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			As a child, I spent countless hours staring at other people’s houses and imagining life inside. Not their life but mine, if only I lived there. I could slip into it so easily. One cold winter morning while delivering newspapers with my older stepsister Courtney: If I lived in that house I would still be asleep. If I lived in that house I would be warm. If I lived there and still had to deliver papers, I would have winter socks and good mittens. I especially remember staring in this way while riding in my father’s van. My understanding is that my father never wanted children and that my parents’ divorce before I was two had something to do with this. But he remarried almost immediately, and between two marriages, he ended up with eight children—three with my mother, three stepchildren, and two with his new wife. Almost all of us attended different schools, which meant there was a lot of time spent riding in his blue van to drop us off and pick us up. He always took the back roads, and in my memory it’s all trees and silence, save for his NPR. I stared out the window, watching stone walls give way to houses. If I lived there, I wouldn’t have to go back and forth between parents. There, clean clothes and a toothbrush no matter whose house I’m at. There, there, there. It could be a farmhouse or trailer, it could be anything. All these New Hampshire visions, and I sank right down into them.

			I was fifteen years old the first time I traveled away from the east. My older brother Henry had moved to Montana for college, and my mother and I flew out to visit him. As the plane lowered toward Missoula, I could see the city, the entire stretch of it, and beyond that the open land. It didn’t make sense to me. How could a person live in a place so exposed, the view so relentlessly expansive? Day after day we drove that city in a borrowed Bronco looking for a new vehicle and an apartment for my brother. I remember how odd it all was to me, the people in their cowboy hats and boots with the gall to say hello to strangers on the streets, the jukeboxes and bars in all the restaurants, and that space, open, unprotected, the wind surging through. But mostly I remember that my game didn’t work. There, I would say. There, there, there. But I could not imagine living in a single house.

			I grew up, went to college in Wisconsin. There. There. Nothing worked, none of it felt real. I moved west, following my brother, and began to stare at the actual houses I lived in. Here, I would say to myself instead. I live here. Sometimes I had to shake myself. Real life. I’d felt detached from my body for as far back as I could remember, felt I watched it from above, but in those places that were not my childhood home, that sense felt extreme.

			

			—

			I spent the end of my twenties and nearly all of my thirties in a small brown ranch house that my grandparents had purchased my final year in college, when they’d had to downsize. My husband and I moved into it after my grandfather passed, to help care for my grandmother, and after she passed, we bought the house. It sits in the center—known as the village—of the small, wealthy, lakeside New Hampshire town of Gilford, where my grandparents had attended church since 1940, the year they got married. Back then, Gilford was a farmers’ community, and my grandparents were business owners who lived a few miles down the hill in the small mill city of Laconia; but after the war they, like many others, moved up to the nearby country town that bordered the mountains and lake. They gave their lives to Gilford, volunteering, playing the organ for the church, organizing community plays and outings, showing up for those less fortunate, raising four children and then burying one. Now, though they have been gone over a decade, their names continue to be well known in that area.

			I don’t love that house I lived in, or that neighborhood. The house itself is somewhat shabby, and it’s also surrounded by large, expensive homes with professional lawncare, and this always made me feel out of place. I don’t love that town, either, though I used to, for it is idyllic. There are mountains crisscrossed with hiking trails, there’s the largest lake in the state, and there’s a ski area. The library is well funded, and so is the school—so well funded, in fact, that there’s even a sap house so children can tap the maple trees and learn to make syrup in March. On Halloween, the village street where I lived is closed off, and the scene of families walking up and down the block at the base of the mountains beneath the red maples is picture-perfect, out of a children’s book. Same at Christmastime, when the street is shut down again for a candlelight stroll of caroling, warm treats in neighbors’ yards, and open tours of the village’s oldest buildings.

			Though I went back and forth between parents, my primary childhood home was my mother’s old farmhouse, in a poor mill town some ten miles to the west. Growing up, we would play against this wealthy lake-and-mountain town in school sports, always painfully aware of what they had and we lacked: good uniforms, school ski teams, photography and creative writing classes, an auditorium so school plays could be performed on a real stage instead of in the cafeteria. So, even though Gilford was where my father had come from, and where my grandparents had lived, when I moved there as an adult it felt like an acute betrayal.

			“I had a wonderful childhood in that town,” my father tells me. He tells me stories about trick-or-treating on my street, which was closed off back then in just the same way. He tells me about the family who managed to raise five children in my very small Gilford house when he was a boy. When he hears what my daughter had to endure in that town, he says, “I just can’t imagine it. Elementary school should be a time of pure happiness.”

			Does he have amnesia? Is it possible that he has entirely forgotten the landscape of my own childhood?
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			I was born in Laconia, that small mill city my grandparents first lived in together. Today, it has all the markings of an East Coast city plagued by the opioid crisis: empty mills, boarded-up storefronts, pharmacies on what feels like every corner. But of course it wasn’t always like that. My paternal grandfather grew up in that city during its heyday, when it had working mills, trolley cars, a train to Boston, and thriving businesses. One was my family’s—an ice cream and candy shop passed down to my grandfather from his father, a German man who had moved to the area from the southern part of the state at fifteen to escape a life on the family farm. He must have been a good businessman—he’d bought that shop after working just one year in it, and he eventually came to own the entire city block the shop was in. But he had also married into the wealth of my great-grandmother’s family. She was a proud Daughter of the American Revolution who had grown up in Laconia, in her mill-owner parents’ mansion; and her parents, her grandparents, and at least one branch of her great-grandparents were also born in that city—or at least that county—dating all the way back to 1775. Before that, they’d lived on the coast of New Hampshire since the first Pilgrim ships arrived.

			“Why didn’t they stay on the coast?” I asked my father the moment I realized this. The reason was almost surely the mills, though I like to imagine they came for the lake that would hold the heart of so many of their descendants. My father understood the meaning behind my question: If our ancestors had stayed on the coast rather than move inland, maybe my daughter would have been born there, in a decidedly more accepting place. If they had stayed there, and we had, we could have avoided so much suffering.

			But no matter. I talk about my ancestors as though these people have something to do with who I am, as though they, by virtue of a speck of blood, would accept and love not only me but also my daughter. But of course I have no idea, and anyway, this proud New Hampshire history is so terribly fraught. I used to say that I wondered what my ancestors had to do with the colonizing of this country, but the truth is that I do not need to wonder. They were some of the very first white people to settle in this state, so it seems they must have stolen the land with their own hands. And for all the pride of our family history, there are no stories of abolitionists. Surely, if they had been present, their stories would have been passed down. Instead, this, a story from my aunt, given to me one January evening as I put my coat on to leave her grandson’s birthday party: “When your grandparents sold the Gilford house up on the hill, they told the real estate agent to find any good family, so long as they were white. They’d bought the land from the Carsons,” she explained, “who still lived there. They felt it would have been impolite to give them Black neighbors.”

			I didn’t know this growing up, would never have imagined it.
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			There’s a large cemetery in Laconia, where so much of my family history resides, and I used to like to go there and walk the grounds, to see my family’s plot. There are my grandparents, and my uncle who died at twenty when his car slipped on wet leaves and hit a tree out on the main road just down the street from the house I would live in. There are names I know but cannot place. I suspect my father will have his own stone there one day, but I will not. I do not love that area anymore; in fact, I think I hate it.

			That plot of more recent family is deep in the cemetery, but at the entrance is my ancestors’ plot, which is where my great-grandmother and her family are buried. Being mill owners, they were rich enough to have a large statue of a robed figure holding a scroll. The base of the statue reads: And I heard a voice from heaven saying unto me, Write. Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord from henceforth.

			There’s a lot I don’t understand about that quote. I have no religious upbringing whatsoever. But what I do understand is that, of all the thousands of biblical quotes my ancestors could have chosen to emblemize them for eternity, this is what they chose: Write.

			I’m trying to listen. I’m trying to describe what it felt like to be raised to believe that, despite what I had—love, but also neglect, parents entangled in a vicious divorce that resulted in a dark childhood and a mess of a family that was in and out of court—I still had reason to be proud, to know that my family came from here, that we had history. That above all else, I was of and from this New Hampshire land. I’m trying to say what it felt like, then, to have this place and its people stand up and say to me, No, we are from here, we were raised here, as though they had been here any longer than I, but also as though such a statement could or should ever lay claim to who is and is not allowed to occupy this land. To have my town look at my daughter and stand up and say, No, we will not make a safe space for her here. To have it say, No, she does not belong, she is not what we believe a child should be. I’m trying to describe the depth to which that broke my heart, and woke me up to the truth of this rural landscape I was raised to love.
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			When I first discovered I was pregnant, I went for a walk alone in the woods. I remember holding my hand to my belly as I walked, speaking to the child I had never planned for. I believed she would be a girl. I named her on that walk, Clementine Eleanor. I felt sick with anxiety, afraid of how I would care for another human—not whether or not I could, but how much of myself it would take. I had just sold my first novel. My husband and I were training for a cross-country ski marathon, and in the best shape of our lives. Finally, I had what I’d worked so hard to create: a New Hampshire life of writing and reading and skiing, and hanging out with my husband on weekends. Where would that life go?

			We had an old, needy dog at that point. I fed him by hand, and even though he was relatively large, I let him crawl onto my lap. On walks, when he would suddenly get afraid and refuse to move, I would lift him up, all fifty pounds, and carry him home, my exhaustion masked by pure love for that helpless creature.

			“Look at how I parent a dog,” I remember saying to my oldest friend. “A baby will ruin me.”

			That friend, Ingrid, had just a year previously given birth to her first child, so throughout the process she guided me. When the time came, she asked me why I would bother finding out the sex of the baby. I can still remember my precise answer to her: “I want to know who I’m talking to in there.”

			So there it is: the moment my child’s anatomy flickered on the screen, my relationship to her, the way I thought of and spoke to her, shifted. And she still had months left in the womb.

			The technician that day said that it had been almost all boys all year. She covered my growing belly in a cold gel and ran her wand across, eyes on the screen, and when she was done she printed out a string of black-and-white photos in which I believed I could see that same upper shelf of a top lip so reminiscent of my husband’s family line. Two of the photos were of my baby’s entire body, large head followed by curved back and kicking feet. Five were of her genitalia. It’s a boy! the technician scrawled across the top.

			We had to choose a new name, and the first one we settled briefly on together was Orlando. My husband had no association, but I did to a certain degree. At that point I knew no transgender people—or more accurately believed I knew none—and could not even define the word correctly. But I had read and loved Virginia Woolf’s Orlando, the wild novel of that brave, gentle, gender-bending being who reminded me of my little brother, Noah—half brother, technically—who loved dresses and wigs, high heels, Broadway shows, and who grew up to be a proud gay man. I think of that initial name choice now, and though I believe the universe has no order, though I cannot subscribe to a doctrine that suggests anything happens for a reason, I do wonder about the future signaling itself. How odd it would have been had we stuck with that name. Same person, different sex.

			When my baby was born, they put her on the scale and called out that she was a boy and my husband named her while I blinked in and out of consciousness. She was big, nearly ten pounds, and when the doctors asked my husband to read her weight he misplaced the decimal point and yelled out “13.7!” instead of the correct 9.137. They put her body on mine and wheeled us out. My mother was waiting in the hallway, desperate to behold us. She leaned over and asked me if I could feel the love, if I could finally understand. But labor had been long and had ended in an emergency cesarean, and I could not feel the love. I could feel nothing.

			“We are connected,” my mother was saying earnestly to my baby. “We are connected.”

			The nurses had me sleep with my baby that night, her body tucked beneath my arm, and my arm held in place by the armrest of the hospital bed. I remember the fever dreams of that night like they were yesterday. All night, I was searching the halls. I could not find my child, had lost her, but it wasn’t just a physical loss. There was a confusion to the dream, some insurmountable wall between my child’s actual existence and where she had disappeared to.

			I think of that dream now, too. Up until somewhat recently, I kept a school photograph of my daughter’s first-grade year on my dresser. I don’t know how she would have reacted if she noticed the photo there. In it she looks proud but awkward, somehow physically uncomfortable, as she often did back then. She is just barely six years old, and she’s wearing the blue plaid button-up shirt that I forced her to wear. Her hair is cut into the short, little-boy cut that I forced her to get so that she looked like the cute little boy that I believed her to be. She was still known to the world as a boy at that point, still the wearer of her former name, the name she complained about for some three years before I listened. I look at that photo and I think of that dream. I want the child I have, the current one. I want her one million times over. And I understand, of course I understand, that despite a change in name and pronouns and wardrobe, my child is the same exact person she has always been. But the person in that photo, she was also not the same. We knew her as brilliant but angry. Our current child is happy and fierce. I look at that photo and think of that dream and I wonder where that other child went. That child is gone, vanished, and I can scarcely remember them.
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			I first met my husband, Paul, on the sidewalk in Missoula, Montana. I had just finished college and was headed to Idaho with my brother Henry, who would attend graduate school there, and Paul was just about to leave Missoula for culinary school in Vancouver, Canada. It was morning, June, hot and sunny. My brother and I had stopped in Montana to visit friends for a few days. It felt like the entire town was out for the Saturday market, and Henry and I were weaving through the crowd when we ran into Paul—the younger brother of my brother’s good friend. He introduced us. Paul was stoned and smiling wide, looking like he’d never had a care in the world. He held out a bag of Sour Patch Kids and Swedish Fish and asked if I wanted some.

			“I’m in love with Paul Maxwell,” I said to my brother as we walked away.

			A year later, I returned to Missoula to live, and so did Paul, and through mutual friends we met again at a bar. He had thick blond hair and button-down shirts, and when I first laid eyes on him I told my friend that he was too clean-cut to ever be interested in me, a girl who worked for a wilderness trail crew and did not shave. But when I heard he’d said I was cute, I found out his address and left wildflowers in an empty beer can on his porch, along with my phone number.

			On our first date, we drank a pitcher of beer and played pool in a western bar, and after midnight we walked across town, toward the house he lived in with friends. I still remember the glow of the neighborhood street, the whistle of the trains through the valley, and the feeling that he and I were contained in a bubble with nothing and no one else. I told him I would be a writer. He told me he loved fishing on the Encampment River in southern Wyoming. He’d been born in Colorado, but when his parents divorced he’d eventually left the west with his mother, and we realized the small town where I’d camped every summer of my childhood was the same coastal Maine town he’d ended up in as a teen. That night, we discovered other ways we’d circled each other over the years, other places we’d unknowingly been within an arm’s reach of each other.

			In our first days together, I learned that my initial impression of a clean-cut man had been off; Paul rented an attic bedroom with only trapdoor access in a small house on the railroad tracks, and he washed his clothes in the river because he enjoyed the slowness of it. All his belongings fit into an old camp trunk—a pair of wool pants, a wool jacket, fishing clothes and equipment, a set of chef’s knives his grandmother had gifted him, and a collection of CDs. A few weeks into our relationship, when I picked him up at his house—because he had no car or driver’s license, and instead preferred to walk or ride his bike—he put that trunk into the back of my car without a word. I lived in a cabin thirty minutes outside the city, and as we drove along the Blackfoot River I asked him why he’d brought the trunk.

			“You said you needed a new roommate,” he said simply.

			It was true—my college friend had decided to return home to Alaska, and I wouldn’t be able to cover rent myself. I didn’t know how to respond, so I said nothing, and in this way my husband moved in with me that day, and he never left my side again.

			

			—

			Sometime in that first month together we were once again out late at a bar where a western cover band played. We were among many friends, his older brother included, and when we leaned in close to reach our drinks his brother said to me, “Where will you get married? Montana or New Hampshire?”

			I didn’t miss a beat. Didn’t think, We won’t get married. Didn’t think, We’ve known each other scarcely a month. I just answered the question. “New Hampshire.”

			It didn’t happen for another seven years, but it did happen eventually, just as I’d said it would. One summer we packed our belongings, our cat, and even our fish, and we left that western city for my home. We got married a few weeks later, on the lake island of my childhood.

			Now I sometimes look back on those first days and try to implant the knowledge of the future into those young selves of ours. I think of all the decisions that might have been altered, had we known where they would lead. Recently, my brother-in-law asked me if I remembered why we had ever left the west all those years ago. I do, and a part of it is so easy to explain—I had wanted to be closer to my aging grandmother, and to hear her stories before she passed. But the other part is so much harder.

			

			—

			My paternal grandmother was the daughter of Swedish immigrants, and she grew up first in tenement housing and then in a small home her father had built on the outskirts of Boston. She could play the piano by ear, and she loved to read Keats and Tennyson, and to ponder her deep spirituality. Her father was a millworker, her mother stayed at home, and her spinster maternal aunts were maids for a wealthy man on the Boston shore who shot himself in the head the day the stock market crashed. There would be no money for her to go to college. She had a paternal aunt, though, who lived in Wellesley, where the public school awarded its top student a full scholarship to attend Wellesley College. My grandmother moved in with her aunt for her senior year of high school and worked hard and won that scholarship. She continued living with her aunt during her four years of college, and every summer she found a job to help pay for expenses. One year, that job was as a waitress at a lakeside resort in New Hampshire.

			My grandfather loved to tell the story of meeting my grandmother, which was simply that he had gone for dinner with a friend and been introduced to her and it had been love at first sight. After that he transferred from the University of Vermont to Babson College in Wellesley while my grandmother finished her studies, and then they married and settled in my grandfather’s hometown of Laconia, and within a year they moved up the road to Gilford.

			My grandfather’s studies combined with his natural talents made him an excellent businessman, and with the help of my grandmother, the candy and ice cream shop he had inherited from his father flourished. They had children, built a house in Gilford that overlooked the lake, and in the 1950s bought a boat, a boathouse, and the island property that would become our family’s sanctuary. When the local Boy Scout camp had an old cabin they wanted to get rid of, my grandfather bought it, put it on runners, towed it out across the water, and repurposed it for a family cabin. His own father, around this time, was a state senator who also loved the lake and hated to see the development occurring on its shores. He spent his time in office advocating for public parks on the water, which today—according to the way my father tells it—is the reason for the one and only state park on that entire lake.

			The land my grandfather purchased faces directly east, so that the sun beams straight on in the early morning and disappears by four o’clock even in the height of summer. My father spent his childhood summers there, while my grandfather commuted by boat back and forth to the store. My grandmother, unaccustomed to the wealth my grandfather had grown up in, was committed to sharing their good fortune, and always encouraged guests to join them on the lake. One of these was a friend in Boston, who now had a husband and five children. She and her family would travel up to New Hampshire to join my father’s family for two weeks every summer, and she would turn out to be my maternal grandmother, which means that my mother and father—destined for a bitter divorce—would swim and play in the sand together for years as children.

			By the time I was a child, the cabin was mouse- and spider-infested, with floors sagging and moss growing on the roof. Going out there was always an unplanned surprise, at least from my perspective; my father and stepmother would come home to the house full of kids and tell us to find our swimsuits and get in the van. They’d drive to the grocery store, and they’d go in while we waited in the parking lot. In the van, we would fight and yell and throw things out the windows at strangers. We were a pack of wolves, and occasionally we were reprimanded by adults walking past. Eventually my father and stepmother would return to us with loads of paper shopping bags, and we would drive to the Gilford boathouse my grandfather had bought all those years ago. My father still keeps that boathouse, and sometimes, on our hardest days in Gilford, I would go there just for the feeling it gave me, that an entrance to some other world was still possible.

			Back then, the family boat was for the whole family—my grandparents, my aunt and uncle, my father. We had a few different ones over the years. They were always clunky and used, the kind that required my father to spend a lot of time looking the motor over and tinkering with the various pumps. They also frequently broke down in the middle of the lake, and one of them even caught fire and sank. I never quite knew when we’d gotten a replacement, but they were all essentially the same: old and blue, with a flat, seatless bow encircled by a low, weak metal bar at its perimeter and an echoey crawl chamber below, ripped-up driver and passenger seats, plus a few more seats in the stern. My stepsister and I would ride on the bow, clinging for our lives to a rope while my father gunned it across the dark water.

			A few things are true about our time out there as children: We were hungry, and generally not allowed to enter the kitchen to find food, so my memories are clouded with stolen, unripe plums. We were thirsty, sunburned, and unsupervised. But also, we were the luckiest children in the entire world. Lucky—for we had no concept of the privilege that got us to this place—to not only have landed here but to actually say this was ours, this magical world so close to yet so completely removed from our troubled lives. Arriving was like crossing through a door to another dimension, one where my father would laugh heartily and he and my stepmother would sit with us late into the night, talking, reminiscing. Mornings, I alone would rise when my father did and follow him into the water, holding on to his shoulders while he dipped under and swam out toward the buoys. Days, I would sit on the beach and look toward the mainland and wonder at the impossibility of that life going on there while we were down here, inside this perfect snow globe, which was missing only the presence of my mother.

			When my husband and I fell in love, we would stay up late in the cabin we rented in Montana and I would tell him dreamily about the island. How there was a water spring, and a lake so big and so full of secret pockets. How it was not perfect, the cabin was falling down, and when I was a teenager my brother’s best friends had drowned there one night when they’d paddled out to see the moon in May, the canoe rotting and the water so cold. And still, how maybe one day Paul and I could winter the island together, just the two of us, watching through ice in and ice out.

			When we moved east, we planned to go to Maine, and then maybe Vermont, and then to northern New Hampshire, but I wouldn’t commit to any of it.

			“You’re orbiting,” the wise man who performed our wedding ceremony said to us, and he was right: we were orbiting ever closer to the lake, and I didn’t say yes to any place to live until we were right there at its shore. We were in Gilford, the town that would become our downfall. We felt from the start that we didn’t fit in, but it didn’t matter. What mattered was the lake. It had too many speedboats, the land was too bought up by wealthy out-of-staters, there was scarcely any public access. But it was the place I belonged. When I looked out at it, I felt something so vital, something so beyond words that it almost hurt to look, and I would wonder if some thread of my history that had been looking out at this view for hundreds of years accounted for such a feeling.

			Now I can hardly bear to look at the lake. But I’m getting ahead of myself.
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			It was September, a few years before our child was born, when my husband and I moved in with my grandmother in the center of Gilford Village, and on the very first day—before we had even gone to buy bedding—I walked down the street beneath the turning maples, past her church, to the town’s library. It had been rebuilt that year, the building now large and full of light, the collection extensive, with a children’s room on the ground floor and adult and teen spaces on the main level. The woman working the circulation desk gave me a registration form, and when I handed her my proof of address she said, “Isn’t that where Elly lives?”

			“She’s my grandmother,” I said. “My husband and I just moved in with her.”

			She said she’d known my grandfather, who had died a year earlier, and that I would probably see her son around, because he worked at the town dump. She gave me a copy of that month’s book discussion pick and said it would be great to see someone my age show up. She was a warm woman in her late seventies or early eighties, her white hair in the same tight curl that my grandmother kept. “I’m going to retire soon,” she said as she winked at me, “in case you need a job.”

			I walked back on a trail through the woods—which could lead me to the mountains, if I wanted, or back to the road—and imagined how ideal my life would be if I worked in that beautiful space filled with books, just a few minutes down the road from my home. At the time, I was teaching college writing classes at a technical school some fifty minutes away, and I’d never felt the job suited me. I knew I was good at it, but I was also riddled with anxiety before each class and depleted after. The town library seemed like a dream.

			I didn’t end up reading that book for the monthly discussion, but a few days later I walked down to return the novel I’d read instead. A different woman sat at the circulation desk. She had a kind, serious look about her. As I returned the book, I told her I had loved it so much, and then I said I was interested in volunteering at the library. She handed me an application and asked if I was new in town. “Do you like hiking?” she asked, and she pulled out a large booklet of maps of the town’s trails. She introduced herself, said that perhaps we could go on a hike together sometime, and that another librarian would soon get in touch with me about my volunteer application.

			My volunteer job at the library was to sit in the back workroom and cover new books. Other volunteers were always there, too, and over time I got to know them. They were all women, all a generation or two older than me. “The Millers!” they would say when I told them who my grandparents were. “Of course I knew them.” Some of the women had worked scooping ice cream at my grandparents’ store; some had worked for my father after he’d taken over the family business. A few had been in plays with my grandparents back when the community theater still ran. “I used to go swim laps in their pool when they lived up on the hill,” one woman said. “It was so generous of them to let me do that.”

			Slowly, I started to build a community. I went for hikes with one librarian, and I had tea and talked about books with another. By winter a position at the library opened, and I took it. I worked the evening shifts, and the woman I’d first met at the desk trained me. She showed me a folder where she kept newspaper clippings of ice-in and ice-out dates on the lake, and another with documents about an old island mansion. She’d grown up in the same Massachusetts town my grandmother had come from, and she’d worked in a library since she was a young teenager. I loved hearing her stories about the old days, like when she used to drive a van down to the lake to deliver books to all the young mothers without cars. It all felt oddly satisfying, like I was living out a short story about a small-town librarian.

			“I always fluff the couch pillows at night,” she told me. “And I do what the boss says.”

			But then another librarian told me something else in those first few days: “I don’t buy any of this gay stuff.” We were flipping through library trade journals of prepublication reviews, marking the books we thought the library ought to purchase. It was evening, dark, the library empty. “If it says LGB-whatever, you can skip it,” she said. “People here don’t read that.”

			An image of my little brother, Noah, flashed across my mind. We’d drifted apart over the years, but we had been so close when we were young. Now I wanted to challenge her, to tell her that my brother was a gay man, that I would read those books, that my husband and grandmother and my friends would. But I didn’t say anything. I liked this woman, and I liked this job. I told myself that she didn’t mean any harm, and I kept quiet.

			

			—

			For the better part of the next ten years, I stayed at that library. I worked the circulation desk, led book discussions, taught writing workshops. I listened to patrons’ stories of their lives, of their connections with my grandparents, of the town and mountains and lake. I started a classics book discussion group, where a handful of diehard readers showed up every other month to sit in the small New Hampshire room surrounded by state archives and follow me down the long path of examining Great Expectations or Jane Eyre and its place in literature. I recommended books to patrons, and I read what they recommended to me. “I heard you don’t read books by women,” I once said to a voracious reader in his seventies whose book returns always had to be placed in a special box filled with coffee grounds to get the stench of cigar smoke out. He liked some of the same rough western novels I liked, and on this we’d felt a kinship. “You can’t just say that!” I told him. “Try this, and this, and this.” He read everything I suggested, loved some and hated some, and always gave me feedback.

			A few years into my job, when I announced I was pregnant, my library community threw a small shower. When my baby was born, library people came to visit with cookies and casseroles, hand-sewn blankets and knitted hats.

			

			—

			The children’s room of the library was an entity to itself, and in those early years before I had a baby I scarcely ventured into it, and there weren’t many patrons my age who used the adult floor of the library, as most of them were already parents who stayed downstairs with their children. In fact, I remember only one couple—a woman named Katie and her husband, Dan. I met them in my first weeks of work. She was visibly pregnant, and watching them check out books about pregnancy and their new life ahead called to mind my own future, and the decisions my husband and I might make. I always chatted with them at the circulation desk. My friends—the ones I’d grown up with—lived a few towns over, and I wanted to make some friends my age right here. We talked about the materials they were checking out or returning, we talked about the weather, and eventually, when I realized that Katie skied, we talked about our shared love of the sport.

			It never led to much, but years later, when my husband and I found ourselves at the center of a town debate that pitted Katie’s family and mine against each other, I would be haunted by the clarity of those early memories. They had carved themselves so deeply into my mind. Why, of all the hundreds of patrons I mindlessly chatted with, could I recall the specific magazines this one couple had checked out, and the weather and light on specific days they’d visited? But I remember it. I remember the drizzly February evening when they came into the library in the quiet daze of early parenthood, their newborn in a carrier. She was covered entirely by a blanket, a makeshift canopy that stretched over the handle of her chair and protected her from the outside world. I whispered a hello to them, asked them her name. Katie lifted the edge of the blanket up so I could see in for a split second. I looked at this perfect infant who, in six years, would enter kindergarten with my yet unconceived one.

			“Oh my goodness,” I whispered to her parents. “Congratulations.” I barely knew them, but I almost wanted to hug them. Instead, we smiled at each other, all of us entirely unaware that, one day, they would devote themselves to protecting this sleeping child from exposure to my own.
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			When our daughter was two—and still known as a boy—and I was a handful of years into my position at the library, the children’s room needed a new librarian and I needed more hours. It wasn’t a position anyone would have envisioned for me—I wasn’t animated and sociable, like all the previous children’s librarians, and I didn’t do crafts. But I cared deeply about literacy, and having a child meant I was learning a lot about children’s books. I moved downstairs, to the children’s room, where a woman named Lisa already worked. When she’d first moved to town from just outside New York City, she’d shocked me with her personality, which was so far from the reserved New England character I was accustomed to.

			“We should go out sometime,” she’d said the day we met. “What do you like to do? We could go for a drink? Or dinner? Give me your phone number.”

			Her nails were professionally manicured, her clothing bright. She was in high heels in the afternoon, and she had a large diamond on her finger. I was dumbfounded. “I really don’t go out,” I said pathetically.

			“Okay,” she said. “I’ll work on you.”

			She’d started working in the children’s room soon after that, teaching Spanish to elementary kids and leading a music and movement group for toddlers. We could hear her through the whole library while she taught, blasting music, singing children’s songs, laughing. Sometimes she’d parade the children right upstairs through the quiet adult section, drums and bells in their hands. She and I were so different, and when I moved into her workspace, my academic approach collided with her joyful one and neither of us knew how we would make it through. We bickered about where the books should be shelved, how the story times should be run, what the volunteers should do. We bickered about everything, and sometimes we got so frustrated that we drove each other to tears.

			But eventually, something emerged through all our differences: we loved books and we believed in their power. We were in an insular town, and when she and I chose books for the library, we chose the ones that would expose the kids to a larger world. If our director didn’t purchase them, we filled out little paper slips to request them again and again. We made it our mission to diversify the collection. We believed it was the best thing we could do for the children of our community, and we learned to work together for it.

			

			—

			My grandmother had passed away by the time I worked in the children’s room, and Paul and I had used every last dollar we had—including the forty thousand dollars in government bonds I’d inherited from a great-aunt in Chicago, and the cosignature of my mother—to purchase her house. For a few years after we bought the house, Paul stayed home with our daughter while I worked in the day, and at night he went to a local restaurant to bake. They weren’t easy years. Something had happened to Paul’s hip—we didn’t yet know what—that made walking painful on most days, and nearly impossible on some. Also, he missed the west, and working a low-wage job in a rural restaurant was taking its toll on him. It became a growing seed of discontent between us—he dreamed of returning to Missoula and made passing comments about being stuck in New Hampshire because I wouldn’t leave the lake; and I snapped that if he wanted to go back west, he needed only to take the initiative to make it happen.

			In truth, we both knew we didn’t have the energy. We were so tired. Our child had spent the first year of her life waking up every hour, and by toddlerhood she still had not progressed to anything even close to a full night’s sleep. We understood that she was different; I’d read every parenting book I could get my hands on, and nothing added up. She hit us, threw objects at us, hit herself in the head. She had not spoken until the age of two, and she rarely responded to her name, but by four she was putting together robots and snap circuit kits made for someone twice her age. She would use only
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