of course I’m happy for you, sweetie.’

‘Do you want to hear about the wedding plans?’

She nodded. It was all understood. Her concerns had been noted. Noted and filed away. Saying any more would only threaten visitation rights with future grandchildren.

‘Tell me everything,’ she said.

Check and mate.

‘It’s going to be small. Just family. And Riley.’

That got a genuine smile. ‘Riley’s coming?’

‘Of course.’

‘Have you set a date?’ she asked, lifting her water glass to her lips.

Donna waited for her to swallow. ‘It’s Saturday.’

Riley had been gone for more than a month when Donna saw Ben at the grocery store. She pushed her cart into the checkout line and there he was, right in front of her, buying a six-pack and some Marlboros. He didn’t look up as he dug for change in his pocket and handed it over.

Donna stood there, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the handles of the grocery cart. The plan of what she’d say if she saw him went out of her head. Someone got in line behind her and she couldn’t leave. She was so close that a slight shove would have sent the cart crashing into him. She could have knocked him over, run him down.

Instead she watched him leave.

RILEY

Sometimes we ate dinner on the screen porch. My dad liked sunsets.

The big pot of corn sat in the middle of the table, steaming. My father reached in and pulled out a cob, dropping it onto his plate and shaking his hand in the air to cool it. I used an oven mitt to grasp a hold of mine. I was still coating it with butter as my dad chewed the kernels row by row. I lifted my corncob and blew on it as my dad reached into the pot for another.

‘I’m going back to Tucson for a few days,’ I said casually, chasing the food around my plate. I added quickly, ‘For Donna’s wedding.’

‘Donna’s getting married?’ my mother asked.

‘Yeah, on Saturday.’

‘That’s rather sudden, isn’t it?’

I shrugged. ‘Donna’s a spontaneous person. It’s going to be a small wedding. Just parents and me and Dave’s brother.’

‘That is small.’

My dad said nothing, shovelled the food into his mouth, cleaned his plate.

‘So when do you fly out?’ Mom asked.

‘Day after tomorrow. For five days.’

‘That sounds nice,’ she said, leaning back in her chair. ‘The corn has been really great this summer,’ she said, almost to herself.

I nodded.

My dad put his arm around her. ‘Dinner was great, babe. Why don’t you go up to bed? Riley and I will clean up.’

She smiled. I could tell she was tired. ‘All right,’ she said. Her chair scraped against the worn floorboards. ‘I guess I’ll do some reading until you come to bed.’

I carried the plates to the kitchen. My dad was close behind me.

‘I hope you’re not planning on seeing him,’ he said. He was whispering and the words came out in a hiss.

It wasn’t a question so I didn’t have an answer. I slid the scraps off the top plate and into Gracie’s bowl for later.

He opened a drawer and slammed it shut. He ripped a sheet of plastic along metal teeth. He waited.

‘What do you want me to say?’ I asked.

‘I want you to say that you’re done with him.’

‘I am.’

He leaned both hands on the counter, staring at the bowl he’d just covered with Saran Wrap. He was shaking.

I reached out, put my hand over his. ‘I’m done. I promise.’

He nodded, cleared his throat and put the bowl in the fridge.

My mother drove me to the airport. We didn’t talk during the drive. It was early. She hummed along with the radio and I kept my eyes closed until the car slowed at the kerb outside Departures. I stretched and yawned. My mother turned to me then, hesitating.

‘Before you go, I just need to say something.’

‘Oh?’ My pulse quickened.

‘I know something happened between you and your father,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s been quieter than usual. And last night he tossed around in his sleep so much that I had to sleep on the couch.’

‘I don’t—’

‘He won’t tell me what happened and you don’t have to tell me, but I need you to know that, whatever it is, it’s okay.’

I stared into my lap. With my thumb, I traced a crease in my palm. ‘How can you say that?’

‘Because I am your mother. And there’s nothing we can’t get through as a family. There’s nothing that can’t be forgiven.’

I chewed my lip, looked up at her. ‘What if I’m not sorry?’

She tipped her head. ‘Maybe it isn’t a matter of forgiveness, then. Maybe it’s just love.’

‘I know you love me.’

‘Your father loves you too.’ She watched my profile. ‘He does.’

I nodded slowly.

‘He’s protecting this secret of yours.’

‘Maybe he’s protecting you.’

‘Maybe both.’ She sighed. ‘I love your father and I trust him on most things but . . .’ she paused, squinting through the windshield ‘. . . sometimes he underestimates how much I can handle.’ She turned back to me and reached out with her good arm, tucking my hair behind my ear, smiling. ‘Maybe you’re underestimating me too.’

‘Mom—’

‘I know, I know. Look, I don’t want to pry. I don’t. I just want you to feel like you can come to me with whatever this is. If you want. Whenever.’

‘I’ll think about it.’

‘Okay.’ She held my gaze. ‘You know, my mother died before we ever really got to know each other. I don’t want that for us.’

‘I don’t either.’

‘Good. So, yeah, think about it.’

‘Okay.’ I blinked the wetness from my eyes and hugged her. ‘I should go.’

‘Have fun, sweetie.’

I turned away and stepped out of the car. ‘Thanks,’ I said, shutting the door and hurrying inside.

I looked through the window as the plane eased its way across the country. Beneath the clouds, the land passed by an inch at a time. As we neared Phoenix, roads wove through brown grass, like lines on an Etch-a-Sketch. One body of water looked like a horseshoe with flames. A bigger river reminded me of a Chinese dragon, then disappeared into a smaller stream. From my seat, it looked like something I could just step across but it could have been miles wide in reality. There were golf courses everywhere. It seemed unreasonable to require fields of perfect green in a desert, but Phoenix was covered with rectangular patches of grass or pavement, neighbourhoods of identical houses with matching pools.

I’d learned how to swim in natural water, in lakes and ponds. I was well into my teens before I’d ever stepped into a pool. It still felt so unusual to climb down into the water, to see the bottom so clearly. My father taught me to swim; my mother taught me to skip stones. I was still fond of the shallows, never had quite picked up that certain flick of the wrist. In high school, my father would help me with my algebra homework. When I didn’t get it, he’d start over, explaining each step exactly as he had the first time. Eventually I’d pretend to understand so that I could go upstairs to my room and cry. I did manage to get through the class, though I’ve never had to use algebra again. I got roller skates for my tenth birthday, and after a week of my mother walking in front or behind me as I wobbled down our quiet side-street, it was decided that I should skate only in the carpeted downstairs basement. These were the lessons they’d meant to teach, but I had learned other things, like commitment, patience, the value of trying.

We all have stories from our lives as children, bits of our history that have shaped who we have become. The tricky part is that sometimes our memories don’t quite get the stories right. I had been shaped by a story about my parents that might not even have been theirs. My mother’s love had always been so clear. It was in her words, in her arms around me. My father’s love was in his hands shaking in the kitchen, crying over my mother’s hospital bed. It was different, harder to see, but just as real.

Donna met me at the airport. This time, when she hugged me in Baggage Claim, we were two old friends who hadn’t seen each other in a while.

The next day, Donna and I drove up Mount Lemmon. As we got closer to the top, the evidence of the fire became more apparent. Clusters of trees were bare and shone black, like patent leather. Charred pines stood next to groups of healthy green ones. It looked like the fire had jumped over certain spots, leaving some areas totally unscathed, while others were ruined.

At the top of the mountain, in Summerhaven, the damage was uneven. On one side of the street, the restaurant had burned to the ground. All that was left was the cement and brick foundation. On the other side, the café where Ben and I had had our first date was practically untouched.

‘It’s still here,’ I murmured, as Donna pulled into a parking space.

‘Yep.’ She reached for her purse in the back seat. ‘I thought you’d be happy about that. Come on. Let’s get some pie.’

We sat out on the patio in white plastic chairs. ‘Hard to believe we’re in Tucson,’ I said. ‘This is exactly what it’s like back home.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah. The trees, the air. The smell of pine needles.’

‘I love it up here.’ Donna stirred sugar into her coffee. ‘I ran into Ben at Safeway the other day.’

‘And?’

‘He looked awful. I might have felt bad for him if I didn’t hate his guts.’

‘What do you mean, “awful”?’

She chewed her lip. ‘I don’t know. Just kind of like he’d been sleeping in his clothes or something.’

‘Did you talk to him?’

‘No. We pretended not to see each other.’

I nodded.

‘He doesn’t deserve you feeling sorry for him.’

I shrugged. ‘I wish I could say I didn’t care any more. It’s just hard to let go of the good memories. Maybe I don’t want to.’

‘I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have said anything.’

‘It’s okay.’ I could read the worry in her face.

‘Just please stay away from him, Riley.’

‘I will, I will.’ I sighed. ‘Are you ready for the wedding?’

‘I am. I don’t feel nervous at all. Dave seems a bit on edge, though. It’s funny. He’s usually so calm.’

‘You’ve traded roles.’

‘Yeah. He’s worrying about the details and I’m focusing on the big picture.’

‘So what are your big-picture thoughts?’

‘I just imagine the day and how it will feel, and how I’ll be able to look back on it and remember it. I’m excited.’

‘Look,’ I said, pointing to the edge of the patio where the ground was scorched black.

‘Wow. Looks like it was pretty close.’ Slightly beyond the patio, there was a tree stump that looked like it had been covered with black tar. At the base of it grew a handful of tiny blue flowers.

Life goes on.

‘My brother just got engaged,’ I said.

‘Really? Do you know the girl?’

‘Yeah. She’s great. They’ve been dating for a couple of years. Seems like everyone is getting married or having babies, these days. I feel like I’m the only one left who doesn’t have their life figured out.’

‘You’re hardly the only one. Besides, it’s better when we take turns. If we all went through rough spots at the same time, we wouldn’t have the energy to take care of each other.’

‘I guess.’

‘Don’t worry. You’re not supposed to have things figured out all the time.’

‘No?’

Donna shook her head. ‘I don’t think it’s possible. The rough spots make you grow.’

I groaned. Donna just smiled.

‘Should we get going before it starts to rain?’ I asked.

Donna tipped her head at me. ‘Rain? It hasn’t been raining for a couple of weeks now.’

‘Oh.’ I nodded my understanding. Monsoon season was over.

BEN

During the floods of monsoon season, Tucson’s roads are transformed. Every dip in the pavement is a potential river. It’s hard to know how deep the water goes. Every time it rains, people overestimate the power of their SUVs and end up needing emergency trucks to get them out.

The city got tired of paying to save these poor idiots. So there’s this thing called the Stupid Motorist Law. That is actually what they call it. If you drive into one of these dips in the road, and your car gets washed away, the city bills you for the cost of the rescue.

What if I don’t want a rescue? Would they still charge me? Can’t get blood from a stone. I sit in the car, listening to the engine run, looking from the ‘Do Not Enter When Flooded’ sign to the black water. I wonder if it’s deep enough to pull my car under or if it’s just enough to get me stuck there, water seeping in through the door. What if I die before they rescue me? Would they send the bill to my mother? This may be the only thought that makes me throw the car into reverse, turn around and leave the possibility to another day.

I went to Massachusetts with so much optimism, but somehow, against all odds, I had succeeded in making things worse. Riley had looked so good in her jean cut-offs and tennis shoes. The tan marks on her shoulders suggested an array of tank tops with different necklines. Her thighs were brown. I ached to press my fingers into them.

Instead I saw myself screaming at her as she walked away from me. It was like an out-of-body experience. When her father pushed me over, I was startled as much by his presence as I was by finding myself sitting on my ass in the middle of the driveway. Things had gone way off track.

I had crossed the line by involving her father. If there had ever been any chance she could have forgiven me, it was gone now. I’d known that as I looked up at her. I held onto her waist, the only time I was able to touch her, and she looked down at me with an expression I had never seen before. It was more than anger. She was embarrassed by me.

I imagined that was the way I’d remember her, the last time I’d ever see her. So I was surprised when, two weeks later, I heard her voice on my machine.

Beep. ‘Hi . . . It’s Riley . . . I’m in town visiting Donna and I thought maybe we could meet for coffee.’

She left a phone number and no further explanation. I listened to the message five times and then I sat down and watched the blinking red light.

Riley got the flu the first weekend we lived together. I brought her chicken noodle soup in a mug and tiptoed into the bedroom. Moments before, she had kicked off the blankets and her pyjama bottoms. She looked sexy with a temperature of 102, sleeping in a tank top and cotton underwear. She lay in the middle of the bed, her arms and legs flailed out, making the shape of a star. Now, the blankets were pulled up under her chin. She opened her eyes when I came into the room.

‘No one has ever made me soup before,’ she said, yawning.

I laughed. ‘Really?’

‘Well, my mom. My mom’s made me soup.’ Her speech was full of cold medicine.

I set the mug on the nightstand.

‘No one else has taken care of me like this,’ she continued. ‘I don’t let them.’

I sat on the end of the bed carefully, unsure of where her feet were. She disappeared beneath the checkerboard of the bedspread.

‘How’re you feeling?’ I asked.

She groaned and tried to sit up. I helped her rearrange the pillows.

‘Better maybe.’ She picked up the mug and held it to her lips, blowing. ‘Am I due for medicine?’

‘No, honey. I gave it to you an hour ago.’

‘Oh.’ She slurped a few spoonfuls of broth and put the mug back. She closed her eyes again.

‘You want to sleep?’

‘I’m just resting my eyes,’ she said. Her voice was soft. The words came slowly.

‘You want me to stay with you?’

She reached blindly for my hand. ‘Yes. Stay with me. Please.’

I climbed into the bed next to her and kissed her on the forehead. ‘Always.’

[image: image]

I tried to get there first, showed up a half-hour early, but there she was. She was sitting at a table for two, on the sidewalk. She had her hair pulled into a ponytail and sat with her legs crossed, reading a book. She looked up at me as I cast a shadow over her, closed her book and slid it into a bag at her feet.

‘Hi,’ she said, glancing at her watch. ‘You’re early.’

The metal chair scraped against the pavement as I pulled it out and sat down. ‘Maybe I’m over-eager.’

‘How have you been?’

‘Okay, I guess. I’ve missed you.’

She nodded slightly, breathed. She wasn’t quite looking at me.

‘Have you missed me?’ I asked.

‘Not like you mean,’ she said flatly.

‘Then why are we here?’

‘I’m in Tucson for Donna’s wedding. She and Dave got married yesterday.’

‘Oh. Good for them,’ I said, and it came out more biting than I’d meant it to.

‘I wasn’t happy with the way we left things,’ she said.

‘Oh, so this is for closure?’

‘Yeah, I guess.’

‘Well, God forbid you feel unhappy about something.’

‘You want me to be unhappy?’

‘I’m unhappy.’

‘I’m sorry about that.’

‘You say that like you have nothing to do with it.’

She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. ‘I don’t want you to be unhappy. But it isn’t my job to fix it.’

‘You could give me another chance.’

‘I can’t. It wasn’t good before. For either of us.’

‘It was good for me,’ I said.

‘Do you like who you are when you’re with me?’ she asked.

I thought of her looking up at me from the carpet after I’d slapped her. Looking down at me in the driveway. ‘Sometimes.’

‘And others?’

‘I made mistakes. So did you. Haven’t I been punished enough?’

‘Punished?’

‘Yeah. What about our baby?’

‘Don’t talk to me about our baby. We never had a baby. You aren’t going to make me feel guilty.’

I was starting to wish I hadn’t come. She wasn’t my Riley. It seemed she was another person altogether.

‘I took care of myself and I’m not sorry,’ she continued, stirring her iced tea with a straw. ‘I’m not looking for your approval. I don’t owe you an apology. I don’t owe you anything.’

‘Fine.’

She took a deep breath. ‘I don’t want to fight with you.’

‘Fine,’ I said again, leaning back and crossing my arms.

She was looking at her hands. ‘I just want you to be okay. I want you to take care of yourself and be happy.’

I nodded. This was goodbye.

I watched her walk away. She had parked close, the table on the sidewalk perfect for a quick getaway.



PART FOUR

RILEY

Isabel was standing by the window, gripping the sill. Jack was crouched beside her, one hand on her back, the other pointing at something outside. Laura was sitting on the couch, leaning forward to watch them, clearly unable to concentrate on the conversation for her nervousness.

‘Jack, Laura thinks you’re going to let Isabel fall out of the window,’ I told him.

He looked up, eyes wide.

Laura scowled at me. ‘I do not,’ she said, unconvincingly.

‘I have her,’ Jack assured us. ‘I’m responsible.’

Laura sighed. ‘You just hear so many stories about them pushing through the screen.’

‘I’ve got her!’ Jack was adamant. ‘We’re watching a street performer. You grown-ups are booooring.’

Laura leaned back and Kyle slid his arm around her shoulders. She was wearing a maternity dress that created the illusion she had a tummy.

‘So, you were saying? About the new job?’

I sipped my wine. ‘It’s going well. It’s just temporary. Something to pay the bills until I figure out my next move. But I’m happy there. Everyone is really nice.’

‘She’s been so surprised about that,’ Jack chimed in, talking over his shoulder.

‘Well, this is New York City.’ I shrugged.

‘So what are you thinking your next move will be?’ Laura asked.

Jack scooped Isabel up and walked back over to sit with us. ‘I want to hear this.’

‘Well, I’m thinking about going back to school. In the spring.’

‘Really?’ Jack said, stretching out the word and smiling.

‘Yeah. We’ll see. I’m still in the thinking-about-it stage.’

Isabel yawned and reached for her mother.

‘That’s exciting.’ Laura leaned forward and took her from Jack. Isabel snuggled against her body, sucking her thumb.

‘Remember, the possibilities are limitless,’ Jack told me.

‘You sound like a fortune cookie,’ I said.

‘Well, he’s right,’ Laura said. ‘Take your time.’

‘How does Isabel feel about becoming a big sister?’ I asked.

‘Oh, watch this,’ Kyle said. ‘Hey, Is, what do you think about the new baby?’

Isabel stuck out her tongue. Jack almost fell out of his chair laughing.

‘It’s not funny,’ Laura said, swatting Kyle’s arm.

Kyle stifled his laughter. Laura shook her head, the corners of her mouth turning upward in spite of herself.

‘More wine, anyone?’ I offered.

Jack held out his glass and I poured. Isabel’s eyelids were getting heavy; they closed slowly, then flashed open. She was fighting it. Laura hummed into her ear and, slowly, she wilted against her shoulder.

Kyle lifted his daughter into his arms and carried her to the bedroom. Jack, Laura and I exchanged solemn looks and didn’t speak until the door clicked.

‘I like him,’ I said, in a whisper.

‘Who? Kyle?’ Laura asked. I nodded.

She laughed. ‘Took you long enough. Sheesh.’

‘Sheesh,’ I said back to her, just because I liked the sound of it.

‘I think you’ve had enough wine.’ Jack snickered.

Kyle came out of the bedroom and we all burst into laughter.

Most mornings I got up early, dressed in black pants and a black T-shirt and headed over to the café around the corner. The door would chime as I stepped in. Behind the counter, I’d find an apron, wrap the string around my hips and back again, tying it in the front.

Somehow I didn’t mind getting up early these days. The city was too loud for sleeping in. It made you feel like you were missing the fun. The café was comfortable and stylish. It was always full of people smoking and chattering on velvet couches in slightly varying shades of burgundy.

Customers were always asking me out. A scruffy college student wrote me a poem on a napkin. A short-haired woman with a long nose asked if I was free later. A greying man in a navy blue suit grabbed my wrist and said, ‘Give me your number.’

I just smiled as I snatched my arm free and said, ‘No, thanks.’

Jack would show up when my shift was over. I’d make him a chai tea and he’d tip lavishly and we’d walk home arm in arm. He’d unlock the door, shrug off his backpack and step out of his shoes as soon as we were inside. We’d debate what to make for dinner, often pulling out the delivery menus. He’d fan them in his hands; I’d close my eyes and pick.

I’d moved an armchair to the corner of the room, in front of the window. It was the only change I’d made to the apartment since moving in. It was really Jack’s place, after all. I liked to sit in the chair and read in the light, listening to the city spinning noisily below. The windowsill was the perfect place for my mug of hot tea (I drank tea now) and I liked to leave the window open. The breeze cooled my skin and I breathed in the air as it turned slowly into autumn.
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