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For my sister


 

 

 

SKELETONS

 

This story originally appeared in Room 37:3

 

 

 

We’re about to go camping. Cathryn’s undressing before the closet in her garage apartment. I’m trying not to watch, though she wants me to. Instead, I peer into her glass terrarium where the skeletons live, three of them: a dwarf T-Rex and two dwarf stegosauruses. The T-Rex stands atop a lonely pile of rocks.

“Who’s going to watch the skeletons?” I ask.

“I was going to leave them extra food.” Cathryn rummages through the clothes pile on the floor, such beautiful chaos. “You think that’s okay?” I stare at her reflection in the glass. Her bra, lacey and black, makes me want to glimpse what’s underneath, even though I have before, five times.

“I guess so,” I say. I look back at the T-Rex. His name, Cathryn tells me, is Ronald. The steggos are called Thelma and Louise; she thinks she’s being ironic. The T-Rex’s bones are so small I’m sure that if I picked him up I would break him. His eyes are tiny as sequins and suspended in empty sockets. He wails like a cat in heat. “I think something’s wrong,” I say.

“He’s just hungry, Emma. Feed him. Food’s next to the cage.”

I open the yellow bottle of skeleton food; the musty smell makes me cough. The bottle is full of squiggling little worms. I pour some into the terrarium. Ronald clambers down the rocks. He dips his jaw into the worm pile and scoops them into his mouth, swallows. I can see them travel down his throat and into his empty bone stomach where they wriggle inside him.

Cathryn clears her throat. She stands before me with her hands on her hips, wearing tight blue jeans and a bumblebee-striped halter top. She’s dressed for clubbing, not camping, and I realize that the kind of camping we’ll be doing won’t require the hiking shoes or the toilet paper I brought. I tell her she looks great. She does. I look back at the tank. The T-Rex peers up at me.

“Let me free,” he whispers. His voice is like an echo. I can’t. We’re going camping.

 

***

 

In the shallow forest we set up our tent. The land has been cleared for people, like us, who want to be in nature but not too far in. Our tent is a miniature house. The box says it will fit twenty people, but we’ve only got five. It has French doors that fold down and collapsible walls to give everyone a sense of privacy, but through the first night I hear Cathryn and Anne, the girlfriend she brought along, their heavy breath and little moans. They make the whole tent sweat.

The site is close to the river, but not too close. At night we cannot hear the current. The bathroom is just around the corner, and there’s a leaky water faucet next to where we parked the car, ten feet from the tent. Our friend Wendi brought a portable mini fridge and a fan; they run on batteries, but the fridge eats two an hour, so we have to run to the store once a day and buy at least twelve packages of four. We make a game of it. In some ways the drive is the best part of the trip, mostly because Cathryn is the one with the car, and she’s asked me to go with her each time. We roll the windows down. She talks about the new girl, Anne, how they’ve just met but already spend nearly every night together. Every word she says feels like a secret between us. I don’t want to hear about Anne, but I don’t not want to hear about her either, because I want to know if she’s better than me. I want to know when we’ll share a bed again. I try to deduce the information from the cutesy story of how they met at the campus coffee shop, but I can’t, because Cathryn has always been unpredictable, mysterious. With her unflinching face, she reveals nothing. Every time she asks me to get in the car with her, I do.

The nearest trash can is two whole miles from our site, so we’re forced to rough it in that regard at least, dumping our food scraps into a plastic bag. Most of what we brought is food. Peanut butter, bread, baked beans in a can and hot dogs with mustard, two bottles of cheap red wine and a plastic handle of rum. Our broke friend, Mike, does the cooking. It’s his way of paying us back. He also does the majority of the drinking. He’s brought his set of oils, and his paint-stained hands dye whatever he touches. Each hot dog bun has a blue handprint, and by the time dinner’s finished, the rum bottle is covered in fingerprints.

The second night Wendi builds a fire; we sit around the flames. The smoke follows Cathryn. No matter where she sits, the wind moves in her direction. Finally, she settles in one spot, lights a cigarette, and lets the smoke clog her eyes. We play a drinking game, Never Have I Ever.

“Never have I ever been to Disneyworld,” I say. Cathryn and Wendi put down a finger; they went there once together.

“Never have I ever done acid,” Wendi says. The rest of us admit defeat.

“Never have I ever been in love,” Cathryn says. No one puts down a finger; no one is sure enough to commit to that. We all four of us look at Cathryn through the smoke. Her hair is up. The skin of her neck glistens with sweat. That we all want her is common knowledge; we can’t help ourselves. This is what holds our friendships together, the flame to which we are helpless as moths.

That night, as we sleep, trees rustle, and the fallen branches on the ground crack like knuckles. When I leave the tent early in the morning to walk to the restroom, I find the contents of our trash bag scattered, the bottom ripped. By the river I spot a leopard, its white fur stretched so tight the bones poke through. In the disappearing moonlight, I nearly see the heart pumping in its chest. It’s looking right at me, and I stand and stare until the sun creeps up and the leopard, its fur no longer see-through, bounds into the brush.

Back at the campsite a crowd is gathered around the dying embers of last night’s fire. A dodo skeleton hops around the fire pit. One of the bones from its foot is missing. Without the feathers it looks just like any other bird. We only know it’s a dodo from its fat chest, and its dodo beak. Plus, it tells us what it is when we ask it.

Cathryn shoos the bird. “Go, fly away.”

“Dodos don’t fly,” it says, lifting a bone wing. The invisible joints crack. “I’m stuck.”

It hangs around until we change into our swimsuits and leave for the swimming hole. It’s only a couple of miles away, so we walk. Cathryn and Anne hold hands. The rest of us walk behind them. We talk about the dodo. Mike had never seen one. “I’m going to paint it,” he says.

Wendi huffs. “I was gonna paint it.”

“In my painting, he’ll be wearing a tie and drinking a martini.” Mike laughs, and Cathryn turns around and gives him an eye. She knows that laugh. Since high school she’s known it.

“How much have you had?” she says. “I swear to god, Mike, if that handle is gone.”

“Excuse me,” he says. “Excuse me if I like to have a little fun.”

Once Cathryn turns back around, Wendi reaches into the pocket of her swimming trunks and pulls out her flask. She and Mike take turns.

“In my painting, he’ll be flying,” I say.

“You don’t paint,” everyone says at once, except Anne, of course, who doesn’t know the first thing about me. Anne’s ass hangs out of her suit, and her walk is too sure, like she thinks she has this down, this Cathryn thing, like she’s permanent here, the most recent fixture. Wendi and Mike and I gulp and giggle.

“Two more weeks, tops,” Mike whispers. His guesses are usually the most accurate. He’s known her the longest. My skin tingles all of a sudden, part rum, part the image that flashes in my memory; her clothes a pile on the floor, the scratch of Ronald’s frail paws on the glass, the stale smoke smell, and the feel of that skin, soft in my palm. Two weeks.

At the swimming hole, we rush the water. It laps our thighs as we sink our way in, getting used to the shock of cool. Submerging my whole body, I forget to hold my breath and rise up coughing. Mike grabs my legs, and I go down again. I open my eyes under the water. Bones litter the lake floor under our feet, many of them ground to form a second layer of sand. We walk all along them without noticing. I let the water carry my legs instead. I swim. When I come up for breath, I’m at the far bank, where Wendi sits atop a rock with her feet skimming the water surface. Her face is red and wet, though her hair is dry.

“You okay?” I ask. A brittle fishbone snaps under my weight.

“I’m okay,” she says, shaking her head. “I think I’m in love with her.”

Yeah, well, I want to say but don’t. I feign surprise. “You’re straight, though, right?”

Wendi shrugs. “Does it matter? I hate seeing her like this.”

“Happy?” Me too. “Well, if you really loved her, you’d want her happy.”

I remember the first time I knew Cathryn wanted it. Wendi, Mike, and me in the car, driving down streets with no names for no reason. Cigarette ash blowing back in through the windows and staining our clothes with the stench. “You’re on her list.” Mike grinned. “She told me so.” Then it was a party at my place, and we snuck into my bedroom and stuffed a chair under the doorknob. The curtains were attached by flimsy little clips and had fallen down, so we put them back up but you could still see through little holes where the fabric was worn, and we did it, aware and uncaring, while partygoer’s faces appeared and disappeared like apparitions at each hole in the window, trying to see in.

“You’re right,” Wendi says, wetting a toe. “What the fuck is wrong with me?”

A school of skeleton fish passes over my feet. Their bone-hard bodies make my hair stand on end. When I stick my head under the water and my eyes adjust, they are already far away, but bringing up their rear is a phantom shiner with the last vestige of its transparent orange scales intact.

“Huh,” I say when I bring my head again above water. “I thought those had fully skeletoned a while ago.”

“This water freaks me out.” Wendi stands and turns, and we both see the leopard this time, its body stretched across a rock in the sun, its rib bones now visible. Wendi’s closer to it than me, and I wish we could trade places as she steps toward it until she is so close, she can touch it if she wants. She reaches her hand out. She pulls it back. She helps me out of the water. Together we run back to camp.

 

***

 

When the gang returns from the swimming hole, Mike has a saber-tooth skeleton at his side, around its neck a collar he has made from the drawstring of his swimming trunks, which now hang below his navel. To keep them on he walks bow-legged, and once he arrives at the fire, he hands Wendi the end of the string and disappears into the tent to change.

Wendi and I have been silent, passing a notebook of portable haikus back and forth, each of us writing one page. It’s a game we all used to play. The haikus are nonsensical, the language of ridiculousness. When Mike comes back out, we put the notebook away.

“This is Tegan,” he says. “I’m gonna take her home with me.”

“Another pet?” Wendi asks. A whole wall of Mike’s room is covered in aquariums already. “Dude, you can’t breathe in your room as is.”

“I hate that name,” the saber says. “Give me another one.”

“Okay, your name is Nimrod.”

“Another one.”

“Tilly?” Mike says.

The saber shrugs.

“Tigger?”

The saber snaps Mike’s hand. Its teeth draw blood. He slaps its head. The bones rattle. He marches to a tree and ties the saber up, then wraps a dishcloth around his hand. As we eat peanut butter sandwiches and take shots of wine, the saber shouts insults. “Morons,” it says, “you don’t know shit about life. You think you know everything, but you’re fucking clueless.”

Mike hits it over the head with an unburnt log. No one screams; it happens too fast. The saber’s body falls. Mike unties it and carries it to the river. I follow him, try to tell him to stop, but my voice catches. He tosses the bones in the river and wipes the dirt from his jeans; on top of the dried paint, the stain looks like a skewed portrait, blue eyes and lips and all the rest dirt.

After walking back in silence, we find Cathryn holding the lucky girl, visibly shaken.

“Fucking thing was reminding me of my parents,” Mike says.

Cathryn doesn’t even bother to shoot Mike the eye. She takes Anne by the hand and leads her to the tent, and when we hear the click of the lock on the tent doors, Mike grabs hold of the wine, opens his throat, and guzzles. I sit beside Wendi and the fire and we don’t say a word. The bottle empty, Mike drops into the dirt and rolls back and forth, moving his arms in angel shapes. “I’m sorry,” he says again and again. Wendi and I don’t comfort him. The firewood crumbles like the bones and we just look on. I’m used to looking and not touching, staying out of the way until it’s my turn. I know that Anne won’t want us after this, won’t want to be a part of this, and somehow it doesn’t seem to matter. Two weeks tops, Mike said. He was wrong. It’ll go back to normal before that. We’ll forget it ever happened, starting tomorrow when we’re back in the concrete world.

We sleep the way we are.

 

 

 

On the way out the next morning we drive across the bridge over the river. In the backseat I stare out the window, and from the water’s edge the leopard stares at me. As it pads to shore I notice its legs, all skeleton now. I imagine its claws, invisible but deadly.

The whole ride no one says a word.

When Cathryn and I get back to her place, the skeletons are still in the tank. The T-Rex claws at the glass. His bones creak. “Let me free,” he says. I knock on the glass, and Thelma and Louise scurry to the back. Ronald doesn’t move, static in his pleading.

Cathryn disappears into the bathroom. I look around her room, at the mess she’s left of clothes scattered over the ground. It’s hard to see the floor. I groan as I tiptoe over the piles. I reach my hand into the tank and pick the skeleton up by his shoulders. He falls apart in my hands. I carry his bones outside and look across her big backyard, which we only enter to smoke brief cigarettes at night when we need the air. In the back of the yard is an abandoned raised bed, one we all built together when we had nothing but time on our hands, then forgot about it, and I lay Ronald down amongst the dead tomato plants, their thin spines snapped so that they seem to bow as we approach. His bones scatter in the dirt. I shake a plant. Its brittle leaves fall from the branches and bury him.


 

 

 

THEY COME IN THROUGH THE WALLS

 

This story originally appeared in Expanded Horizons.

 

 

 

Claire’s papa doesn’t know her anymore. When they sit for dinner, he pushes his bowl of chili onto the floor. The bowl is plastic; after the first four times, she learned her lesson, but still, it cracks as it hits the tile. The beans spread in a puddle beneath his feet.

“I won’t eat your poison,” he says.

“It’s not poison, Papa. See.” She eats a spoonful from her own bowl. “Aren’t you hungry?”

“Not hungry enough.”

Papa crosses his arms, surveys the rest of the table. It’s a long table with twelve chairs, and before each chair a place is set. The phantoms will arrive soon, and when they do—Claire hopes—her father will eat. He always eats with the phantoms around.

In the kitchen, the fluorescent light flickers. The flicker registers as a flash in the corner of Claire’s eye in the dining room, a minor annoyance but enough to drive her mad night after night. She needs to fix the light but has little time for household chores. Too much else to do. Clean and cook and try to convince Papa to take his pills.

Claire goes into the kitchen to fill bowls for the phantoms. With the chessboard floor tiles below and the flashing light above, she feels like she’s in a game, one of those video games maybe, the kind that comes with a warning: may cause seizures. She hurries, takes a bowl out for each place at the table and sets it atop the placemat. She fills the water glasses with wine and the wine glasses with water. She pulls the bread from the oven and covers the basket with a cloth, places it in the middle of the table. The phantoms won’t eat the bread, but they’ll devour the butter, leaving greasy stains all over her mother’s white tablecloth. Claire places another bowl of chili before Papa. He doesn’t touch it.

The phantoms come in through the walls, passing through the plaster and pink puffs of insulation as Claire imagines ghosts would. They look like silhouettes of people Claire may have met before, vaguely familiar in the outlines of their bodies. They take their places at the table. As they pull the chairs out, wood scrapes wood. Already, rivulets dig in the floor. Claire will have to replace the floor if she ever wants to sell the house, after Papa goes. And the lights. Of course, she’ll have to fix those lights.

The phantoms eat with their mouths open, grey light pouring from behind their teeth, surprisingly white in their shadow faces. If Claire ever touches the light, she imagines it would burn skin. She never touches the phantoms.

They speak in deep voices, shaky as old men, and they speak often. Every night the same conversations.

“I was only twelve, and the man came to bring us our milk. He had a streak of black in his blonde hair, and I asked him what was the matter with his hair. He leered at me, always leering at me. I thought he was the devil,” says one.

“Was he the devil?” asks another.

“Of course he wasn’t. What are you, crazy?”

It’s hard for Claire to place the voices to the mouths, for they talk even when their mouths are full of food. Chili drips down their chins. Outside the dogs bark at the door. The phantoms don’t like dogs. They made that clear.

“What are those blasted noises?” Papa asks. “Can’t a man eat his dinner in peace?”

Claire fixes another bowl and places it outside for them. They’re Claire’s dogs. They were her girlfriend’s, before she left them and everything but her books and a brief note, another relic. Papa liked Claire’s girlfriend more than he liked Claire. He used to call her Madeline, though her name was Anne. He liked her, he said, because she was funny. Claire has never been funny, and she suspects her father sees too much of him in her, that it confuses him. Anne was a blank slate, but too blank, it turned out; she absorbed too much. She couldn’t take it, watching someone go like Papa. Claire never thought she should have to.

Now Claire lives alone with her father, and each night they dine with phantoms. Claire never asked them to be her guests. She isn’t quite sure why they’re there, in fact. She wants them to leave. Cooking for so many is expensive; it’s hard enough when half of what her father eats ends up on the floor.

The truth is that the phantoms comfort him. When they’re there, he seems less confused, less angry. He eats his dinner to the last bite. He laughs and tells stories. Makes it seem like the rest of the day was just a nightmare. Claire wants them to leave. She wants them to take her father with them.

It’s a horrible thought she has more and more these days.

 

 

 

The first time the phantoms came for dinner, there were fewer. Four months ago, right before Anne left. That night the fridge had nearly been empty, and Claire too tired after working her shift at the cemetery—she did ground maintenance there, in that silent paradise—to go to the store. She cooked what she could. Vermicelli spring rolls with peanut sauce, spaghetti with canned Alfredo, onion rolls two days past the expiration date. She cooked a lot of food without thinking; once she was in the hang of it, she didn’t want to stop cooking. When she stopped, she would have to serve it. She would have to explain again to Papa that this was his home now, and this was dinner. She cooked so much.

Then, the phantoms came to eat it.

Walking into the dining room with Papa’s plate in her hand, she saw the first one. It was only a shapeless body and a head made of black mist like car exhaust. The elbows that seemed to rest on the tabletop were of a thicker consistency, nearly solid. Claire made out an indistinct hum, like the low static of a television left on. Then, she noticed there were more of them, three seats full, and her father seemed to be listening to something they were saying that only he could hear. She did what she could; she brought them plates.

After a couple of nights, their bodies began to turn as solid as their elbows, and Claire could hear their words like whispers. Unintelligible but full of inflection, hidden meanings she was sure. She tried harder. Every now and again she picked out a word: house, third, remember. Papa, it seemed, heard them as if they were part of him. Even when Claire heard nothing, he responded, and the phantoms bowed their heads and moved the holes that Claire came to call their mouths.

They were rude guests. They slurped their soup. Bits of food flew from their forks across the table. Claire cleaned up when they left. The phantoms always left through the walls as well, but they never went through the kitchen.

“It’s the lights,” Papa said. “You got to fix those damn lights.”

 

 

 

Anne had always fixed the broken things. When the florescent lights in Papa’s room went out, Anne carried in the ladder from the garage and changed them. She changed the oil in Claire’s car, bought a new hose for the washer. She knew how to do things like that. Claire had never been taught. She’d never been motivated to teach herself.

“I can’t,” Anne said the night before she left. “If we can’t fix us, who will?”

They were in bed together, their clothes bunched at their feet, the blankets fallen to the floor. Their breath had steadied. The air in the room was stale in the absence of their sweat. That staleness had hung there, nameless, for weeks. It was overdue that Anne should mention it.

“I know what you’ll say when I go. That I couldn’t handle this whole situation, with your dad and all. But that’s not it, Claire, and I think you know that.”

“Right,” Claire said, turning away. “Sure I do.”

“If you won’t talk to me, if you won’t try. How can I help you if you won’t talk to me about it?”

Anne tried to touch her, but she shrugged Anne off. It was this way no matter what. Claire wanted so badly to talk, but she swallowed it. It had to wait, until later, until later again, until later became months and the words she’d swallowed hardened like lead in her belly. There was no bringing them up again.

In the morning Anne packed the few things she kept there and left while Claire pretended to sleep. Once Claire heard the click of the front door, she wrapped her arms around her knees and rocked in bed.

The anger came later, though it was brief and soon replaced by the acquiescence of a caregiver, taking in events as they rushed forward to meet her. Swallowing them. Keeping them down with soda water and starch crackers, like the sick do.

 

 

 

“Who in the hell is this?” Papa asked when he first met Anne. “What in the hell does she want?”

“This is Anne, Papa. She’s my girlfriend,” Claire said.

Anne shook his limp hand. He had always said that women should not shake hands.

“She looks like a man,” Papa said.

Anne didn’t look like a man. She had short hair, that was all, cut to her ears, black. Her skin was dark, her eyes brown. She wore black pants and a button-up purple blouse with a collar, a grey pea coat. Claire always thought she looked like she stepped out from a painting faded with age. It fit, because Anne was an artist of the digital era. She designed websites.

“It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Pierce.” Anne took her hand back but didn’t look away from Papa. He was forced to smile.

“Are you here to bring me my lunch, Ms. Madeline?” he asked. “I’ll take a tuna sandwich on rye.”

In the kitchen, Claire apologized. Her father wasn’t always mean, she said, it was the disease. It brought something out that Claire had never seen before, only heard in a rumor from her mother, of her papa’s temperament before she was born. A temperament that supposedly evaporated when he became a father. Claire’s mother, before her death, always spoke of his transformation like it came from God. Claire didn’t believe in God. Anne did. That was another reason Papa came to love her.

What he didn’t tell Claire about Anne was that she reminded him of his own wife, three years deceased. She had the same laugh, the same way of moving through the room as if she’d been there all along. He knew this about her when they first met, but as time dragged on, he lost the chance to say it. He lost the memory as he’d lost his wife.

When she’d first gone, his wife, Claire’s mother, Papa had not cried. Rather, he felt a strange constriction in his chest that kept him from holding Claire close. He stayed in his chair, looking out the window, a book in his hand so he could claim he was busy if anyone tried to talk. Visitors. They came in droves, left casseroles on the kitchen counter, if Claire was there to let them in. If not, they left the steaming dishes on the front steps for Claire to bring in the next time she came to visit.

That was when the house had been his. It was not his any longer. He didn’t know the pictures hung on the wall; he couldn’t place the little striped bag in the bathroom or the light blue towel on the rack. The food in the fridge was foreign, exotic. All he wanted was a basket of fried pickles, but the woman in his house—she seemed so familiar—refused.

“Bad for your health,” she said. “Here, Papa, eat this.”

She called him that, and perhaps he was that to her, but she was not his daughter. He couldn’t place her, but he knew this woman, so much older than the bits of Claire he could recall, did not belong to him.

It came and went. Then it went and never came back.

 

 

 

One night a phantom apologizes.

“I’m sorry. I should have been there better for you. I did wrong by you.”

Claire has served a new kind of soup, French Onion, which she hopes Papa will appreciate more than chili. She doesn’t look up at the phantom; he’s sitting at the far end of the table and is easy to ignore. But his words confuse her. Sometimes they do that. They speak like her papa. They relay pieces of him he seems to have lost.

When she first noticed that they knew so much of the inside of his mind, she wished that they would give it all back. She’s given up on hopes like that. Now the only wish is the one she’s afraid and ashamed to admit. Take him. Take him, please. Take him with you.

“I should have told you it was going to be okay. All those words you probably needed to hear, I didn’t give them to you,” the phantom says.

Claire looks up at Papa. His expression is blank as he spoons French Onion soup into his mouth. He doesn’t look at her, though she sees him see her from the corner of his eye.

“Should’ve let you know I still loved you, even though you looked so much like her. Reminded me of her.”

Finally, Claire stands from the table. Without a word, she walks to her bedroom. She needs a moment to breathe. It would have been a welcome apology from her father’s throat. From a ghost of a memory, she never wanted to hear anything so personal. The words creep through her skin. She shivers. On the edge of her bed, she tries not to start shaking, but she has to grab hold of the nightstand to steady her hands.

There, on the stand, is one of the books Claire can never read again. Anne used to read it to her before bed. It’s a book about the history of the movies, but it may as well have been a book of lullabies for how Anne’s voice smoothed the words. Claire can’t look at it. She ought to get rid of it, but she can’t bear to touch it. In the DVD player, there’s a movie Claire can’t make herself remove.

Alone in the bedroom, Claire hears voices from the dining room as clear as if they were there with her. They could be coming through the vents, but she doubts that’s the case. She lies across the bed and unbuttons her shirt, wriggles out of her jeans. The cotton sheets against her skin is soothing. The air from the fan blows down on her, though never will either feel as soothing as Anne’s hands, or her mother’s.

Eventually, Claire will have to get up from the bed. She will have to go back into the dining room and clean up the mess. For now, she will let the room take care of him. She will let the phantoms comfort him. She closes her eyes and thinks about her mother, the way she flipped her hair back to clear it from her face. Her white white teeth, the rare smile, less rare when she and Claire were alone.

Anne was something like her mother, but her smile was for everybody. It was what Claire liked most.

Claire rolls over face down on the pillows. They smell like fresh laundry. Claire’s breath catches. They will never smell like Anne again. She’s washed it away. It’s a step she hadn’t thought she’d taken, and the pressure building in her chest tells her it’s a step she wasn’t ready for. How could she have done that without noticing? She curls against the pillows and makes herself cry, for Anne, for her mother, her papa, her everyone.

 

 

 

Things Claire cannot touch for fear of losing them:

 

1. The CD she made for Anne but never gave her.

2. The books, mostly on the bottom shelf, all gifts.

3. Her mother’s old silver-plated mirror and comb.

4. The pillowcases she won’t wash again.

5. The recipes in the recipe box, written in her mother’s hand, one in Anne’s. Her father’s scratchy instructions for a “secret tortilla soup.” Food she can no longer eat.

6. The dirty pair of underwear Anne forgot beneath the bed.

7. The bandages Anne bought to bind the burn on Claire’s hand from cooking.

8. Her father’s Christmas trinkets, still up from December.

9. Her father’s photo album, full of blank spaces.

10. Her father’s hand.

 

 

 

Papa never was one for apologies, for feelings. None of them were.

Here was Claire, the past: an open letter in her hand. She bounded into the kitchen, where her mother stood at the stove. The smell of fish frying, the greasy scent of hot oil, caught Claire at the threshold. She paused only a moment before she waved the letter through the air.

“I got in!” she yelled.

Her mother turned, smiled, turned back to the stove. “That’s great, dear.”

As if her excitement
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