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        Thursday Afternoon

      

      

      My phone dings with a new text just as I hit my first patch of black ice. The sound is like a warning: a scream announcing danger.

      The little car’s wheels spin for half a second — not even long enough for my heart to beat twice. By the time my pulse is racing, everything feels safe again. This is how I live, Aubrey says: always just a little bit in the past, always responding to threats only after the threat is gone.

      My eyes go to my phone, nestled in the cupholder. The brightened screen tells me that I’ve received a photo, not a message. I wish I could be surprised. I’m not.

      My pulse, which was preparing to return to normal, quickens again.

      I consider ignoring it. I tell myself the photo’s from Mom; she managed to get a bar or two of service up there and sent me a postcard-worthy snap of the view from the sunroom. I tell myself I’ll look at it later. It’s just for fun, no big deal. Nothing I need to deal with now. Why would I need to deal with it now?

      But of course I need to deal with it now. My heart knows everything isn’t really back to normal.

      I check the rearview, seeing no one. I haven’t passed another car in twenty minutes. And so after another quick glance at the road ahead, I slow a little and peek at the phone just like my Driver’s Ed teacher told us never to do. The screen unlocks. The new image comes up, part of the same message thread from the same unknown number as all the others.

      This time, my mystery correspondent has sent me a snap of what might be a gray concrete floor with table legs in the distance. Like all the other pictures they’ve sent me, this one is low-quality and full of grain, askew and ill-framed, as if the photographer is a surrealist or drunk. There’s not much light. I’m seeing a shoddy camera — an unusually shoddy camera, as if the phone is ancient — do the best it can from somewhere dark and dank.

      I spy a gas station ahead. It’s presumably the one my parents told me to keep an eye out for, because the turnoff to the cabin beyond is easy to miss. I pull in, pretending it’s because the last thing I want this far from everything is to run out of gas — not because these photos are giving me the creeps and I need a moment to collect myself.

      I stop at a pump and take in my surroundings. The place is surrounded by trees, as if humanity here is making a desperate last stand against nature. The small building across the lot is one of those stations that’s half country store. Probably where the hermits and Unabomber types who live around here do their grocery shopping if they don’t want to make the hour-long trek into Leightonville.

      I’m about to pick up the phone to look at the new image properly when it rings. I jump, but it’s only Aubrey. I put on a smile before answering, because Aubrey can hear facial expressions. It’s weird, but true.

      “So you’re still communicado,” she says before I can manage Hello.

      “What?”

      “The opposite of ‘incommunicado.’ It’s a word.” She pauses. “Why are you agitated?”

      I feel naked, the way she can see right through me even from over five hours away. “I’m not agitated,” I say.

      “Of course you’re agitated. I can hear it in your breath.”

      “You can’t hear anything in my breath.”

      “You wanna test me, bro?” she chides. “I could tell you what you had for lunch.”

      There’s laughter in her voice, but Aubrey never really plays around. She can pretend she just wanted to say hi, but I guarantee there’s a purpose to this call. It’s almost certainly to meddle — or, more likely, to try and save me from myself. Aubrey acts like she’s my mother sometimes, if my mother picked secrets apart like a detective. She’s assessing me right now. She’s fishing for something — probably trying to see if I’m as emotionally prepared for this trip as she keeps telling me I need to be.

      The pause has gone on too long. Aubrey’s tone is almost guarded when she says, “What’s going on? Are you mad at me?”

      “Why would I be mad at you?”

      “I just … Never mind.” But she sounds relieved. “You act like I’m butting in.”

      “You are butting in. You always butt in.”

      “Yeah, but it seemed for a second like you were sick of it.”

      “I am sick of it, Aubrey.”

      “Well, I know. But I’m so lovable that it all cancels out. Right?”

      I sigh. “Why are you calling?”

      “Mostly to see if I still could. Where are you?”

      My eyes make a visual lap of the land. Right now, the scenery is beautiful. Some colorful leaves are still on the trees, which are tall enough to arch above the road in a micro-canopy. The snowstorm they’re forecasting will be the first big blow of the year, sure to finally drop those leaves to the ground. After that … well … after that, it’ll probably still be beautiful. And nerve-wracking, because I’m told the first storm in New England tends to be a bastard.

      In the moment, my solitude is almost complete. There’s only one other vehicle at the station. Probably the clerk’s. It’s a rusty pickup truck, with chains on the tires. Chains. For serious snow. In my fuel-efficient import, I’m starting to feel the weather version of underdressed.

      “Almost there,” I tell her.

      “You’re already there? Jesus, when did you leave? Six? Seven?”

      “We don’t all sleep in until noon, A. But no, I’m not there yet. I said ‘almost.’ I think I’ve got … what? Another half hour before I’m at the cabin?”

      This brings my eyes to the passenger seat, where I’ve turned Google’s directions into a hand-drawn map. Mom warned me to do that. She says there’s usually no cell service in the foothills, although with clear skies like we have right now, texts sometimes go through. Counting on GPS, though? That would be a mistake.

      “How’s the drive?”

      “Like an Ansel Adams photo essay. Or a Bob Ross painting.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “A Bob Ross painting,” I repeat.

      “Oh.” She chuckles uncomfortably. “Sorry. I thought …”

      It takes me a moment to understand. She didn’t hear Bob the first time. She only heard Ross.

      “No.” I make myself laugh. “I’m talking about happy little trees.”

      “Oh.”

      There’s weight in that simple Oh — more than usually comes with pity. The thing with me and Ross, Aubrey’s made herself part of it. Recently she’s as averse to talking about him as I’m supposed to be, as if what happened is her fault. And you know what? Maybe she should feel guilty. She hated when we started dating this summer, always explaining what an ass he was and how I could do better. She even invoked my parents, saying that any boyfriend I’m scared to tell Mom and Dad I’ve moved out of the Friend Zone is a boyfriend I shouldn’t have. From Go, she’s been rooting for our breakup … for my own good, of course.

      “It’s beautiful here, Aub,” I say, trying to turn our moods around. “Mom said she was going to set an easel up in the sunroom and just sketch the entire time. I thought she was exaggerating, but now I sort of want to do the same thing.”

      “Maybe you should. Give you something to avoid all the awkwardness.”

      “I’ve tried. My ‘happy little trees’ always end up looking like blobs. Not ‘happy’ at all. I did not inherit the artist gene. I got all of Dad, not so much of Mom.”

      I shouldn’t have said that. It was supposed to be a joke, but “what I got from Dad” invokes one trait in particular. They say alcoholism is heritable. It’s why I almost never drink. Why one of the biggest bones of contention between my folks and me back in high school was my social life: their worries about parties, or anywhere I might be tempted. The terrible thing that lives inside my father might, for all I know, live inside me as well.

      “How are you doing?” Her voice is more earnest. “For serious.”

      “Oh, now we’re into ‘for serious’?”

      “For serious,” she repeats.

      The false smile melts from my lips. I don’t really want to talk about any of this.

      Not about the strange way Dad has chosen to celebrate the one-year anniversary of his sobriety — all of us hoping this time it’ll stick, and that his third try will be the charm.

      Not about Ross, who’s stopped returning my calls and texts just like Aubrey predicted he eventually would — not that she thought it’d happen so soon, or that she’d be uncool enough to rub it in my face.

      Not about the happy sticker this trip is trying to slap over my always-tumultuous relationship with my parents, or the fact that two weeks alone with them after a semester of college will be either wonderful (because they’ll honor the ways I’ve grown up these past few months) or a powder keg (if they keep treating me like a little girl).

      Lastly, I don’t want to talk about the snowstorm the news has been predicting. Aubrey doesn’t know about that one. When we talked all of this out before winter break began, she said I should go on my parents’ weird little mountain adventure and try to make nice, but should consider her my safety valve. When Mom gets to henpecking (like she always does), I’m supposed to drive to somewhere with a cell signal and call Aubrey. When Dad starts questioning all my decisions, I should give Aubrey a ring.

      It sounded like a good system while I was back at college. It still sounded good while I was at our empty family home these past few days, ostensibly packing extra gear but really procrastinating on our weeks in the woods. Now that I’m in the foothills, though, I’m noticing the system’s flaws. I can see how dense the trees are up ahead, and how convoluted the land is with rolling hills and valleys. There are a few cellular repeaters on the gas station roof, but my guess is they’re the only ones for miles.

      Maybe the skies will clear and I’ll be able to call Aubrey from the cabin, but it’s more likely I’ll need an hour-long round-trip drive to this place if I want to vent without being heard on the landline. And if snow comes? If it’s bad enough to block us in? In that case, I won’t be able to drive anywhere. It’ll be the landline or nothing … assuming the landline doesn’t fail, which it might. If that happens, I don’t know what I’ll do. Just have to sit there with my parents, I suppose. With the mother who arranged every minute of my teen life and the father still fighting his demons.

      The thought chills me: Demons.

      Dad’s hope is that spending his one-year AA anniversary isolated will remove the element of temptation, seeing as he blew two previous anniversaries due to social triggers. If he’s away from home and his old drinking buddies, hopefully he won’t be tempted … especially since they won’t bring booze with them and AirBnbs aren’t supposed to stock liquor. And if we end up snowed in? Why, then it’ll be even harder for him to get alcohol. Maybe that’ll be enough to keep him from drinking.

      I told Dad it’s a good idea, but secretly I keep wondering if either of them has seen The Shining.

      “Miranda?” Aubrey prompts.

      “I’m all right. For serious.”

      “Just ‘all right’?”

      “I could lie and say I’m great, but you never like it when I insult your intelligence. Or, you know, when I insult that nosy detective thing you do.”

      “So … still nothing from Ross?” She sounds like she’s afraid of setting off a bomb. “He still hasn’t called or texted you back? Not about anything?”

      “What ‘anything’ is there? I just want a response.”

      The doom leaves her voice, turning her back toward the happy side of low-grade bipolar. “I thought maybe he’d have an excuse for not returning your texts. Like he got in a car crash or something.” Then: “No? I’ll just have to keep hoping.”

      “It’s probably nothing,” I say.

      “You know. Hoping he gets in a car crash.”

      “I get it.”

      “But if I could be serious for a second⁠—”

      “You? Serious?”

      “It’s just that Ross isn’t who you think he is. He’s a liar. In fact, I found out just yesterday that⁠—”

      “AUBREY.”

      She stops.

      “We’ve been through this,” I say, stopping short of adding … and I’m tired of it. I’ve been hearing since we started dating that Ross was an asshole, but that wasn’t news. In high school, I always sort of liked him because he’s a scoundrel. Aubrey doesn’t like that answer, though. She’s doubled down on her protective, anti-Ross trash talk over the past week, probably to push me quickly into hatred in case he comes crawling back.

      “Miranda …” Aubrey says.

      “He’s just been too busy to get back to me. That’s all this is.”

      “He’s been too busy to text his girlfriend back? For three days?”

      “Hey. Life happens.”

      “Honey,” Aubrey says. “I love you, but take the hint already. Some people are just emotionally immature. This is how immature people break up. They just stop engaging and wait for you to assume it’s over.”

      I rub my forehead. I can’t believe that’s the answer. Ross and I are too new to end like this. We get along great, having spent years as acquaintances before we started dating. Before all the ghosting, I’d privately begun to think he might be the Love of my Life.

      “He can’t just leave me hanging. He wouldn’t. Maybe he lost his phone.”

      “Mmm-hmm. So why did he answer me when I texted him this morning?”

      “He answered you?” No, wrong question. “Why were you texting Ross?”

      “For you,” she says.

      “You were meddling.”

      “Of course I was meddling.”

      “Well, what did you say?”

      “I don’t know. Stuff.”

      “And he answered you?”

      “In like two seconds. But it’s not just me. Carla, Doug, Cassie, Ambrosia … He’s texted all of them since he stopped texting you.”

      It feels like someone stepped on my heart. The skies, already dim, seem to darken. I don’t want to think about this right now — not with two weeks of crazytown parenting ahead of me. Not with Dad puttering around restlessly the whole time, trying to forget the way alcohol stills his torments before stirring up new ones.

      “Just …” I trail off, unsure how to justify my way out of this but badly needing to. I need something to hold onto as I go into the next two weeks. Anything.

      Aubrey must hear the desperation in my voice — the need for some hope, or good news. “Just what? What is it?”

      “I need you to do me a favor.”

      “Anything. You know that.”

      “I need you to let me pretend there’s an explanation for what’s going on with Ross. Let me pretend I’m just being silly, worrying about the way he’s ghosting me. Let me believe he’ll text me back any minute now. I can’t …” I stop again, unable to say it aloud: I can’t face the fact that it’s really over. Not now. Not yet.

      Aubrey almost rebuts me, then half-sighs. “Sure, believe whatever you want. He probably got too busy to call you back. For three days now. That could happen.”

      “Or he lost his phone.”

      “Or he lost his phone,” Aubrey repeats, even though she just told me he texted her back this morning.

      I know I’m deceiving myself. I know Aubrey doesn’t believe what she’s saying — not for a second. She’s never liked Ross. The first time I looked into his eyes and he stared back into mine, I glanced over at Aubrey, and she was already wrinkling her nose like she smelled a rat. She hasn’t tried to break us up. That would be crossing a line. What she’s done is tried hard to talk me out of him. Ross is like smoking to Aubrey: a bad habit her best friend picked up and needs to kick ASAP for her own good.

      “But Miranda? If we’re going to play pretend, you need to do something, too.”

      “What?”

      “Stop trying to call him. Stop texting him. You’ve already left messages. Anything more is just embarrassing yourself.”

      “But what if he wants to explain?”

      “Then he’ll be the one to get in touch. Not you. In fact …” She trails off, thinking.

      “In fact what?”

      “Well, I sort of think you shouldn’t answer if he does call.”

      “But …”

      “Seriously. You’re too reactive. Can we just talk a few more times before you talk to Ross?”

      “We’re talking right now.”

      “Talk talk,” she emphasizes. “Me and you. For real. I’m not saying don’t talk to him at all. I’m just saying don’t talk to him yet.”

      “But—”

      “If he gets back to you and says he wants to talk, call me first.”

      “Why?”

      “Just promise, okay?”

      I sigh. I suppose it’s better to have helicopter friends than friends who don’t care, but at some point, Aubrey and I will need to chat about this overprotective thing. I’m a big girl. I appreciate that she has my back, but I can stand on my own two feet.

      “Fine,” I say. “I promise I’ll talk to you before I talk to him.”

      She exhales as if she’s just scored a deceptively important victory — one that almost tipped the other way. “Okay. Thanks.”

      I kill the car’s engine, sending Aubrey from the car’s system to the phone. I pick it up, tell her to hang on, then start fueling. When I come back, my phone’s Messages icon — reminding me about that newest strange photo — catches my eye. It makes me cold.

      “Aub,” I say, lowering my voice as if anyone could overhear in all this wilderness. “Have you ever had someone send random pictures to you?”

      “What, like dick pics?”

      “No. More like … I don’t know … totally random stuff.”

      “I’m going to need some help here, Miranda.”

      “I keep getting pictures from someone I don’t know. They’re of, like, a dark building somewhere.”

      “Someone you don’t know is sending you pictures of a building somewhere,” she says in her I-just-want-to-make-sure-I’ve-got-this-straight voice.

      “Well … just … Ugh, hang on.”

      I pull the phone away from my face, then forward her the photos. There are five of them now, sent over the past few days. The number is visible, but a reverse search told me nothing about who it might belong to.

      One photo shows a dark red toolbox under a bench in the distance, covered in cobwebs. One shows nothing but different shades of gray — the kind of thing you get when you accidentally take a picture inside your pocket. Two seem to show the legs of furniture, maybe a table and maybe a chair, with the ends of frayed blue rope visible nearby. The last shows the most: wooden walls and a window to the outside that’s either boarded over or shuttered.

      “Why would anyone send these to me?” I ask.

      “Hang on. I didn’t get whatever you’re sending yet. It says you’re typing.”

      At the top of my screen, a progress bar indicates the photos are still being sent. My gas tank is full, the transaction is completed, and I’m back on car audio by the time Aubrey finally receives what I sent her. That’s what I have to expect for the next few weeks: glacially slow communication with the outside world … if there’s communication at all.

      “Okay,” she says three minutes later. “I got them. So …?”

      “Well, isn’t it strange?”

      “Text whoever-it-is back. Tell them they’re sending to the wrong number.”

      “You think it’s a wrong number?”

      “Of course it’s a wrong number. Happened to me. Some lady thought I was a man named Clarence. She kept texting me about an upcoming visit, so I texted back the word ‘Obama’ over and over until she went away.”

      “I thought you were supposed to tell her she had the wrong number.”

      “That’s the boring way to do it. The way you’d do it.”

      “I already texted whoever-it-is back,” I say. “A few times.”

      “And?”

      “No answer. Just more pictures.”

      “So it’s someone stupid. Ignore them.”

      “Don’t you think these pictures are … I don’t know … weird?”

      “Weird how?”

      I don’t answer, thinking instead. Truth is, I’m not actually sure how they’re weird — just that they are.

      With the engine running and our call on speakers again, the phone is free for me to fiddle with. I look through each of the pictures, disquieted in a way I’d never be able to explain. They just feel strange to me: so quiet and lonely. They’re like those pictures you find online of so-called “liminal spaces”: abandoned malls from the 1980s, playgrounds without children where everything’s rusted into a still-life.

      I can’t explain why the pictures I’ve been sent feel vaguely ominous, but they do. As if they weren’t sent to me by accident, but are instead an odd, unspoken taunt. Or a threat.

      “If they’re weirding you out, block the sender,” Aubrey says.

      “I could.” But I haven’t. And that’s something I can’t explain, either: Despite the way the photos bother me, I can’t bring myself to shut them off.

      “Look, hey, I’ve gotta run,” Aubrey tells me. “I just wanted to check on you before I went to work.”

      “Thanks. Consider me checked.”

      “Call if you need me, M. Whenever you need me. Call if your parents are being stupid, or the boredom’s getting to you, or …” She trails off, but the last condition hangs in the air anyway: … or if it finally dawns on you that Ross dumped your ass, and the sadness starts to crush you.

      “Sure.”

      “And remember: If Ross tries to call, call me first.”

      I try not to roll my eyes. “I remember.”

      We say goodbyes and hang up. After that it’s just me again, all by myself in the car. With Aubrey’s voice gone, I’m suddenly more than lonely.

      Alone in the world, maybe.

      Aubrey’s my best friend, but I keep a small circle. Truth be told I’ve never really been able to count on my parents — not in the same way most kids can. Ross was supposed to be the tiebreaker: proof that as self-reliant as I’ve had to be most of my life, at least one person beyond Aubrey would always love me, always have my back.

      I sigh and look ahead. Somewhere up there I’ll turn down a dirt road, and after a handful of turns and switchbacks, I’ll reach the cabin my parents rented for us to spend winter break together. To reconnect, while Dad does his very best to heal — for good this time.

      I’m expecting the visit to be terrible, but maybe that’s unfair. I’m an adult now, same as them. Maybe we’ll start new, the way Mom keeps hinting. Maybe it’ll be great, and I’m wary for nothing.

      I put the shifter in drive, but before I pull my foot from the brake, my phone chirps again. It’s another photo from my strange, anonymous correspondent … and unlike the pictures before it, this one chills me for a reason I can easily explain.

      It’s the first shot with a person in it — a partial person, because I can only see what might be part of a leg. Maybe a foot. It’s hard to tell because the camera is poor, there’s not much light, and the photographer’s perspective is strange. It’s almost like they’re lying on a floor made of rough wooden planks.

      There’s something dark, gnarled, and disgusting — like a steak that was shredded by an animal, then burnt black on the stove — in one corner of the foreground.

      And the floorboards are covered in blood.
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      I consider calling Aubrey back after getting the latest picture. And alerting authorities of some sort, although way up here in the hills I’ll bet “authorities” means two drunk rednecks.

      But then logic descends. It’s just a photo. From someone who refuses to even identify themselves. If this is a cry for help, why not say so instead of ignoring my questions and continuing to send pictures? That tells me this could be anything: maybe a joke, maybe proof-of-concept snaps from a low-budget horror film. In either of those cases, the police won’t care. They’ll tell me to call back when something happens in the real world.

      And Aubrey? Aubrey’s an overprotective bloodhound. Alarming her won’t just make her worry; she’ll also skip work to begin a Sherlock-Holmes-worthy investigation that will totally consume her. She’s already too preoccupied with pestering Ross on my behalf — not that I asked or even want her to. I can’t add some random weirdo’s idea of hilarity to her plate.

      I delete the thread instead: Out of sight, out of mind. My iPhone asks if I want to block the caller, but I decline. Blocking would be putting my head all the way in the sand, whereas deleting only puts my head in the sand partway. On the off chance this is somehow cop-worthy, I’ve closed my eyes instead of cutting the lines.

      I wait after I’m finished, somehow expecting a text protesting what I’ve done. Of course nothing happens.

      A light breeze rustles the thinning leaves. The sound is hollow. It strikes me again how isolated I am — how completely and totally alone. I almost don’t want to leave the gas station. There’s at least someone in there: a fellow human being who knows enough about these parts to have chains on their tires.

      “Right,” I say for nobody to hear. “Let’s go, then.”

      But I can’t. I won’t. Something about the drive so far has filled me with nerves and negative anticipation. I felt so brave when I left, but now my bravery is in shambles. I can’t stop thinking of how estranged my family has seemed this past semester. It makes me unable to face them. Why did I leave the house so early this morning? I was trying to get ahead of the weather, but now I’m here with hours of daylight remaining. I’m already arriving a full day ahead of schedule. Do I really need to arrive in time for lunch, too?

      I go into the station. There are tables, so I sit at one. I have my laptop, and although there’s no wifi, I can still write. I do. I get ahead on a post-break paper. I add to my journal. Anything to pass the time and delay my arrival.

      Hours later, I find myself 45 minutes from sunset with no excuses remaining. I need to leave if I want to get there before dark. The clerk has been watching me forever despite my constant buying of coffee, wondering why the hell I’ve stayed so long in the middle of nowhere. So I return to my car, consult my hand-drawn map, and pull back onto the tiny highway.

      The turn ahead isn’t as difficult to find as I figured, though the name of the road feels like an omen: Hard Luck Lane. It’s the last turn I’ll make, and yet Mom said there’s still a half-hour to go.

      The driveway to our rental is past an oversized black mailbox with 2412 - THE GIBSONS written on it. Even after the mailbox, the driveway forks twice, making me wonder if this is still an actual road. But then I remember that the property is like a little estate: lots of land and a few outbuildings. The first jut terminates at a small barn we’ve been told is temporarily devoid of animals. In summer months, the owner keeps goats and donkeys there. The second split leads to the main cabin on the left and a smaller utility building to the right. Dedicated power and phone lines are the only blight to otherwise pristine natural splendor.

      And it is splendid. I’ll give the place that.

      The areas around the buildings and the small, internal roads on the property are the only places where nothing grows. Deciduous and evergreen trees carpet the undulating slopes in equal number, leaving a mix of acorns and pinecones to crunch beneath my tires. There are even syrup taps in some of the maple trees, stretching out from the driveway in an almost perfect straight line. In most places the trees interlace overhead, creating a fairy-tale landscape beneath. Evening sunlight — the last of it, with sunset mounting in the southwestern sky — streams through the gaps like yellow daggers, each made solid by the dust my car has churned from the road.

      There’s a massive valley ahead, past the main cabin. From photos, it seems we’re perched above a river. The view is a punched hole in front of me, where tree cover gives way to a broad expanse of gold sunlight against the darkening blues of evening.

      I’m lost in thought — spellbound by the view, maybe — when something shoots across the driveway in front of me.

      It comes out of nowhere, making me scream. It’s past in a blur: something brown and large, angular up front and solid and round at the rear. Only once it’s past — in the split second before the next thing happens — does my brain pattern-match and tell me it was a deer. It came very close. Very close to my bumper.

      But before I can exhale, a second thing crosses my path, smaller but still large, upright instead of low like the deer. I can’t pattern-match this one right away because everything is happening too fast. Adrenaline pours into my blood, cranking all my senses. I’m amped up, the scream from when I nearly hit the deer still on my lips. This second scare is a low blow, startling me after I’m already startled.

      Dad, says something inside me, but the word is just a blip: a squirt of thought disconnected from everything like a song stuck in my head. There’s no logic or cognizance. I feel fear and my mind chatters. Nonsense comes in a flood.

      Dad. Mom. Ross. Drunk? Deer. Death.

      And then my brain shows me a flash — an image, not a word — of a rough wooden floor soaked with blood.

      I slam the brakes. Whatever-it-is hits my bumper, the whole of it seeming to lurch toward me on impact. I’m sure I’ve annihilated it. That forward motion I’ve just seen is the large-body version of a bug’s splat on my windshield.

      Then time returns to normal. I realize only a second has passed, or maybe less than a second. Adrenaline haze, always a short-lived phenomenon, begins to wane … and then I can see again. I can think again. My brain reaches back, analyzing the last handful of seconds.

      I saw a deer. And then I saw …

      “Dad?”

      Because it’s my father I’ve hit with my car, though only lightly. My brain exaggerated the impact while it was amplifying everything else. I didn’t slam into him with my front bumper, and he didn’t splat against my hood. It was more like a love tap — a quick two-handed shove to the midsection.

      He looks to my left, stopping in his tracks. I follow his gaze and see the white tail of the deer I almost hit disappearing into the undergrowth. There’s a flash of color, as if it’s got something tangled in its antlers. Then, just as quickly, it’s gone.

      I put the car in park, open the door, and rush to my father.

      It takes a beat for him to truly see me. Until then his head is still mired in whatever strange chase I’ve just interrupted: Dad running after the deer, a big plumber’s wrench in his hand.

      Then his head turns, and he smiles as if this is entirely normal.

      “Miranda!”

      He hugs me, but my arms don’t raise at all. His hug is like something one person does to restrain another. I feel the heavy steel of the wrench he’s holding tap my back. Then he pulls away and must finally see the WTF all over my face.

      “You okay?” He’s heaving with breath.

      “Of course I’m okay. Are you okay?”

      “I’m great. Peachy.” His eyes dart back the way he came, furtively, as if there’s something there I shouldn’t see. “Did Mom tell you I started running? Best shape of my life.”

      I stare at him for a long time. Then I say, “This is where we acknowledge that I just hit you with my car.”

      He shakes himself off, still trying to recover his breath. I think I broke up an all-out sprint. “Did you? I think maybe I just slapped the hood. You surprised me, was all.”

      “I surprised you?”

      “Well, yeah. I didn’t think you were coming until tomorrow.” Again he looks forward, where the deer went, then backward, from whence he came. “But that’s okay. I think we’re … uh …”

      He stalls out, looking for words.

      “I didn’t want to fight traffic coming out of New York on a Friday,” I tell him. “I sent you both a text. Didn’t you get it?”

      Dad, still out of breath and holding that big wrench, keeps acting like all of this is everyday. “Not much service up here, sweetheart. Didn’t Mom give you the landline number? The landline’s still working. For now.”

      “Are we going to talk about why you were out here chasing a deer? I could have killed you!”

      “Oh, I saw you. I just thought I could get by in time. No harm done.”

      “Dad!”

      “I’m fine. What, do you want a doctor’s note?”

      “And the deer?”

      “It ran through the clothesline. Caught one of your mother’s sundresses on its antlers. I thought I could catch it, but I guess not.”

      I turn my head, but of course the deer is long gone. “You thought you could catch a deer.”

      “Yeah.” Still short on breath. “I’ve been getting in shape since you left. Turns out having kids in the house makes you fat.”

      He says it with a smile, but it’s a strange smile — as if he’s not telling the whole truth. He just keeps standing in front of my car’s idling engine the way I used to stand in front of the cookie jar I’d raided, hoping nobody would ask what I had behind my back.

      For the first time in years, I really look my father over from head to toe, seeing all of him. I spent so much time as a kid trying to see only the good parts. When Dad’s sober, he’s the sweetest man in the world. Good to his wife, his daughter, and the people around him. Those were the parts I allowed myself to see, but there were bad parts, too. Those parts I turned away from, when I could.

      He’s thinner now than when I left for college. I can see some of the muscles in his forearms — even some of the veins. But it doesn’t strike me as healthy, the way Dad looks. Instead, he’s lean and wiry. Tough, like beef jerky. It’s an uncomfortable look, like he’s dehydrated and sleep deprived. The usually water-fat flesh of his face has receded, bringing prominence to his eyes. They sit too deeply in their sockets, weary and red.

      “Come over here, little girl. Give your old man a real hug.”

      So we hug properly this time — in front of the car, his chest still heaving. When we separate, I sniff the air around him. I don’t know why I’m doing it until I realize it’s instinct. I’m seeing if I can smell liquor on his breath. Out here chasing wildlife like Tarzan? Obviously, he’s drunk.

      But he’s not. The air is clear. All I smell is pine. In the background, so constant I didn’t hear it until now, is a brown-noise drone that can only be river rapids or a waterfall in the valley below.

      Dad smiles at me, looking me over to see if I’ve changed as well. I suppose I have. I haven’t gained the Freshman Fifteen, but I’ve definitely gained the Freshman Ten. It’s weight I now feel I should have had all along. I used to try so hard to be perfect … by someone else’s definition. Ever since starting school at Fordham, I’ve tried instead to simply be me.

      “Park by the fence rail,” he says, pointing up the driveway. “But before you come inside, do yourself a favor and look out over the bluff. The view will take your breath away.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Hop in, stranger. My dad told me never to pick up hitchhikers, but you strike me as an upstanding gentleman.”

      “I’m not done with my run, Miranda. I’ll … uh … meet you inside.”

      He’s on a run. Because that’s what this is, chasing deer through the woods.

      Instead of lingering, Dad sprints ahead of me: full tilt toward the cabin. The whole time, he yells for my mother as if to alert her, shouting Willa, Willa, Miranda’s here already; we’d better clean up our messes and get ready for dinner.
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      As I watch Dad run toward the cabin, I decide he’s up to something. Or more accurately, they’re up to something. It doesn’t explain why Dad was chasing a wild animal, but it does explain the way he ran ahead of me so he’d reach the cabin first, shouting to Mom.

      I drive slowly, obeying my instincts. Dad was right; I’m a day early, and because of it, I’m catching them by surprise. I already saw Dad playing Wilderness Man, and I’d rather not see Mom doing whatever it is she might be doing up ahead: the reason Dad’s in such a hurry to get to her fast, so she has time to hide whatever she wants to hide.

      Maybe Mom’s busting loose, dancing like nobody’s around … because up until now, nobody was.

      Maybe she walks around the house naked when they’re alone. Maybe it’s a sex thing. The idea’s a little gross, and if that’s what it is, I’d rather not find out.

      So I drive slowly, catching my parents’ silhouettes through the windows as my tires crunch gravel on the driveway. At first, they seem to be talking animatedly — maybe even having an argument. Then I see Mom rushing around, as if to clean something up. Dad disappears and then quickly reappears outside: a flash of hair visible for a second before he vanishes behind the shed. I want to shout out when I arrive, to tell them to take their time. Whatever it is they’re so eager to keep me from seeing? Believe me, I’m in no hurry to see it.

      Most of the commotion is either over or invisible by the time I park and open my door, but I still take my time and circle around the cabin to see the view as Dad suggested. Better safe than sorry.

      Just beyond the parking area is a short path leading down to a rock-built fire pit with the remains of a recent fire at the bottom. Adirondack chairs circle the pit, while a low split-rail fence guards the whole of it. Beyond the fence is a steep, verdant hill leading to a drop-off.

      Dad wasn’t just spouting cliches. The view almost literally takes my breath away. Far below is a winding river. The soporific sound of rushing water fills the air. Most of it seems to be coming from my left, around the other side of the cabin. I’d bet anything it’s a waterfall.

      For a while I just stand there and breathe. In with the stillness and out with the tense, toxic city air clogging my lungs. The tension in my jaw and shoulders relaxes as the grandeur of the place seeps into me. I’m already having trouble remembering my worries.

      The boyfriend who seems to have broken up with me.

      The weight of just-completed college exams, grades still unknown.

      The pressure to perform, to maintain my scholarships.

      Dad’s sober anniversary. Mom’s constant meddling.

      Isolation. The sense of being cut off and alone — helpless.

      Unspoken expectations, even now.

      Photos sent by an unknown sender, ominous in nature.

      The wind gusts. I pull my sweater tighter around me, wondering if I should have brought warmer clothes. It’s been temperate in New York throughout early December, throwing off my sense of which wardrobe is appropriate. The unseasonable weather was supposed to end today, though, and now that I’m outside, it’s clear it has.

      My mind returns to the black ice I hit on the way up — just before the gas station, then again a few times on Hard Luck Lane. I suppose it’s below freezing, but the way the sun shone most of the day fooled me. My mind goes to the coming snowstorm. Of course it’ll snow, and of course I’m not ready. I drove six hours north today. Just the latitude dropped temperatures twenty degrees.

      The sun is almost down, but the chill is coming fast as darkness arrives. I’d normally sit down and watch the sunset, but I’m too damn cold.

      I look to the cabin. As the sky outside dims, the light inside seems brighter and brighter. I’m lower than floor level down by the fire pit, so my view is all ceilings. Sometimes I see the top of a head pass by, but now those movements have lost the urgency of before. Now, they’re almost casual.

      I can go inside, I think. Whatever they wanted to hide should be hidden by now.

      I enter to find my parents standing in the middle of the cabin’s main room with their hands clasped in front of their waists, weird smiles on their faces. They look like a welcoming committee. And I think: Yep. They were up to some shenanigans. Mom’s hair is all loose ends, as if she’s just gathered it from sexy waves into a maternal bun. Instead of making them look nonchalant, the deliberate casualness of this little scene makes them look guilty.

      “So you’re early!” says Mom. She hitches, then moves forward. Our hug is awkward.

      “Yeah. I nearly hit Dad with my car.”

      “You did?”

      Dad takes over. “You remember — that buck got your dress hooked on its antlers?”

      Mom is worse at this than Dad. She’s not hiding her discomfort well at all. It’s clear I messed up a romantic evening. She’s embarrassed, trying to write it off like nothing. Her eyes keep darting all over the place. She wrings her hands. She stutters when she talks, as confused as someone with early-stage dementia. I feel sorry for her, so I pretend none of this is happening enough for both of us.

      “This place is beautiful, Mom. Amazing.”

      “It is? Oh, yes. Of course. You saw the view?”

      “I did. Dad told me not to miss it. How about a tour?”

      Relieved, Mom smiles and takes my hand while Dad heads back outside — maybe to have another crack at the supposed deer-thief, or maybe for something else.

      Mom shows me the sunroom, where her easel and sketching supplies are set up facing a picture-window view of the valley. She shows me the porch, which is all breadth and splendor. The place was built log-cabin style, or at least to appear that way. The inside is rough-cut logs around an open, two-story living room. One bedroom and bath flank the space, while two other bedrooms are up a narrow flight of stairs.

      Back in the open kitchen, Mom asks if I’d like anything to drink. It’s testament to the disorderly state of my mind right now that I assume at first she means a cocktail. I’m nineteen. Is this how progressive they’ve become — willing to see me not just as capable, but old enough to offer alcohol?

      But of course she means water, Coke, or iced tea. Given Dad’s anniversary, there’s not a drop of liquor in the house.

      We sit across from each other at the kitchen table. The few incandescent lights are probably meant to create a cozy atmosphere, but I wish everything was brighter. Outside, it’s nearly dark. I’m already feeling the creep of claustrophobia, as if the roof is too low, the walls too close, the box of old home life already binding me like a straitjacket.

      We sit and we sip. Outside, I see the swing of a flashlight as Dad putters in a big thermal coat, doing God knows what.

      “How long have you been up here?” I ask.

      Her eyes are on the window. On Dad’s flashlight outside. It takes a beat before she snaps her head toward me, realizing my question was for her.

      “What? Oh. Four days?”

      “The place really is amazing,” I say. “In the morning, you guys will have to show me around.”

      “I just showed you around.”

      “I mean the grounds. I saw there’s a barn?”

      “Yes, but nothing’s in it. I’d prefer we didn’t disturb the barn.”

      “I don’t want to disturb it, Mom. I just want to peek.”

      “Still,” Mom says.

      “I thought I heard a waterfall.”

      “Oh. Yes. There’s a stand-alone porch that overlooks it. You’d like it out there, if it’s not too cold.”

      “Has it been? Cold?”

      She shakes her head. She’s still distracted. I wish she’d just let it go. I’m here now, Mom. And believe it or not, I can actually handle things these days. I’m not a little kid anymore.

      “Not until today. Today it got cold.”

      “Maybe we can take a walk in the morning.”

      “Maybe,” says Mom.

      “Looks like a lot of land. I saw a shed out there, too?”

      “Well, yes, but everything other than the cabin is all locked up. Owners’ places.”

      This makes me look at what must be a pantry beside the garbage can in the kitchen. It has a code lock, bearing a sign: Owner’s Closet.

      “This must have been expensive, Mom.”

      “Oh, it’s not too bad.”

      “And for three weeks. I could have just come home, you know.”

      Mom waves a hand. “It came highly recommended.”

      That’s not really an answer. My eyes flick around the room, including a glimpse through the window where pole-mounted lights mark the far-off barn and the equipment shed to one side. I’m confident of my assessment that this place is too expensive. Growing up, money was always tight. Always. I managed a few academic scholarships, but tuition is steep.

      Mom must see the questions on my face, because something melts on hers: one line of defense finally dropping.

      “The truth is, your father’s drinking took a heavier toll on our finances than you’d think. Two times he drank away all of our disposable income. It even took a chunk out of retirement. We got used to living that way. We had to budget for all his drinking because otherwise we’d fall behind on the mortgage.”

      I feel my heart sink, both with sympathy and because she’s saying this to me at all. My parents were always closed books about anything they saw as “personal matters.” Her honesty now is disarming. Maybe she’s actually seeing me as an adult. Maybe things really have changed.

      Mom’s dour face snaps into a smile. “But now it’s better. Now he’s on the wagon, and all that budget’s freed up. I didn’t let it get reabsorbed. I started a savings account. I set it aside. A lot of it went to pay your tuition…”

      “Oh, Mom, I really don’t like the idea that⁠—”

      She waves it away. “Stop. We have the money, even if it’s tight. You’re our shining light. Our biggest and best investment.”

      My smile is two sizes too small. She’s trying to flatter me, but I hear only pressure. I used to work for perfection back home, to please them. I thought I’d gotten away from that, able to finally loosen up a little and be someone other than just Willa and Mark’s daughter. She’s just reminded me, though, that nothing’s changed. They’re scraping the bottom of the barrel to pay my tuition … so I’d for damn sure better get A’s and fly straight.

      I look over my shoulder to assure myself Dad’s still outside. I don’t see his flashlight anymore, but he hasn’t come through the front door.

      “How’s Dad doing, Mom? Really.”

      “He’s fine, hon. He’s your dad, like always.”

      I sit up a little straighter. I’m used to demurring to my parents, but I told myself that if I was going to spend two weeks with them this winter, I’d stop biting my tongue. So I push just a little bit.

      “He was always Dad. But … Mom. ‘Dad’ wasn’t always himself.”

      “He did his best.”

      Guilt. Passive aggressiveness. I dodge and weave all of my mother’s best tricks like Neo dodging bullets in The Matrix. “Of course he did. But he was sick. I’m just asking if he’s actually better.”

      Another of those micro-resets happens on her face. It’s satisfying to see. This is like unlocking a series of barricades one at a time.

      “I think so,” she says. “You know he’s always struggled. Two times before now, he made it almost to a year.”

      I nod. Officially, I was oblivious about all of this. Officially, I never even knew my father was an alcoholic. But in truth, I understood everything. These were the secrets we carried.

      “You know how he is about ceremony. He has to mark every milestone. I think that when it came to his condition, those milestones worked against him. He’d want to celebrate by drinking. Maybe it was self-sabotage. But.” And here, I see another layer unlock: my mother preparing to be more real with me than ever. “But he’s been going to therapy this time, Miranda. Therapy. Your father.”

      I’m as shocked as she seems to think I’ll be. “For how long?”

      “Since the first day of his sobriety. It was a package deal. I…” She struggles for just a second, wipes her eyes, then continues. “I told him I’d been burned twice. I didn’t believe him when he said he was committed this time. That this time was somehow different. I told him I couldn’t take it anymore. I told him I had to make a hard choice this time. I … I was going to leave him.”

      Now I’m the one to blink back shock. I keep surprising tears at bay, and nod for her to continue.

      “He begged me, Miranda. It was hard to see. So we made a deal. I said he had to see someone. Not just AA, though he had to do that, too. I wanted someone to help him understand the thing that keeps making him sabotage himself. The thing that’s actually making him do this, other than the disease.”

      The way she put that is strange. It makes me think that “the thing that keeps making him sabotage himself” is something specific, not a general concept. I want to ask, but I don’t. Whatever terrible secret my father’s hiding is his business alone.

      “And he’s actually been going to the therapist?” I ask instead.

      She nods. “Every week at first, then every other week. He’s still going. This is actually the first appointment he’ll miss, because we’re here.”

      “So you think it’ll stick this time?”

      She gives me a wan, broken smile. “We’ll see, won’t we? Sunday’s his anniversary. Three more days. There aren’t any meetings up here, but he talked to his therapist and they both agreed that for Dad, this was even better. I’m not taking him at his word, though. I did that for too long. He gave his doctor permission to talk to me, so I did. And the doc told me that yes, this was a good idea for Mark. Get him away from his usual stressors. Get some fresh air. It’s better than a meeting. The way your father is about anniversaries, making a big deal about his one-year anniversary while at an AA meeting might actually have worked against him.”

      “But things look good?”

      Now her smile becomes genuine. “Better than good. Great. That’s a new man out here. I think he’s always been a woodsman — just without the woods. He’s been running the trails every day since we got here. And then⁠—”

      Suddenly Mom hits a wall. She stops smiling and her face changes, as if she’s just remembered there’s more to this story. To me, her new expression puts what she just said into past tense: He WAS better than good. He WAS great. I WAS confident he was a new man … until something came along to ruin it all.

      “Then what?” I ask. “Did something happen?”

      “No, no,” she says. Her smile returns, but it’s fake this time. “He’s sober. That’s what matters.”

      I consider prying, but I’ve done enough of that for now. This is clearly a sore spot. She’s just twice burned, like she said. I don’t blame her for feeling uncertain no matter how much self-work Dad has done.

      “Well, there’s no booze up here, right?”

      My sorta-joke drops the worst of the worry from her face.

      “True,” she says. “He won’t drink before January whether he likes it or not.”

      We half-laugh, but what she said strikes me as far from certain. Even if it snows, the father I know wouldn’t let vehicular peril stand between him and liquid salvation. He’s certainly never let it stand in his way before, having celebrated the failure of his first sober attempt in the emergency room — not because he got hurt, but because his drunken fists did the hurting.

      The cabin door opens behind us. Dad enters wearing a big coat and a stocking cap, announcing just how damn shitting cold it is outside. Despite myself — despite the darkness and the claustrophobia and Ross and my strange texts and all this discussion about the fragile balance of sobriety — I laugh.

      And Mom, though hers still sounds on-edge, manages a laugh as well.

      This will all be okay. My parents are better now. The tension I felt? It’s already easing.

      “That chili ready yet, Willa?” Dad asks. “I’m starving!”
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      I somehow forget I’ve got my phone tucked into my leggings. I only realize once I’m in the bathroom, when I have to pull it out and set it on the sink. Once I’m washed up, it seems the perfect time to sit on the edge of the tub and check in with the outer world. I have friends waiting for updates, after all.

      Aubrey’s last text is still on the lock screen. I saw it come in while I was talking to Mom, sneaking a peak while she dabbed her eyes with a tissue. Maybe it wasn’t fair, dragging that much out of her about Dad’s drinking. I know it was hard for her to tell me all she did.

      I don’t think her hope is misplaced, for what it’s worth. Yes, Dad’s fallen off the wagon a couple of times, but he’s never done therapy before. The mere idea that my father would open up about the demons that drive him to drink is shocking to me … and, I’d guess, a good sign. I know very little about his childhood, and I’m his only kid. Who doesn’t talk about their childhood at all, if that time was full of sunshine and gumdrops? It must’ve been rough. I’m glad he’s talking to someone — that he’s serious enough about his sobriety to step out of his comfort zone and give psychiatry a try.

      Aubrey’s text says, Okay so how much do you want to murder them already?

      I crack a smile. Thanks, Aubrey. I needed that. I’ve only been here for an hour, and I’m already exhausted from all this scattered emotion.

      I text her back: You need to delete that. It’s evidence they’ll use against me when I finally snap. I give myself two days before I turn psycho.

      A moment later, my phone buzzes with an automated message: Your message failed to send. Retry?

      The top corner of the screen shows one bar, then none, then one again. This lack of connectivity will take some getting used to. It’s like entering a room when you know the power’s dead, but you still flick the light switch. The brain knows, but hands have minds of their own.

      “Miranda?” Mom calls from the kitchen. “Dinner’s on the table!”

      “Just a second!”

      A moment later she’s outside the door, yelling again. “Miranda? Are you in the bathroom?”

      “JUST A SECOND!”

      She knocks on the door. I wash my hands quickly and open up instead of shouting again. She looks from my face to my waist, where the still-lit screen of my phone glows through leggings and shirt like a radiant stomach tumor.

      “Were you on your phone?” Mom asks.

      “I was in the bathroom.”

      “Using your phone?”

      There’s no correct response. Yes, I was using my phone, but I can’t just say that. The real question is why the hell she cares. What the hell business it is of hers. The question is judgmental, so answering it at all means answering to my mother.

      It makes me think of Aubrey’s text, and how it made me laugh: So how much do you want to murder them already?

      Mom’s still in front of me, waiting for an answer. My lack of response says it’s none of her business. She’s got a weird look: not her usual overbearing expression, but instead something more like concern. It’s like I’m the alcoholic, and phones are my liquor. What’s even more ridiculous is that Dad’s at the table behind her, listening for my answer and pretending he can’t hear us.

      “Yes, Mom. I sometimes check my phone in the bathroom. I’m a heathen. Can we please move on?”

      “You don’t have to be defensive. I was just wondering if you had service.”

      “I have a bar. Sometimes.”

      “Oh. Well. Have you been able to use it since you’ve been here? Sending texts and stuff?”

      She’s trying to act like it’s a casual question with an obvious reason behind it (assessing general connectivity in the foothills, maybe), but this feels like more than curiosity. Meanwhile Dad’s still watching, still listening. I get the feeling they were talking about me while I was in here. Comparing notes. Trying to decide how to deal with something. This interrogation is part of it. Somehow.

      “I got a text from Aubrey. I can’t text her back, though.”

      “Oh, so you’re still hanging out with Aubrey?”

      “She’s my best friend. So yeah.”

      “Cassie doing okay, too?” Dad asks.

      I hesitate before answering. My eyes flicking to my father. He’s suddenly abashed, looking down and away. Cassie lived next door when I was little and was my best friend before Aubrey. She moved away, but we got back in touch when she ended up at Fordham with me, Aubrey, and Ross. I haven’t mentioned Cassie to my parents for almost a decade. I’m pretty sure I know what’s reminded Dad to ask about her now, but I’d rather not dig up old bones by pointing it out.

      “Cassie’s good, Dad,” I say softly.

      Mom bustles into the silence that follows, grabbing a basket of cornbread from the counter. “Well, I didn’t know if you still got on with Aubrey. People sometimes drift apart when they go off to college.”

      “We went off together, though. To the same college.”

      Mom makes an indistinct noise.

      I’m still standing, so it’s easy to cross my arms. “What? Why do you care?”

      Mom puts her hands up in an overly dramatic display of surrender. “Okay, okay, you win! I’ll butt out.” She pivots in place and retreats toward the kitchen. “I just wanted to hear a little about your life, was all.”

      No, no, that’s some bullshit right there. That’s not what she was doing at all, and I’m trying to decide if I should call her on it.

      I spent most of my long drive here psyching myself up for the times when my parents and I would inevitably butt heads, knowing that some amount of nipping-in-the-bud would be necessary. If I’m to survive two weeks back under Mom and Dad’s roof, I need to grow a spine and cut their trespasses off at the knees. But is this phone-and-Aubrey thing a hill worth dying on? Should I get into it with Mom over her first passive-aggressive jab, or should I save my protests for something bigger?

      I walk to the table and sit without a word. For a handful of seconds, we eat in silence. After another handful, I realize that our ordinary silence will turn tense if nothing changes, so I decide to be the bigger person. It takes inertia to break the quiet.

      “So what’s there to do around here?” I ask brightly. Maybe too brightly. There are no blinds on the windows. They’re black rectangles around us, like someone’s idea of somber art: the same dark portrait framed on every wall.

      Neither of them answers. I look to Mom, but she’s fixed on her food, dissecting a piece of cornbread and arranging the small, identical squares of it atop her chili. It doesn’t look like something she plans to eat. More like something she plans to display in an avant garde gallery.

      Dad’s head is turned, looking out one of the windows. There’s nothing to see there — just a single pole-mounted light above the storage shed.

      “That much, huh?” I say.

      Dad looks at me. “What?”

      “I asked what there was to do.”

      “To do?”

      “Yes. To do. What have you guys been up to since you got here?”

      “Nothing,” Mom says, like someone poked her.

      “Nothing?”

      “A good kind of nothing,” Dad clarifies.

      “There are different kinds of nothing?”

      “Head-clearing nothing. Up here, your only choice is to unplug from the world. It’s good, to not always be distracted like everyone is these days.”

      “Distracted by phones? Like I was doing in the bathroom?” I ask. “Because I can’t help myself, right? Because I’m addicted to it?”

      “Nobody said that,” Dad replies.

      I eat my chili. I force myself not to slurp at it, like I do with soup. They always hated that. Just like they hated when I chewed with my mouth open. Or refused to fold my laundry, which lived in a pile in my closet, clean but untidy.

      “How’s school?” Mom asks.

      “Good.”

      “Just good?”

      “Okay. Superior.”

      “You don’t have to be sarcastic.”

      “I’m not trying to be sarcastic.”

      “You’re making me pull information out of you,” she says. “Sorry — I thought you might be up for conversation.”

      “I’m up for conversation. You’re the ones who are acting weird.”

      “How is this weird?” Dad asks. “What have we done that’s weird?”

      Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it was the deer-chasing. Maybe it’s this stilted conversation we’re having right now, with both of them sitting so upright, it’s like they have rods in their spines. I feel like I’m living a parody of something. Possibly a British film, where everyone has problems with everyone else but they’re all too polite to air their grievances.

      Let it go, Miranda, I tell myself. There will be enough to deal with on this trip without you picking fights.

      “School is going well,” I say, feeling how hard it is, here and now, to say more than the minimum. “I got all A’s, except for a B in Calculus.”

      “Calculus is important.” Of course he’d say that. Dad’s an engineer. “Was it the tests that got you, or did you forget to turn in some homework?”

      “It’s a lecture course, Dad. There’s no homework. Just a midterm and an exam.”

      “Just two grades?”

      “Just two grades.”

      “Shame. I wonder if there’s an opportunity for some sort of extra credit,” Mom says.

      I inhale. Exhale. Let it go. Just keep talking.

      “Aubrey is having a harder time adjusting,” I say. “Most people do. I read in the college paper that almost everyone has a rough first semester as they figure the whole ‘college thing’ out.”

      Dad nods. “That, and gain weight.”

      “I never understood that,” Mom says, shaking her head. “The whole ‘finding yourself’ thing. Sometimes people say you have to ‘figure out who you are.’ What’s that mean? Finding yourself? You’re right here. And who are you? You’re the same person you’ve always been.”

      I set my napkin in my lap. “Actually, Mom, psychologists say one of the biggest struggles people have is balancing their internal compass against what the environment tells them. There’s one force inside us, but a whole other force outside.”

      “Peer pressure,” Dad says, nodding with a mouthful of chili.

      “Peers, parents, values they grew up believing … People ‘find themselves’ when they leave their families and go out on their own, because that’s when the outside force changes.”

      Mom looks up. “So, what, we’ve been keeping you down? Forcing you to do things our way?”

      Yes.

      “I’m not saying that. You change your surroundings and sometimes hidden aspects of the person you’ve always been end up being nurtured while other parts die off. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “Is that why you changed your hair?” Mom asks.

      Ah. There it is. I cut my hair short and dyed a swatch of it blue last month. I was shocked nobody’s mentioned it before now, but Mom was saving it up, like chambering a round in a gun.

      “And the extra earrings,” Dad mentions.

      “It’s deeper than that,” I
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