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            Chapter 1

         
         In the creative writing classes I used to teach, I never assigned the topic of grief. Not because college kids haven’t experienced
            loss—you’d be surprised how many of them haul around shattered hearts behind their young ribs—but because I know how hard
            it is to portray your pain in a way that works on the page. Inevitably, though, I’d have students who insisted on dredging
            up their saddest stories, in which case I’d impose one rule: Don’t start with a phone call. While the call that broke the
            news of a grandmother’s passing or a brother’s overdose or a friend’s suicide may well have been the shocking moment when
            everything changed for the writer, as an opening scene, I’d explain, the phone call falls flat because the reader has no sense,
            yet, of what’s been lost.
         

         
         Begin instead, I’d tell them, with a significant remembered moment. Return to the church bazaar where your grandmother sold
            her handmade sweaters and taught you to knit. Go back to that time in grade school when your brother defended you from bullies
            on the playground. Revisit the day your cross-country team won the state championship and your friend seemed so happy. By
            showing the reader what you once had and now have to live without, you allow them to feel its absence. That’s how to write
            about grief, I’d say, shuffling through their papers and moving on to the next critique.
         

         
         When the phone call comes telling me my husband has died, I think of that stupid rule and wish I could take it back. Don’t listen to me, I’d say to my students. Who am I to dictate how your story unfolds? Because there is no other place to start mine than with a phone call. That phone call is all I have. 

         
         I’m on the couch under a mound of blankets. Crumpled tissues and cold cups of tea and capsules of Tylenol clutter the coffee
            table. My cell phone is beside me, the ringer on its loudest setting. Each earsplitting notification triggers a sickening
            surge of stress hormones, but I don’t dare silence unknown callers. I’ve hung up on friends and fraudsters alike, cursing
            each call that isn’t about David.
         

         
         It’s close to midnight when it comes. The phone rings, vibrates, glows like a searchlight in the dark apartment. I answer
            with shaking hands slicked by sweat.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         A woman’s voice, deep and deeply tired. “Is this Mrs. O’Shea?”

         
         “That’s not my—I mean, yes, I’m David O’Shea’s wife, Audrey Beacon. How is he?”

         
         “Sorry, it’s right here. ‘Audrey Beacon, spouse.’” The caller identifies herself as a nurse, gives her name, names the hospital.
            She pauses before saying, “I’m very sorry to inform you your husband died tonight.”
         

         
         “Died?” This makes no sense. David’s a vigorous thirty-three-year-old who grew up hale and hearty on his family’s farm in
            Ireland. He’s too young to drop dead from some random virus, even one bad enough to send him to the hospital. This is obviously
            a mistake, I think. There must be a hundred older, weaker men in New York City named David O’Shea. The nurse must be talking
            about one of them. “Are you sure?”
         

         
         “I am, yes.” Her words sound muffled by a mask but she makes their meaning clear. “I was in the room with him when he was
            pronounced. We did everything we could, but his lungs were too damaged by the time we had an available ventilator. We weren’t
            able to get his blood oxygen back up. I’m very sorry.”
         

         
         I shake my head as if she can see me. “No, I mean, are you sure it was my David?”

         
         The nurse repeats his name, spells out our address, confirms David’s birth date. There’s a catch in her voice as she adds,
            “The number I’m calling you at is written on his arm.”
         

         
         I flash back to the sidewalk outside the emergency room. David could barely breathe by then, let alone talk. The triage nurse
            handling his intake pulled up his sleeve, gave me a permanent marker, told me to write my phone number on the pale skin of
            my husband’s forearm.
         

         
         There’s no mistake, then. It really is him.

         
         Refusing to accept this reality, my mind freeze-frames the awful news, rewinding instead to Friday night last week. We were
            in our apartment, a dingy Hell’s Kitchen walk-up that’s all my assistant professor salary affords us in Manhattan. I was at
            the table with a glass of wine and a stack of student papers. David came out of the bedroom wearing black jeans with a corduroy
            jacket over a Mountain Goats band tee. His beard was closely trimmed, his ginger hair swept back from his high forehead. He
            held up Chelsea boots in one hand, a pair of Jordans in the other. His brows lifted over eyes big and blue as bits of sky.
            “Which do you think?”
         

         
         “Definitely the boots.” His indecision was endearing. It meant a lot to him that his former bandmates, who’d flown in from
            Dublin that morning, had invited him to play fiddle with them for old times’ sake. Despite being a natural performer, David
            had been doing so much session work for the studio lately he was nervous about getting back up onstage. I was nervous, too,
            for a different reason. Reports of a virus that was so new it had “novel” in its name were all over the news, but David thought
            it’d be stupid to skip the gig just because a cluster of cases had popped up in the suburbs.
         

         
         After stepping into the boots, David pulled back his hair, revealing the gold barbell of an industrial ear piercing. His broad chest, the birthright of a rural lad, angled down to a trim waist honed in the gym—not out of vanity, exactly, but because he knew a musician’s allure depended on looking the part. Tonight, when he rested his instrument on his shoulder and lifted his bow, his shirt would lift, too, exposing an inch or two of flat abdomen. It would seem accidental, as if the audience were getting a peek at something he intended to hide. They’d never know David got his T-shirts hemmed to ensure the effect. 

         
         “You look great, babe,” I said. “You’re going to be great.”

         
         “Thanks, love.” He packed his violin into its specialty rucksack, then crossed the room to kiss me goodbye. “Won’t you change
            your mind about coming? It’s sure to be a grand night.”
         

         
         I shook my head, tracing the curve of his pierced ear with an ink-smudged fingertip. “Midterm grades are due next week. I’ve
            got to finish critiquing these papers.”
         

         
         “You work too hard, Audrey, darling.” He caught my fingers in his. “Live a little for once, why don’t you?”

         
         “That’s easy for you to say,” I muttered.

         
         “And what might you mean by that remark?” he asked, pulling away.

         
         What I meant was that, while he was the one who insisted we live in New York, it was my job that paid the bills in this overpriced, overcrowded city where I never intended to settle. Not that I was supporting him, exactly. David happily filled the fridge with groceries and surprised me with gifts whenever he had cash in his pocket. Most of his earnings, though, went toward visa fees and immigration lawyers and the endless expenses of being a professional musician. The elite college where I taught had a bad reputation for churning through assistant professors who never got tenure. I’d have been happier at some rural state school, but since this job was where my husband wanted to be, I was doing my damnedest to keep it. 

         
         “Don’t mind me, babe.” I forced a smile. “I’m just stressed about work. You have a great time, okay?”

         
         “It won’t be the same without you, love,” he said, giving me a last kiss goodbye.

         
         David stumbled home in the wee hours reeking of whiskey and cigarette smoke and fried fish, his rucksack sticky from someone’s
            spilled drink. I woke to the sound of the shower before he fell naked into bed. Rolling toward him, I sniffed for the lingering
            scent of sweat beneath the smell of his peppermint soap.
         

         
         “How was it?” I mumbled. He stroked my hair and said the gig was fantastic, the band fired up, the crowd singing and cheering
            and dancing past midnight. Closing my eyes, I let the cadence of his story lull me back to sleep.
         

         
         I didn’t expect David to get up when I did in the morning, but I was surprised to find him still asleep when I came home from
            my Saturday spin class.
         

         
         “You must be getting old,” I teased him, “to be this hungover.” His only response was a piteous moan as I pulled him out of
            bed. He spent the day sprawled on the couch, ostensibly watching a soccer match but mostly napping while I prepared my coming
            week’s lessons. He roused himself on Sunday, our hands entwined as we made the rounds of farmer’s market stalls, the vendors
            all charmed by David’s lively banter. That afternoon, he rehearsed at home for an upcoming session while I finished my grading,
            his fiddle the soundtrack to my students’ stories.
         

         
         Monday morning saw me rushing out to catch the Metro-North from Grand Central for my interminable commute to the college, which is so storied I felt like an imposter just stepping on campus. Though early in the month, March was already mild as a lamb, the lush lawns dotted with white snowdrops and purple crocuses. I wasn’t worried about anything other than work as I taught my creative writing class, did research in the library, met colleagues for lunch, led a memoir workshop, attended a committee meeting, and kept my office hours. 

         
         David’s forehead felt warm Wednesday morning, the same day the World Health Organization declared the Coronavirus a pandemic,
            but I told myself the two events couldn’t possibly be connected. We each went out into the world, David to his session, me
            to the college. The studio followed Broadway’s example and closed the next day, but classes weren’t canceled Thursday, so
            off I went to work, careful to wash my hands when I arrived on a campus suddenly awash in anxiety. Even though he’d been in
            the apartment all day, David texted that he didn’t have the energy to make supper, so on my way home I got takeout from the
            Ethiopian place on Eighth Avenue we both loved. I laid the food out on the table, spongy bread surrounded by a festive array
            of small dishes. Instead of starting to eat, David stared at the orange carrots and red lentils and green okra, hands limp
            in his lap.
         

         
         “What’s the matter, aren’t you hungry?”

         
         “It’s quite strange,” David said, his sorrowful eyes meeting mine, “but I can’t smell a thing.”

         
         David’s temperature shot up to a hundred that night. On Friday morning, we called our primary doctor. He told us not to panic,
            that it was likely just a flu, not the same sickness people were dropping dead from in China. Lots of rest and fluids, he
            advised, and Tylenol for the fever. On Saturday, while the President tested negative and Congress passed their Coronavirus
            bill, David’s cough worsened until he sounded like a lost seal pup barking for its mother. I didn’t need any doctor’s diagnosis
            to know this wasn’t the flu.
         

         
         At dawn on Sunday, I hauled David to his feet and bundled him into a winter coat. With my shoulder wedged beneath his arm, we somehow managed the harrowing descent down five flights of stairs. 

         
         It wasn’t until the cool outside air hit me that I realized I was starting to feel sick myself, too. Not nearly as bad as
            David, it really was more like a head cold, but I wasn’t thinking clearly when I hailed a taxi to take us to the nearest emergency
            room instead of calling for an ambulance. All that mattered in the moment was that my husband’s lips were turning blue, that
            he couldn’t catch his breath, that his fever hadn’t let up in days. It’s only later, when my thoughts turn back to that cab
            driver, that I’ll wonder if I’m a murderer as well as a widow.
         

         
         We were confronted outside the emergency room by a triage nurse shrouded head to toe in personal protective equipment. From
            behind goggles and a mask, she screened David for fever and respiratory distress, then led us around the corner to a tent
            that had been set up on the sidewalk to handle the anticipated tide of Coronavirus patients. While the nurse settled David
            into a wheelchair, I was told to put his driver’s license and his green card and his insurance card in a plastic bag, which
            she clipped to a lanyard and hung around his neck. That’s when I realized I’d left his phone at home. In a panic, I blurted
            out, “How will he reach me?”
         

         
         The nurse shook her head. “Listen, I’ve worked with Doctors Without Borders. I know how crazy this is going to get. Best thing
            you can do is write your phone number on his arm. Here.” She pulled up his sleeve and handed me a marker. My mind flashed
            to high school lessons about the Holocaust as I inked numbers onto my husband’s skin. When she swung his wheelchair around,
            I started to follow them inside. She stopped me. The hospital had new rules. No visitors allowed, not even spouses. David
            was rolled away so quickly, I never got to say goodbye.
         

         
         It was Monday afternoon, thirty-two agonizing hours later, before a different nurse called with an update. David was in intensive care, she told me, on a ventilator to help him breathe. She said she was going to hold her phone to his ear so I could speak to him, that he might be able to hear my voice despite being drugged into a coma so he could tolerate the intubation tube. Between mechanical hisses of the machine, I said everything anyone could possibly say in a moment like that—all of which, I was surprised to realize, could be summed up in so few words they fit in the palm of one hand. 

         
         I love you. Come home.

         
         I said it over and over and over again, as if casting a spell. I kept saying it after the nurse told me there were other patients
            she needed to see, other calls she needed to make. I continued saying those five words until I singsonged myself to sleep,
            the phone pressed to my breast like pledging allegiance.
         

         
         “Hello, Audrey Beacon? Are you still there?”

         
         The nurse’s voice yanks me back to the present moment. “Yes, sorry, I’m here.”

         
         “Do you know what funeral home you want to handle your husband’s remains?”

         
         I’m confused by this. To me, remainders are unsold books. Then I realize the nurse means his body, as in: The soul departs,
            the body remains. Where is David’s body now? I wonder. Is he alone? Is he cold? Is some exhausted orderly gawking at the tattooed
            snake that winds its way up his left calf or the flight of swallows that swoops over his right shoulder?
         

         
         I force myself to think. We talked about this, once, while wandering like tourists among the headstones in Trinity Church
            Cemetery.
         

         
         “David wanted to be cremated, so I guess it doesn’t matter.”

         
         “All right, I’ll make a note of that. I have to go now, but one of the hospital social workers will be in touch with more
            information.”
         

         
         “What about his jewelry?” There’d been no time, on the sidewalk, for me to remove the barbell from his ear or take off the claddagh ring that matched my wedding band. 

         
         “His effects will be returned to you, but it may take a while,” the nurse says. “Things are moving slowly right now, as you
            can imagine.”
         

         
         “Slowly?” My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth as I echo the word. Each of the hours since I left David at the hospital
            has felt like an eternity, the circular face of the clock having ballooned into a sphere around which each minute must travel
            before the hand can tick forward. But with news of his death, that sphere has shrunk to a speck. The seconds spin by too fast.
            I’m not prepared for David to be in the past.
         

         
         “Is there anything you need before I let you go?”

         
         “No,” I lie, the size of my need too vast for words.

         
         What I need is someone to stand in for the parents I’ve already lost, the siblings I never had, the grandparents who are strangers
            to me. I need someone to place the call to David’s parents in Ireland, to spare me the sight of their stricken faces on a
            screen when I tell them their son is dead. I need a time machine, an escape hatch, a spaceship to fly through a wormhole at
            warp speed. I need my husband to put down his fiddle, take off his boots, and say he’s decided to skip the gig and stay home,
            with me.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Having a disembodied voice tell me David is dead is like stepping into an open manhole. The feeling of falling lasts for days.
            Even after my fever breaks, leaving me limp as a wrung-out rag, I don’t trust myself to stand. I crawl across the apartment
            floor whenever I need to use the toilet, or get a glass of water, or down another shot of gin. Plugging my ears against the
            incessant sound of sirens, I close the curtains, sleep at all hours, lose track of time. When the order comes to shelter in
            place, I hardly notice the difference.
         

         
         I hear on the radio that schools are closed, trains stopped running, flights canceled. I turn on the television news and imprint
            on Governor Cuomo like a lost duckling that will follow anything that looks like a leader. The Javits Center—where last year,
            at a bustling book expo, I signed copies of my memoir, Dad’s Apprentice, and pitched my editor a sequel about how my mom went missing when I was ten—is converted into a military field hospital.
            Alone in the apartment, my eyes sore from crying, I cradle my essential alcohol and stream Contagion like it’s an instructional video. Though I never got as sick as David, I’m certain I had Covid, too. I suppose that means
            I’m immune now, like Matt Damon’s character in the movie. I have a dream in which he and I are the only survivors of the pandemic,
            the two of us responsible for repopulating the planet. Matt Damon is unbuttoning my blouse when I wake up weeping.
         

         
         A funeral home does, eventually, get in touch, but a memorial service is out of the question. Instead, David’s stunned family schedules a virtual wake, everyone’s faces confined to little boxes on a screen as if we’ve all been cast in some twisted episode of Hollywood Squares. After twice extending spring break, the college where I work declares itself closed. The lucky students decamp with their
            families to the Hamptons. The unlucky ones hunker down in solitary dorm rooms on the deserted campus. My department chair,
            informed of David’s death, excuses me from making the sudden switch to online teaching. Freaked-out students are given the
            option to pass or fail; I promise mine I’ll pass them all and just like that, my semester is over, weeks ahead of schedule.
         

         
         One day I notice the date on my phone and wonder how March became April. When I run out of food, I order groceries delivered
            through some app I never heard of before. When I consume all my alcohol, I venture to the liquor store wearing a painter’s
            mask I have on hand from when I refinished the coffee table David and I found at a flea market. Lockdown spares me from awkward
            hugs and stilted visits from the few friends I’ve made in the city. I let calls of concern from colleagues go to voicemail,
            toss sympathy cards from acquaintances in the trash.
         

         
         Dealing with the demoralizing deluge of documents that follows a man’s death saps what little energy I’m able to muster. The
            memoir about my mother I’m supposed to be writing stagnates in an unopened Word document. Instead, I spend hours on the internet,
            numbing my brain with mindless scrolling. Friends’ feeds overflow with inspiring quotes from beloved books, but I can’t focus
            my mind long enough to put together so much as a sentence. I haven’t updated anything since Valentine’s Day, when I posted
            a selfie of me and David sipping drinks at Nobu, an extravagant dinner date I doubted he could afford but that my husband
            insisted I deserved. In February, the post got lots of red-hearted likes. Since March, the comments are full of broken ones.
         

         
         One bleak morning, a post pops up in which a friend has shared a link to an article in an online literary magazine. There’s a gorgeous photograph of an old barn sporting a weathered sign that reads red barn books. Beneath it, my friend has commented: Can you believe this? A hundred acres upstate is cheaper than a two-bedroom Brooklyn apartment!

         
         I click on the article. “Have you ever wanted to own a bookshop in a barn?” the title reads. “Now’s your chance!” It tells
            the story of a woman named Evelyn Cabot who started a business selling used books out of a barn on the farm she bought back
            in the 1950s. The bookshop closed five years ago, it says, when Evelyn went into a nursing home. She passed away over the
            winter and the store is now for sale. The article has a link to a real estate listing. Desperate for a few more moments of
            distraction, I follow it.
         

         
         I’m not taken to Zillow or Redfin or any of the other slick sites. Rather, I land on the clunky web page of a small-town real
            estate agency. The commercial listing for “Red Barn Bookshop on Ridgetop Road in Schuywich, New York” contains a series of
            photographs of a simple nineteenth-century Greek Revival farmhouse surrounded by fields and woodlands with a sunrise view
            of blue hills across a misty valley. There are dimly lit images of a big barn filled with shelves of books. Mesmerized, I
            scroll through the pictures on a loop—house, field, woods, hills, barn, books—until the images seem like photographic evidence
            of a fantasy world, as if a roll of film had been smuggled back from Narnia.
         

         
         “Enough,” I say, shutting my laptop. Instead of catching virtual glimpses of the outside world, what I ought to do is get out of this tomb of an apartment. I lace up my sneakers and walk to Central Park, entering through the Artists’ Gate. It’s cooler today than it was on campus a month ago, the air fresh and the squirrels frisky. Picnickers are scattered across the Sheep Meadow, their blankets spaced six feet apart. Along the Mall, pedestrians give one another a wide berth as cherry blossoms swirl like out-of-season snowflakes. My stiff knees ache as I roam the looping paths of the Ramble. Crossing the Oak Bridge, I rest against the railing and gaze at the lake’s still waters. It’s a pretty scene, but Olmsted’s illusion of nature is shattered by downtown skyscrapers that serrate the horizon. 

         
         What the hell am I doing here? I wonder. Not here in the park but in this city. It seems like all the people I know have fled
            to Hudson Valley cabins or family farmsteads in Vermont. If my dad were still alive, he’d have welcomed me home to Kenosha,
            where I could sit on the bluffs overlooking Lake Michigan, miles of blue water melting into a distant horizon. But the house
            I grew up in belongs to someone else now, my inheritance nothing more than numbers in a bank account.
         

         
         “What the hell am I doing here?” This time I say it out loud. I never intended to make Manhattan my home. The job that brought
            me here was temporary, at first, a lecturer position meant to last a year, two at most. The only reason I applied for the
            tenure-track position was to appease David. My husband had become a Dubliner, a New Yorker, a city boy through and through
            who couldn’t imagine living anywhere else in America. But I grew up under the prairie skies of Wisconsin, loved the years
            I spent among Iowa’s endless fields, missed hiking the Sierra Nevada’s wild canyons. I could have compromised on a fixer-upper
            in one of those artsy towns along the Hudson, but David flat-out refused to consider moving north of Inwood Hill Park. “If
            I wanted to live in the middle of nowhere,” he’d say, dramatically exaggerating the distance to Tarrytown or Irvington, “I’d
            have stayed home and taken over the sheep farm as my da wanted me to.”
         

         
         My husband is no longer here to help me see the magic in Manhattan. The city where we met is the epicenter of the pandemic that killed him. The four walls of the apartment we called home have become a solitary confinement. Trapped within them, all I see are the empty places where David ought to be, constant reminders that I’ll never again feel his touch or smell his scent or hear the scrape of his key in the lock. Instead, I’m left to dread the day when a box containing his ashes will be delivered to my door. 

         
         Looking down at the stream burbling below the bridge, I wonder if it’s deep enough for drowning. When my mother took her own
            life, she left behind a ten-year-old daughter and a devoted husband. Her choice was a betrayal that broke my heart into pieces
            that still haven’t healed. I never understood how she could have been so cruel to the ones she claimed to love. Even on my
            darkest days, it made the notion of following in her footsteps unfathomable to me. But now? There’s no one left in this wide
            world who’d miss me if I died.
         

         
         Terrified by these intrusive thoughts, I jolt back from the railing just as a bicyclist whizzes over the bridge. Cursing,
            he weaves to avoid me. I watch him wobble downhill, unable to regain his balance. His shoes are still clipped in when his
            bike goes down, dumping him onto the asphalt path. He lies there, unmoving. I’m scared he’s concussed, or worse. Neither of
            us is masked, so instead of running over to help I settle for lamely calling out, “Are you okay?”
         

         
         “Fuck you, lady!” he yells from flat on his back. With that, he disentangles himself, picks up the bike, and limps away.

         
         My heart is beating so fast I can barely breathe. I tell myself to calm down, that I didn’t kill the guy. It is my fault he fell, though, isn’t it? In fact, isn’t it all my fault? I may not have driven my mom to suicide, or given my dad cancer, or purposefully abandoned David on that sidewalk, but lack of intention doesn’t change the fact that everyone who’s ever loved me is dead. Now I’ve nearly killed some random stranger. Clearly, my zone of catastrophe reaches well beyond six feet of social distance. The best thing I can do, my irrational brain announces with biblical authority, is hide myself away someplace where I can’t hurt anyone else. 

         
         I begin the long walk home, eschewing the false idyll of the park in favor of a straight shot down Tenth Avenue. With each
            passing block, the idea of isolation tightens its grip on my imagination. For the first time in my life, I empathize with
            the religious fervor that drove medieval anchorites to brick themselves into squalid cubbyholes. After being stuck in the
            city during lockdown, though, what I want isn’t less space but more. Much more.
         

         
         Back on my couch with a glass of gin, I pull up the property listing for Red Barn Books. I envision myself walking across
            that wide lawn between the house and the barn, strides longer and arms spread wider than is possible in my tiny, tragic apartment.
            I hear the rusty squeal of the barn door rolling open. I smell the intoxicating scent of foxed paper. I feel my fingers brush
            dust from embossed leather covers. I imagine the hoard of words amassed like the treasure of a slumbering dragon, waiting
            for my sad eyes to bring them back to life. Or maybe it’s the other way round, I think. Maybe there’s a story in that barn
            full of books that will teach me how to live again.
         

         
         I call the agent’s number the way a kid waves a wand and says “abracadabra”—secretly hopeful but fully expecting nothing to
            happen. I’m actually surprised to hear a human voice bluntly say, “Tate Realty, this is Rhonda Tate.”
         

         
         “Yes, hi, my name is Audrey Beacon. I’m calling about Red Barn Books?”

         
         “I figured,” Rhonda says, sighing. “I’ve been fielding calls all day since that article came out. I’ll tell you what I’ve
            been telling everyone else. The property is being held in trust. There’s a stipulation it only be sold to someone who plans
            to revive the business, not just renovate the house, which is why the listing is commercial, not residential.”
         

         
         “That makes sense,” I say, amazed to be having this surreal conversation.

         
         “It’d be a waste of my time and yours to show you the place if you can’t meet the terms of the trust.” Sounding impatient
            to get off the phone if my answer is no, Rhonda asks, “Tell me, Audrey, are you seriously interested in owning a bookshop?”
         

         
         Spurred by the question, my mind gallops along neural pathways, chasing connections. My life is dedicated to books: reading
            them and teaching them and writing them, too. I’ve found refuge in bookstores and given readings in bookstores and pulled
            beloved volumes from shelves in bookstores and scribbled in my journal while sitting cross-legged on the floor of bookstores,
            so yes, I think, gathering all these loose threads into a neat bundle. Yes, I am. At least, I could be.
         

         
         “It’s been my dream since childhood,” I lie.

         
         “In that case,” Rhonda says, papers shuffling in the background, “I’ve got time tomorrow. Does ten o’clock work for you?”

         
         “Tomorrow?” I should try waving a wand more often, I think as I check the maps on my phone to see how long it takes to drive
            to Schuywich. “How about ten thirty?”
         

         
         “Okay, Audrey, I’ll see you then. Oh, and bring a checkbook. Like I said, I have a lot of interest in this listing. If you
            like what you see, you’ll want to be ready to make an offer.”
         

         
         As I search through drawers for the starter checks I got when I opened a local bank account, I’m dimly aware that the decision-making
            synapses in my brain have probably short-circuited. The last thing I should be doing so soon after losing David is making
            impulsive, life-changing choices. But staying in Manhattan without my husband feels like a death sentence. Maybe a bookshop
            in a barn in a small village in upstate New York is the perfect place to hide out from a world I don’t recognize anymore.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            “A Woman’s Place” by Evelyn Cabot

            Mademoiselle, September 1956
            

            Readers of Mlle know this magazine is founded on the belief that a girl can do anything she sets her mind to. Our writing contests famously
               reward young women for expressing their original ideas. We run stories on unconventional careers in which women have found
               success. We write about campus life in order to encourage the pursuit of higher education. Travel features instill in our
               readers an open-minded and adventuresome view of the world. Fashion spreads show women how to dress with style for their important
               roles in society. For the past three years, it’s been my privilege to contribute to a magazine that takes women seriously,
               which is why I was surprised at the reaction I received when I pitched the idea for this column to our editorial board.
            

            “You want to write about a single woman buying and renovating her own house?”

            Eyebrows shot up. Confused glances were exchanged. Someone dropped her pen.

            “It’s the one area of a woman’s life we don’t focus on,” I explained. “As independent and educated as our readers are, we
               seem to assume a house is something their husbands will provide. But why should a girl wait for Prince Charming to come along
               and gift her a castle? To those who claim a woman’s place is in the home, I say at least let her own the place herself!”
            

            “It’s an interesting idea for fiction, perhaps,” one editor said. “In reality, banks don’t give mortgages to unmarried women.”

            “That’s true,” I admitted. “However, a woman can buy property if she has the cash.”

            “We are an aspirational publication for a sophisticated female readership,” another pointed out, “not an investment guide
               for girls with inheritances and trust funds.”
            

            “A woman needn’t be rich,” I objected. “Upstate, old farmhouses can be picked up for a few thousand dollars. Why, I saved
               that much myself during my service in the Marine Corps Women’s Reserve.”
            

            “I remember the essay you wrote about your participation in a fact-finding trip to Korea,” a senior member of staff said.
               “The mission was to assess desegregation in the military, as I recall. Winning that essay contest is what led to your guest
               editorship here, didn’t it?”
            

            “It did, and my subsequent position as a staff writer, too.” I took a moment to remind them of a recent article I’d written
               about a business in the Empire State Building that employed women to work with punch-card computers, and the piece I did on
               social workers’ efforts to reform conditions at the Women’s House of Detention in Greenwich Village. “What I’m proposing now
               would be something new for our magazine. A first-person account of a single woman who purchases a decrepit farmhouse and chronicles
               her experiences fixing it up and making a go of rural life.”
            

            “But where are you going to find the subject for your column?”

            “You’re looking at her.” I sat up in my chair straight as a soldier. “Me. I’ve already bought the house, too. I stumbled on
               the place while I was conducting a follow-up interview for my feature about summer camps for professional women. The only
               question now is whether you’ll pay me to write about it.”
            

            Reader, I’m thrilled to tell you the enlightened editors of Mlle agreed to give it a go. I’ll soon be leaving our great city of New York and decamping to the upstate village of Schuywich. The farmhouse is as rustic as they come: unimproved since being built before the Civil War, abandoned late in the Great Depression, inhabited most recently by a fecund clan of racoons. I have no idea what I’m doing. I don’t yet own a hammer, let alone a bucket of nails. A sturdy ladder is likely to be more useful to me than my degree in English literature from Bennington College. But like the polished women pictured in our pages, I, too, believe I am poised to do great things. 

            If you’re looking forward to the next column in my occasional series “A Woman’s Place,” please do write in to let our editors
               know. Every word of mine they publish will be another dime invested in the grand experiment of a girl learning to feather
               her own nest. You may not share my dream of self-sufficiency, but won’t it be fun to dream along with me?
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         It’s ten o’clock the next morning when I turn onto Ridgetop Road, five miles outside the village of Schuywich, two hundred
            miles north of Manhattan. Maples and white pines and silver-barked birches line the road, sunlight filtering through leaves
            that leave patterned shadows on the potholed blacktop. With the highways eerily devoid of traffic, I’ve gotten here early.
            I pull over before reaching my destination, frustrating the voice in my phone that’s been telling me where to go.
         

         
         The van shudders and coughs as I switch off the engine. Leaning forward, I kiss the steering wheel, grateful all over again
            for my husband’s impractical, sentimental heart. I never understood why David insisted on keeping the van his band used to
            use for gigs out of town. It’s a hideous thing, its windowless exterior spray-painted Kelly green to cover up the logo of
            a previous owner. I’d just filed our taxes last year and money was on my mind when I totaled up the expenses for garage space
            and registration and insurance and maintenance and confronted David with the receipts.
         

         
         “You really ought to get rid of that van, babe. You hardly ever drive it anymore, and all you need for studio sessions is
            your violin. It’s such a waste.”
         

         
         “You must be joking, darling.” Dramatically thickening his brogue, David started spinning stories of gigs at Gaelic festivals and recounting the band’s exploits at weddings and wakes. His eyes grew misty as he told me how, when he first arrived in the States, the van became his shelter whenever he wore out his welcome on a bandmate’s couch. “She saved my life more than once, the old girl did,” he concluded, discussion closed. “I could never let her go.” 

         
         His reasoning frustrated me then, but now I believe he was seeing into the future, because when I need a way to escape the
            shut-down city, the van is there for me like a stabled steed in a fairy tale. Since pulling out of the garage at dawn, I’ve
            been enveloped in David’s scent, a blend of sweat and tobacco smoke and beard oil and violin rosin. I kept my eyes on the
            road instead of the empty passenger seat so I could imagine my husband beside me as I drove over the George Washington Bridge,
            up the Palisades Parkway, north on the Thruway toward Albany, past the racetrack in Saratoga Springs, and along the state
            road that follows the twists and turns of the Battenkill.
         

         
         Parked, I roll down the window. A fresh breeze clears the air in the van. It’s like losing David all over again. Adjusting
            the rearview mirror to confront my sad reflection, I say, “Get yourself together, Audrey.”
         

         
         I wipe my eyes, blow my nose, and remind myself what I’m doing here. The readers’ comments on the article about Red Barn Books
            all said it was a dream come true, what they wouldn’t give, if only they could. I feel a little thrill that, unbeknownst to
            all those strangers, I’m the one who’s actually come to see the place in person. It’s the first good feeling I’ve had in weeks,
            its sweetness fleeting as cotton candy on the tongue.
         

         
         I check the time; fifteen minutes left to kill. On my phone, I scroll the search results I found last night for “Red Barn
            Books,” “Schuywich New York,” and “Evelyn Cabot.” The handful of hits from 2016 are all nostalgic posts from longtime customers
            and antiquarian book dealers lamenting the shop’s closing. Farther down the list is a link to a 1992 article in the Times Union about land conservation in New York State that mentions Red Barn Books as an example of how to protect a property in perpetuity, followed by a 1985 profile from the Schuywich Gazette that extols Evelyn as a local example of female entrepreneurship. Short of subscribing to a genealogy database that promises
            to locate Evelyn Cabot on the 1940 census, that’s all the internet has to offer about the history of Red Barn Books.
         

         
         At 10:25, I restart the engine and drive down the road until my phone announces I’ve arrived at my destination. Baffled, I
            crane my neck looking for a barn or a house, but all I see are trees. Then I notice a sign nailed to the trunk of a maple.
            A painted arrow points to a gap in a fieldstone wall. The faded lettering is barely legible: red barn books.
         

         
         I turn the wheel and crunch up a gravel drive. The trees open to reveal a bright acre of lawn. The farmhouse sits in its sunlit
            center, charming as a tintype photograph: white clapboards, black shutters, mullioned windows, slate roof. Across the lawn,
            past an impressive oak, the big barn slouches as if self-conscious of overshadowing its smaller neighbor. Outbuildings are
            scattered around the property—woodshed, workshop, henhouse, outhouse—all painted the same barn red. Daffodils bloom next to
            rocky outcroppings flecked with glittering quartz. Insects swoop and shimmer in air yellow-soft with pollen. Beyond the trees
            at the back of the property, I glimpse blue hills layered like paper cutouts against a lavender horizon. Feeling like I’ve
            passed through a portal into a time gone by, I close my eyes and count to five before opening them again.
         

         
         I’m not dreaming. It’s all still here.

         
         I switch off the engine. The ensuing silence seems absolute until, one by one, sounds announce themselves. Rustling leaves.
            Chirping birds. Croaking frogs. The warming stones themselves seem to sigh. Getting out of the van, I follow a mossy brick
            path to the house, my lungs expanding with the first deep breath I’ve taken in what feels like forever.
         

         
         “You must be Audrey Beacon.”

         
         Wheeling around, I notice a muddy Subaru parked in the shadowy lee of the house. A woman steps into the sunlight wearing khaki
            pants and a fleece vest over a flannel shirt. Maskless outdoors, her no-nonsense middle-aged face is topped by gray hair cut
            short for practicality, not style.
         

         
         “Yes, hi, that’s me.” I unthinkingly extend my hand before turning the gesture into a lame wave.

         
         “I’m Rhonda Tate.” Keeping her hands in her pockets, she says, “So, what do you think of the place?”

         
         I turn a slow circle, taking it all in. There’s only one word that comes to mind. “It’s magical.”

         
         Rhonda’s expression softens as if I’m a spy who’s given the correct code word. Though we’re standing farther apart than the
            required six feet, a sympathetic current surges between us. She looks around, smiling. “It is a magical place, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “Like a fairy tale,” I say.

         
         “I wouldn’t go that far.” Rhonda rearranges her features back into businesslike lines. “Let’s start with the bookshop.”

         
         As we cross the lawn, I realize only the upper part of the banked barn was visible from the drive. The full height of the
            three-story structure reveals itself where the lawn slopes down to a field of wildflowers. “It’s so much bigger than it looks.”
         

         
         “Impressive, isn’t it? The animal pens are down there,” Rhonda says, pointing.

         
         “There are animals?”

         
         “Used to be. Sheep, mostly. Not anymore, though. The bookshop’s up here. You’ll notice the barn isn’t insulated or heated,
            which is why the business was only open to customers in the summer. The rest of the year it was all mail order.”
         

         
         “Kind of like Amazon?”

         
         Rhonda snorts. “Believe me, this is nothing like Amazon.”

         
         Jigsawed letters of the alphabet nailed to the barn’s siding spell out red barn books. Beneath them, the door slides open with the exact rusty squeal I imagined. Rhonda covers her face with a pleated blue mask
            that makes her look like a grumpy nurse. I put one on, too, knowing how wary they are, upstate, of city people who might be
            infected. I don’t bother explaining about me and Matt Damon.
         

         
         “Come on in,” Rhonda says, flicking a switch. Strings of lights slung from timber beams dispel the gloom. Inside the barn,
            the smell hits me first: dust and paper, yes, but other scents, too. I step aside to pull down my mask and inhale deeply,
            relishing the earthy perfume. The meaty scent of mushrooms. The clean tang of soil. The sickly-sweet insides of a dried-out
            jar of honey. Spilled red wine. The pavement after it rains.
         

         
         Refitting my mask, I rejoin Rhonda. The rectangle of light spilling through the barn’s open door spotlights a table laden
            with dust-covered books and stacks of magazines. Nearby, barrister bookcases are packed with books, stools and benches are
            piled with books, baskets and boxes are crammed with books, crates and cartons are stuffed with books. There are map drawers,
            too, and a rack bloated with matted prints. The rest of the barn is sectioned into aisles by metal shelves that stand back-to-back,
            filled top to bottom with books.
         

         
         My vision blurs at the sheer number of things. Needing to focus on a single item, I pick up a book from the table and wipe
            it clean. The green cloth cover has gold lettering and is embossed with clusters of berries. Inside, there’s a print of a
            young man wearing a rumpled shirt and a black hat, hand propped jauntily on his hip. The title page tells me it was printed
            in Brooklyn, New York, in 1856. In what world, I marvel, am I holding the second edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass?
         

         
         A sudden movement catches my eye. I look down to see a green-striped snake slithering past my shoe. My mind flashes to a paper I wrote on animal imagery in Whitman’s poem for an American literature class. How did that line go? In vain the snake slides through the creepers and logs.

         
         “It’s good luck to see a snake come out of hibernation,” Rhonda says as the creature glides outside to sun itself.

         
         I place Leaves of Grass gently on the table. “And all the books come with it?”
         

         
         “Everything you see, and whatever’s in the loft and the house and the outbuildings, too. Books, shelves, furniture, old farm
            equipment, the lot. As long as you plan to revive the business, that is.”
         

         
         A thousand details catch my eye: curl-edged postcards tacked to bulletin boards; outdated calendars hanging from hooks; framed
            maps mottled with mold. There are drifts of dead flies on windowsills and tattered spiderwebs in every corner. Despite the
            general air of neglect, the barn is movie-set charming. My business experience, though, is limited to witnessing my dad wrestling
            with his company’s accounts, a monthly struggle that made balancing books seem harder than writing them. “Is there an inventory?”
         

         
         “There was at one time, but I haven’t seen it in years. Evelyn lost track of such things by the time the shop closed.”

         
         “You knew her, then?”

         
         “Very well, yes. Evelyn Cabot always did things her own way. I admired that about her.” Rhonda gestures with her chin. “Go
            ahead, take a look around.”
         

         
         Leaving Rhonda by the door, I duck behind a shelf and take out my phone. A quick search on eBay reveals the same edition of
            Leaves of Grass I held in my hand recently sold for eighteen thousand dollars. “Holy shit,” I whisper. Maybe this barn really is like a dragon’s treasure hoard. I know most of the books won’t be worth anything near what the Whitman goes for, but even so, dollar signs dance in front of my eyes as I walk up and down the aisles, counting metal shelving units. I multiply that number by the number of shelves in each unit, then again by the number of books I estimate on a single shelf. Looking at the total in my calculator, I’m stunned. There could be over twenty thousand books in this part of the barn alone. 

         
         Rhonda resumes our tour, revealing dozens more boxes of books in the loft—as well as bat droppings on the floor and a beehive
            in the wall. Down on the barn’s lower level, where our footfalls send field mice scurrying, there are even more books, along
            with metal fence panels and stacked picnic tables. Exploring the empty sheep pens, we startle a feral cat who’s nursing a
            mewling litter.
         

         
         “Sorry to disturb you, Mama.” Rhonda speaks softly to the cat, then turns to me. “You need cats in a barn to keep down the
            mice, but you ought to have this one spayed if you don’t want to be overrun. I volunteer at the county animal shelter. I can
            help you place the kittens once they’re weaned.”
         

         
         “Me?”

         
         “Like I said, everything’s included, even the cats.”

         
         Back outside, I’m thinking of all the used books I’ve bought from independent sellers on eBay and AbeBooks when I ask Rhonda,
            “Have any of these books been listed online?”
         

         
         She shakes her head. “Evelyn ran her business the old-fashioned way. Spectrum has service along Ridgetop Road if you want
            to get the internet, but as far as selling online, you’d be starting from scratch. Think you’d be up for that, Audrey?”
         

         
         Looking up at the towering barn with its thousands of books, it occurs to me that tackling an insurmountable task after a tragic loss perfectly fits the playbook of my life. My distress was so acute after Mom died it drove me to self-harm; somehow, though, I kept putting one foot in front of the other until I looked up from my misery to realize I’d graduated high school at the top of my class. After my father passed away, I finished all the projects he’d left undone in the house even though nothing mattered in a world without him. I started writing Dad’s Apprentice the same month I sold the house he left me, doggedly transforming my private pain into a praised publication. The enormous
            task of dragging this dormant business into the ecommerce age just about matches the size of my grief over losing David.
         

         
         “I’m up for seeing the house, at least.”

         
         “All right, then,” Rhonda says. I follow her up the slope from the lower barn and across the lawn to the house. She pauses
            outside the screen door to the kitchen. “The house was winterized when Evelyn went to the nursing home, but I had a handyman
            come over to get the well pump restarted. He checked the plumbing and tested the furnace, too. It’s not fancy, Audrey, but
            it’s a charmer.”
         

         
         To say the kitchen isn’t fancy is an understatement. A porcelain sink is dropped into a wood counter that looks like it was
            built as a shop class project. I assume the vintage stove connects to the rusty propane tank I saw outside. An olive-green
            refrigerator is inconveniently hidden in the pantry. When I flip the light switch, a sconce flickers on, then sputters out.
            There are no wall cabinets, no dishwasher, no vent hood, no overhead lighting. I spent enough summers apprenticed to my dad’s
            contracting business to know that the kitchen needs more than an update. It needs to be gutted.
         

         
         On the other hand, the floors are wide-plank pine, their pumpkin patina intact. The antique glass in the six-over-six windows is authentically wavy. Hand-hewn beams crisscross the low ceiling, while a steep back staircase evokes New York’s old Dutch days. At the far end of the kitchen, there’s a wingback chair on the bluestone hearth of a huge fireplace. I can see myself sitting there as the logs blaze. 

         
         I trail Rhonda into the dining room, where floor-to-ceiling shelves sag under the weight of even more books. Below a pendant
            lamp with a schoolhouse shade, prints and maps and catalogs are scattered across a harvest table. Rhonda tells me this is
            where Evelyn conducted her business when it got too cold to sit out in the barn.
         

         
         “Did customers come to the house?”

         
         “No. Like I said, Red Barn Books was a mail-order shop in the offseason. Evelyn was an exceptionally confident woman, but
            she was cautious about inviting people into her home.”
         

         
         Next, Rhonda shows me a living room with fancy millwork and tall windows dappled green by the trees out front. There’s a secretary
            desk, the drawers of which I imagine are stuffed with secrets, and a marble-manteled fireplace flanked by built-ins filled
            with books. With a squint of my eyes, I can picture the Christmases of years gone by, a tinseled tree just there in the corner
            and a row of knit stockings at the ready for ol’ Saint Nick.
         

         
         In the foyer, beside the front door with its big brass hinges and egg-shaped handle, a formal staircase with delicate balusters
            curves upward. As we ascend, an image comes to me of a woman in a whalebone corset and bustle skirt, her lace-gloved hand
            gliding along the rail. The fantasy continues in the front bedroom, where Emily Dickinson would have felt at home with its
            floral wallpaper and iron bed frame. Next, we walk through what Rhonda calls a second bedroom, though it’s really more like
            a wide hallway—perfect for an office, with paired windows offering a bright view across the lawn. A gate keeps us from tripping
            down those steep back stairs on our way to the third bedroom, which is over the kitchen wing. With its slanted ceiling painted
            sky blue, I figure it must have once belonged to a little boy.
         

         
         Rhonda claims the bathroom was installed around 1960, but the fixtures must have been salvaged, because the clawfoot tub with its retrofit shower looks more Victorian than midcentury. The taps all gush clean water when I turn them, though, and the toilet flushes just fine, too. I climb a stepstool in the linen closet, lift a hatch in the ceiling, and poke my head into the attic, where slats of light filter through a screened gable vent. The vermiculite insulation is dotted with bat droppings, but the water stains on the underside of the roof look like they dried out decades ago. 

         
         Back in the foyer, I twist the thermostat before Rhonda and I clomp down to the basement. The floor is hardpacked dirt and
            the air is musty, but there’s no mold or rot in the beams. I see a flame burning through the inspection window of the furnace,
            then place my hand on one of the metal ducts to feel the whoosh of warm air. Rhonda points out the water heater and the pressure
            tank for the well pump and a washing machine that she admits is broken. There’s a limestone utility sink that looks as old
            as the house’s foundation, but instead of the knob-and-tube wiring I feared, neatly stapled Romex leads to a modern electrical
            panel.
         

         
         Emerging from the basement, I understand why the listing was kept off Zillow. A house like this would have been snapped up
            in a second by someone with plans for an Architectural Digest–inspired renovation, the kind where the clawfoot tub is replaced by some jetted monstrosity and a cathedral-ceilinged addition
            is built for a gourmet kitchen with Carrara countertops and a six-burner stove. Anyone can see the bones are good, the historic
            charm intact, the design perfect in its simplicity. I may be looking at it through rose-colored glasses, but there’s no faking
            how the house makes me feel: like I, too, could travel back in time to a spring morning when my mother was still alive, a
            summer afternoon before my dad passed away, a winter month before David died.
         

         
         Rhonda opens the front door. Outside, we stand far enough apart to remove our masks. “So, what do you think of the house, Audrey?” 

         
         Looking up at the façade, it’s obvious the exterior could use a fresh coat of paint, but the Doric pilasters are elegant as
            ever and none of the dentils along the frieze are missing.
         

         
         “I think it’s a fine example of a Greek Revival farmhouse, Rhonda.”

         
         “You seemed to know what you were looking for in the basement,” she says.

         
         “My dad owned a contracting business, so I’m pretty familiar with old houses.”

         
         “That’ll come in handy. You’re a good candidate as far as the bookshop goes, too, being an English professor and a writer
            yourself.”
         

         
         I don’t recall mentioning my profession; it makes sense, though, that Rhonda would have vetted me as a potential buyer. Between
            my socials and the college website and the online reviews of my memoir, I’m pretty much an open book.
         

         
         “You mentioned having a lot of interest?” I ask, trying not to sound too interested myself.

         
         “I showed the place twice yesterday, I’ve got a virtual showing this afternoon with a buyer in Los Angeles, and two more appointments
            scheduled for tomorrow.” Rhonda raises an unruly eyebrow. “Tell me, Audrey, what do you want to do?”
         

         
         When I first saw the listing, this whole place—house, barn, business, acres—seemed like a steal for three hundred and fifty
            thousand. Now I know why it’s priced within reach. The house needs a complete overhaul. The state of the business is a mystery.
            The land is mostly wild. It’s ridiculous to even consider tackling it all on my own.
         

         
         I force myself to be realistic for a minute. Yes, I’m desperate to get out of the city, but what I should be looking for is a little place in the Hudson Valley close enough to commute to the college. The campus where I work may not be what I envisioned for myself, but the promise of lifelong academic employment is the golden ring every literary writer with an MFA is grasping for. Instead of impulsively buying an abandoned business, I should focus on finishing the sequel to my memoir. Promotion applications are due in September. Without a new book in print, my journey toward tenure will run out of track, like one of those silent movies where a chugging train falls into a canyon after villains have dynamited the bridge. 

         
         What I ought to do is as clear as a newspaper headline, but I know in my gut that forcing myself to write about my mother’s
            suicide while grieving my husband’s death is more likely to lead to a breakdown than earn me a promotion. The future I was
            building with David has already imploded. I might as well light the fuse on my last link to the past.
         

         
         “Well, Rhonda, I think I’d like to make an offer.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         
            January 1, 2015

            Schuywich, New York

            My darling Evelyn,

            It’s been fifty-nine years since I first clapped eyes on you, but I remember the moment like it was yesterday. You were striding
               along the shore of Panther Lake, short hair tucked behind your ears and trousers loose around your long legs. Anne was hustling
               to keep up, pointing out various aspects of the camp as you took notes on a reporter’s pad. Ruth trailed behind, their German
               shepherd (his name was Mickey, do you remember?) dashing back and forth between his two mistresses. I went so weak in the
               knees at the sight of you, I tripped pulling my canoe onto the beach and got a dunking. I’d have hated for you to see me looking
               like a drowned cat. Luckily, you didn’t turn around.
            

            When did you catch your first glimpse of me? I overheard you tell Pat Highsmith, once, that you’d fallen in love with me at
               first sight, but I know for a fact you were at Camp Kokatosi for an entire day before you noticed me. Not that I blame you.
               I wasn’t especially athletic or entertaining or clever, and I certainly wasn’t one of the prettiest girls there. If I stood
               out for anything, it was for being among the youngest. The advertisement I’d clipped out of the May 1956 Journal of Education described Camp Kokatosi as a place where “the mature woman and girl of twenty-one are equally at home,” but I hadn’t expected there to be so few girls my age. I supposed, once I got there, that a camp catering to “business and professional women” tended to attract those who were further along in their careers. I hadn’t even started mine yet. I’d just graduated from the College of Saint Rose with my teaching degree, but I did have an offer in writing to become village librarian in Schuywich come September. That must have been professional enough to satisfy Ruth Day when she reviewed my request to vacation at the camp. 

            Mother certainly didn’t like the idea of me gallivanting off to Maine for the entire month of July instead of helping with
               the gardening and pickling and canning that kept her tied to the house all summer. I told her it was my graduation gift to
               myself, paid for with the money I’d saved working nights and weekends in the college library. I’d planned on using my nest
               egg to set myself up in an apartment once I got my first teaching assignment, but when the librarian quit, I decided to put
               off my independence a few years longer for the sake of my little brother, who’d had a hard time at home while I was in Albany
               for college. Before I knew it, I went from bunking in a girls’ dormitory to being back in my childhood bedroom without ever
               having had a chance to live on my own. Camp Kokatosi, I decided, would be my consolation prize.
            

            Besides, there was something about the wording of the advertisement that intrigued me. After spending my entire life under either my parents’ roof or the watchful eyes of the Sisters of St. Joseph, I was drawn to the promise of a “different vacation, free from the restrictions typical of resorts.” Mother sarcastically called it a spinsters’ paradise, but the ad’s use of the word “different” made me reach for the Modern Library edition of Lillian Hellman’s plays I kept hidden in plain sight among my schoolbooks. I reread the lines I didn’t dare underline even in pencil, the lines that had sent chills down my spine when I saw Patricia Neal in The Children’s Hour on my freshman-year theater trip to New York City. After Karen tells Martha other people aren’t destroyed by the sin they’ve
               been accused of, Martha says it’s different for those who believe in it, who want it, who choose it for themselves.
            

            I still remember the recognition that dawned on me in the Coronet Theatre that night. I’d never heard anyone put into words
               the strange way I felt about women and men and marriage. When Martha realized the false accusation that had ruined their lives
               inadvertently named the truth about what was wrong with her, I hardly had time to think, That must be what’s wrong with me,
               too, before Martha ran offstage and shot herself. In the minute before the inevitable suicide that allowed plays about lesbians
               to be produced on Broadway back then, I saw a reflection of myself alive on that stage. That was the night I realized I was
               different, too. I couldn’t be certain the ad for Camp Kokatosi was using the word in the same coded way as Lillian Hellman
               had, but at the very least I’d enjoy a few weeks’ respite among unmarried females making their own way in the world.
            

            That a summer camp in Maine counted as my big adventure must have sounded pathetically provincial to you. By the time you
               were my age, you’d graduated from Bennington College, joined the Marine Corps Women’s Reserve, and been stationed to Hawaii.
               You’d even gone on a fact-finding mission to Korea, while the farthest I’d ever ventured from home were the chaperoned trips
               I took with classmates to Manhattan. To this day, I’ve never been on an airplane or crossed an ocean. We used to talk about
               going abroad, but in the end, we never went anywhere more exotic than Provincetown. I didn’t mind, though. As long as I was
               with you, I was exactly where I wanted to be.
            

            So off I went to Camp Kokatosi. A week later, you appeared: a glamourous writer from New York City working on a piece for Mademoiselle magazine about summer camps for professional women. Did you understand the moment you met Anne and Ruth that they were a
               couple? You must have. In Greenwich Village, Anne’s slicked-back hair and pleated trousers would have labeled her a butch
               from a block away. Up at camp, though, where we all dressed for comfort in cotton shorts or dungarees and no one wore makeup
               or curled her hair, it took me a few days to figure it out. I’m not sure if the campers who really were spinsters turned a
               blind eye or simply didn’t know the word for what they were seeing on dance nights when Anne and the other women dressed in
               drag led ladies in skirts through a polka or waltz. We all had fun, and we were all friends, and what happened between cabinmates
               after the music ended was nobody’s business.
            

            “May I have this dance, Hazel?” Those were the first words you said to me, do you remember? Mother always criticized me for
               being an oafish girl, but with your arm around my waist and my hand in yours, I felt as light-footed as Ginger Rogers. By
               the end of that dance, I knew the river of my life had jumped its bank to run along the course you set.
            

            The next day, I asked my cabinmate if she’d mind moving into the main lodge, where you’d been staying, so there’d be an empty
               bunk beside mine. Anne and Ruth, who were delighted to help my cause by playing Cupid, suggested you might be more comfortable
               sharing my quiet cabin. I knew you’d seen through my ruse from the mischievous smile on your face when you came in clutching
               your portable Smith-Corona.
            

            We spent that first night talking until dawn. By the second night, there was nothing left to say in words. My inexperience made you think you ought to move slowly. I wanted everything all at once. Your hands on me. Your mouth. Your weight. Though you were the one who wore trousers by day, we didn’t divvy things up butch and femme in bed. You had to show me a few things, sure, but my pleasure was never complete until I heard you cry out, too. I staggered through those summer days like a zombie, purple circles deepening around my eyes as if we spent our moonlit hours prizefighting instead of making love. They used to call women like us “unnatural,” but when you touched me, it felt like the most natural thing in the world. 

            For a fortnight, we conjured our own little world in that cabin on Panther Lake. Then came the day when you packed up your
               typewriter to return to the city. It took every atom of energy in my being not to bawl like some brokenhearted bimbo. I wasn’t
               expecting any promises when we said our goodbyes. After all, what would a worldly woman like you want with a hick like me?
               You taught me more than I’d ever imagined about what love between two women could be, but you never led me on with that word.
               Like a bee drunk with gathered pollen, all I could hope was that the love we’d made together would be enough to nourish me
               the rest of my life.
            

            I spent a sad week moping around camp before heading home to Schuywich. Your letter inviting me to visit you in New York arrived the same day I did. You were careful not to put anything incriminating into words, but simply holding a piece of paper you’d touched the tip of your pen to made my heart beat so hard Mother grew suspicious. Billy begged me not to leave again so soon, but I told my little brother he was almost ten years old now and ought to be able to take care of himself. Daddy put an end to the discussion when he announced he needed to pick up some supplies in Saratoga Springs and might as well drop me off at the station. I felt like Nellie Bly embarking on a life-changing journey as the train chugged down the Hudson. 

            I didn’t recognize you on the platform at Pennsylvania Station looking like a lady in your silk blouse and fitted skirt. Then
               you smiled, and the picture of your face fit the pattern drawn on my heart. “It’s such a nice day, Hazel,” you said, “why
               don’t we walk?” We linked arms and hoofed it all the way down
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