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			For Suzanne Hoover.

			You told me I could.

		

		

	
		

		
			

			But there were too many points at which the other self could invade the self he

			wanted to preserve, and there were too many forms of invasion.

			—­Patricia Highsmith, Strangers on a Train

			I once decided to pretend to be angry.

			Then I was.

			—­Jane Hirshfield, Ledger

		

		
			
			

		

		

		

		
			Dear Reader,

			If you would like the opportunity to review a content warning before reading, please clivk here.
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			BIRDIE

			I didn’t know anything about Whidbey Island when I chose it, only that it was far. Only that it would take a great deal of work to get there, and more work to be found. When I say I closed my eyes and pointed to a map, I really mean that. I did. Red votive candle dripping over foil in the center of our dining room table, my girlfriend, Trace, sitting across from me, a full moon over north Brooklyn. Safety, we repeated, a Trace manifestation, and I hovered my hand as if feeling for heat—­but when we opened our eyes to Elko, Nevada, it wasn’t exactly far enough, so I moved my finger further west to Whidbey.

			One month later Trace flew me to Seattle. We bought the one-­way ferry ticket online, drove to the Mukilteo terminal. Then, there was my boat pulling in. Huge and white with a green lid over the top deck windows, a monstrous face to it, the gaping garage. Cars thumped from the ramp onto the ferry as I stepped on board, and it was dark in there, between all that machinery. I rolled my suitcase between cars and cinched my shoulders for better posture, wondering if any of the passengers were wondering about me. Who’s that girl with the practical green suitcase? the faces would ask. What about her?

			When I had thoughts this self-­dramatizing, which was often, I imagined being hurled down a flight of stairs right after thinking them. Sometimes, knocked out by a mail truck, envelopes bursting onto a wet street. On the boat I followed passengers, and one of them—­a gaunt freckled woman smeared white with sunscreen—­held a door for me at the side of the garage. Thanks, I said, and trailed her and the others up the damp stairwell, like I knew where we were all going. Rather than carrying my suitcase by the handle, I let it clack-­clack on each step, the sound echoing awfully. A few of the people looked back at me, just to see who, I guess. I had to commit to the choice now. I clacked all the way up.

			

			The second door brought us to a passenger seating area, and for a moment I was back in Penn Station. For a moment, I’d never left. A white sign read Upper Deck, and windows dotted the whole perimeter, casting a greenish pale light; tables, bolted between pleather booths, collected glossy half-­finished puzzles. The room wafted fried fish and cleaning products, and doors led out to a deck. Out there, the day drizzled sloppily over the parking lot and water. Late May, first breezes of summer, but still a cold that crept up shrewd. People walked past me out onto the deck, no umbrellas or anything; they just stood beneath the rain, jackets darkening. They smiled, white caps melting on the mountains behind them, phones clamped onto sticks.

			I found a seat inside at the rear of the boat, and with an uneasy quiet, the glass window vibrated, woke to movement. The shoreline of Washington, the trees, Trace waving from our rented Honda Civic, they all grew smaller.

			Children chased each other down the aisle between the ferry’s benches. I flinched at their sounds, their little squawks and shrieks, thump of a tripped sneaker. One child aimed a toy slingshot, and powdery glittering balls arced through the air, fell slowly. Laughter, their mouths all laughing, before a man tiptoed beside them, arms up in a playful shield.

			Then he sat across from me.

			I’m Rich, he said, extending his hand. He gripped mine in that firm too firm single thrust this is a professional handshake way. He was handsome, for a man, with black seal-­like eyes and a tight stern forehead, hair blown back as if in motion. He carried a plastic drugstore bag lumpy with clothes, which he twisted, then let spin around his wrist. He looked around my age, mid-­twenties, Middle Eastern—­from where I couldn’t tell—­and a bright rope of scar ran up his forearm and into his sleeve. I wondered if he was asked about that scar a lot, maybe the reveal was a benchmark in his romantic endeavors.

			

			Finally, I said, I’m Birdie.

			I’d introduced myself with pseudonyms off and on for most of my life, names I’d lifted from films, sometimes historical figures. When forced to sign Greenpeace clipboard petitions, I was Judy Barton. My coffee orders and library books belonged to Mary Ann Zielonko. Online, hotel bookings, mail: Wilma Dean Loomis or Jacy Farrow. It’s good, sometimes, to be another person, one therapist had said, long ago. The sound of my own, true name prickled, an ash in my mouth, and already I knew I was getting away with something. Birdie Chang, I told this man.

			Rich was holding a paperback copy of Animorphs, a series I’d loved as a kid. On the cover, the boy in a brown jacket transformed into an eagle in vivid, holographic layers.

			Haven’t seen one of those in years, I said, pointing.

			He bent the book back and forth in his hands, testing its flexibility. It made no sound. One-­dollar cart at Elliott Bay, Rich said. Collected these as a kid. Guess I wanted to take a trip back in time. And you know, the story really holds up. He slapped the book with the back of his hand. There’s some serious literary merit here, he said.

			I hated men. More precisely, I hated how a man like Rich could carry a book like Animorphs on a boat, unashamed, gleeful. He could slap it. Some serious literary merit—­he could say something like that, and it would be considered refreshing, sweet. What a confident man, my mother, Wendy, would say, not trying to prove a thing. Another woman might note his vulnerable masculinity, of course she would, he’d asked for it. But we were all trying, all the time, I reminded myself. That’s how we become the people we are, impressionistically, chiseling lumps of selfhood off the truer, moldering form. There was always the effort to prove, though only certain people got to do so with pleasure. I tried to reel empathy from any part of myself.

			

			I used to like that story, too, I said. Same generation, I guess.

			It ends sad, he said.

			It had to.

			Rich spun the bag of clothes again. The plastic left pale ridges across his wrist. He said, what are you, twenty? Twenty-­three?

			Twenty-­eight, I said.

			No shit?

			Asian genes.

			Same, he said, tilting ear to shoulder.

			I must have looked confused. I said nothing. There was nothing I could think of to say. Rich waited for me to go on, then smiled. He said: You Stanford sun-­hat Asians always gonna forget brown Asians.

			I rolled my suitcase directly in front of me, snapped the handle down. Then I wrapped my legs around the sides of it and squeezed, remembering the book that was inside.

			You don’t know anything about me, I said.

			I think you’re tired, this man said. Real tired.

			I am tired.

			What do you have going on on the rock?

			The rock?

			On Whidbey? he said.

			Trace and I had rehearsed several potential responses: I was visiting family (boring, no follow-­up questions). I was meeting with researchers to study moss and hydrology (for this I’d googled the absolute basics). Always I could default to I don’t speak English, the quickest way to be left alone, forgotten. But Rich was frank and direct and didn’t regard me with pity; no, he didn’t have that pitying scrunch between the eyebrows, the soft tone—­it wasn’t there. He knew my real name, and speaking to him felt like a challenge, one I shamefully, senselessly, wanted to pass. So I told him the truth: I’m hiding from someone. From a lot of people.

			

			Rich fanned the corner of the book with the tip of his thumb. Back and forth, tightly, like a deck of cards. He looked right at me, unmoved, elbows on his knees.

			Someone, Rich said. He hurt you, or he wants to?

			He already did, I said. He’s a pedophile.

			Rich didn’t budge. His big seal eyes blinked sleepily. Trace would toss me off the boat if she knew I’d shared this much. My mother would say, You have got to be joking, maybe even get uncharacteristically violent. I knew better than to spill; I knew anyone could be a friend of Calvin’s, maybe someone he’d met inside, someone with my photo and information printed and folded in their wallet. But there were so many lessons I’d never learned in my life, so many mistakes I’d continued to make, and some thrill giving up and into that person.

			So you’re hiding? he asked. Why now?

			Now people know about it, I said. So he’s back.

			I don’t know about it.

			Other people know, I said, trust me. I thought of the book. The photo on the cover. The New York Times Bestseller stickers glinting from her cheeks on the wall display at the airport. Trace had pulled my hand to keep walking. I was supposed to spend the summer on Whidbey to reset and recalibrate unplugged, to find that safety bubble, at last. These were other peoples’ words, but I knew how to use them.

			What does this guy say he wants? Rich said.

			He says all kinds of stuff. Says he wants to apologize.

			Does he, apologize?

			Depends.

			

			On what?

			On how you see it. How you think of apologies.

			So what’s your issue? he asked.

			A woman pushed inside from the deck, and the wind fluttered Rich’s hair before the door snapped closed. She was yelling into her phone to someone named Joey, and she said his name a lot: Joey, I said what I said. Listen, Joey, I’m not coming to Ballard, Joey, don’t be so stupid.

			The issue, I said, is he finds me. He doesn’t go away. He’s out now, and he writes me—­

			Words aren’t violence, Rich said. He shook his head.

			This is a violent person.

			Well, Rich said. You say he’s a pedophile. Why would he care about you now?

			I didn’t like somebody else talking about Calvin like he knew him, coolly calling him a pedophile. It was unnerving to hear it so casually with no bulk to it; his tone ground my deliberateness and my fear to dust, the life I’d lived leading to that word of who Calvin was, and the thorned acceptance of what that made me.

			You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, I said. I looked him in the eyes.

			Oh, there it is, Rich said. He smiled again. There, that’s where it lives.

			I looked down at my fingers as if something were stuck there, something to be addressed. My fingertips, frayed from picking. Blood dried in horseshoes around the nail beds. I tried to focus it, the swell, the heat rising inside, a crimp in the gullet. Not the crying kind—­but the other feeling. There it is. I looked back up at Rich.

			It’s ’cause you’re too nice, Rich said. Guys fuck with girls like you because you let them.

			I’d kill him, if I could, I said. I’d shoot him in the dick.

			That’s how you’d do it?

			

			The dick, then the head.

			Nah, you wouldn’t, he said. Let me guess, you sleep with a gun, right? What kind?

			I said nothing. Rich leaned closer. A focused crouch, hands ready, as if dribbling a ball.

			Tell me. Smith and Wesson, 38 Special? You sleep with a big boyfriend, too?

			I’m a dyke, actually.

			Hey, girl, I’m cool with that, he said. Then, a thought behind his face. Slightest twitch at the corner of his mouth before he said it: You’d let him do it again, before shooting him. You don’t have that in you. Guarantee.

			You have no idea, I said, and we sat there for a moment, the fluorescent ticking overhead. The boat slowed. I didn’t go to Stanford, I said.

			The woman screamed at Joey some more from a nearby bench. She plugged one ear as she listened to what he had to say. I thought Joey had been a boy, but now it sounded as if he had been a lousy lover and owed her money. She hung up and threw the phone into her big purse, said, Unbelievable, to the rest of us.

			Where’s the bad guy live? Rich said.

			Florida.

			Florida Man.

			Don’t shit on Florida, that’s a boring thing to do, I said.

			You still live there?

			No.

			Exactly. So where’s he in Florida?

			Do you know what a pervert park is? I said, trying to prove a lax knowledge of my own life. That’s what they call them in Florida. Where he lives. It’s called Gateway to Grace.

			I work East Coast a lot—­cargo ships, cruise lines, Rich said. I’m down there next week, staying through summer. I got friends in Opa-­locka.

			

			What do you do, exactly?

			Rich nodded his head like he was thinking. He said: Boats. Marina stuff.

			He slapped the book down next to him, then buried his face in both hands, breathing in hard. He flicked the tip of his nose with a thumb. Sniffed. Outside the glass doors of the ferry, a little girl on the deck threw pieces of bread, or crackers, at some gulls that curved down to them. Behind her, the clouds parted a Magic 8 Ball blue.

			Well, Rich said, looking up at me. He looked calm, almost sedated. You want me to kill him for you?

			I glared at him.  His stubble, his dry knuckles. I imagined him snapping off gloves, a dirtied spade, wiping prints from a revolver with a soft, meshy cloth. Then I imagined Calvin—­bound and blood battered—­screaming for his life in a ditch near the Everglades. A gator would finish him. It was all ridiculous.

			I can do it for you, Rich said. It’d be my honor. Even the score in this small way. For the sun-­hat nice girls.

			He leaned back and crossed one foot over a knee. I crossed mine too. The children in the aisle were gathered by their parents. Backpacks and strollers. Arms flung around necks.

			No one would ever connect us—­who could connect us? I’d have no reason to kill this guy. But I could. Easy, without a hitch, trust me I could.

			What are those people eating? I said. Rich looked outside, where I pointed. The birds multiplied and the little girl screamed. Orange life buoys clung to the deck gates, quivered brightly and weakly as the boat moved.

			Probably chowder bowls, he said.

			They love chowder here.

			It’d be fun actually, Rich said. Taking your guy away.

			I liked that he wouldn’t drop it. That he was asking something of me. A permission. He needed me to play along, to assuage some want. I knew what that looked like.

			I told you, I was going to kill him, I said.

			

			You don’t have it.

			I can be scary, I said. Ask anyone who knows me.

			I don’t know anyone who knows you. Then, after a pause, he said, You couldn’t scare anything.

			I scare.

			Scare me now, Rich said. Come on. Gimme your best. Scare me good.

			I looked out the window to the water, the deep blue mat studded with white. An identical ferry passing by. Mount Rainier glowing like a postcard. I once went on a date with a woman who said she’d never get serious with someone who rolled a suitcase. That it was a lazy, humiliating thing to do—­to not hold a suitcase by the handle, a proper handsome Samsonite from long ago, luggage with dignity. I didn’t know how to scare this man. I never would.

			Are you lying? he said.

			I’m not.

			You seem like a liar. I just need his name. Gateway to Grace. Give the name. After this we never met. You’ll never hear from me again.

			Give me your name, I said.

			Rich Amani, he said. Do you trust that I’m a good person?

			Absolutely not.

			I respect that, he said. That’s fair.

			Do you think I’m a good person? I asked. Out of the ferry’s loudspeaker, words clanged, indecipherable. The boat slowed even more. The island: closer.

			Good and nice aren’t the same, he shrugged. Does he deserve to die?

			He doesn’t deserve to live.

			That’s the same thing, Rich said.

			I don’t think it is, actually.

			Say it, Rich said. Just say it out loud. It’s good for you.

			Passengers opened the doors to exit. Cold air trailed through the room, and I pulled my jacket tighter to my chest. The ride was ending, a ramp ahead lowering to the boat, bridging to the rest of my life.

			

			I said, Every day, when I wake up, it’s the first thing I wish for. Him gone.

			Well, give the name, then. If you want me to.

			I stared at Rich and he stared back. A dare with our eyes, who’d break first. That Disney villain scar, his twisting bag of clothes—­I smiled, caught myself, straightened back up, serious now. Scary. Something mirrored between us, but he still didn’t think I could.

			Calvin Boyer, I said, and Rich stood as soon as I said it.

			Well, that was easy, he said. Birdie, good for you.

			He slipped the book in his back pocket and walked away toward the deck.

		

	
		

		
			MARY-­BETH

			WHEN MARY-­BETH BOYER agreed to spend her life with Tommy, she’d asked for two children. At least that, she’d said, in case one of them dies. Tommy suggested she talk to someone about this, someone who might ease her down from that kind of whack-­a-­doodle thinking, someone with a framed degree, but she didn’t, and they’d dropped it, and he’d married her anyways.

			Then, Tommy left them—­Mary-­Beth and Calvin. Wanted little to do with his wife and son, no holidays or questions, only checks in the mail for absolute necessities. That was a long time ago, and Mary-­Beth remembers all this when she hears her only son is dead, dead for real this time, not just disappeared again or MIA—­she remembers she’d once wanted another child. She’d asked for it, even. Two, in case one dies. At least that.

			Identify body, her own handwriting said. There was a phone number written down too. Blue ink. Legal pad, torn. The page on her coffee table ringed with condensation from her drink, the letters and numbers spreading like flame.

			Mary-­Beth would have to identify body. But right now, her ­living room flooded with afternoon light, she decided not to move. Instead, Mary-­Beth Boyer, fifty-­six years old, would stay put right here on her pink floral couch, bare feet firmly planted on the tile floor. Her feet were cool there despite the creeping fever of July, a blurred, ghosted outline of steam around them. New urine ringed around her on the cushion like an oil spill. Now she’d have to clean that up, too. 

			Mary-­Beth was out of Mistys and in need of a smoke. She looked at her face on the mirrored wall opposite her, behind the blank-­black television, and tried to keep it as still as possible, like a game. Her blonde hair clung to her forehead, and it shone greenish always, a chlorinated color, though Mary-­Beth never swam—­not anymore. Was anyone else’s face in her face? Was her son there? She looked hard but did not know.

			Her right ear was still hot. The police had called, or was it Calvin’s case manager? Or his parole officer? Or Betty from Gateway to Grace? Mary-­Beth had received many calls since that morning, all in the same rushed tone: I’m sorry to say / found him / need you to identify the body as Calvin’s. Maybe the officers had come to the front door of her Palm Paradise condominium, unit N253 with the Burbank Blue door, her plastic flower wreath leached colorless from the sun. Or maybe it was several officers who’d delivered the news, walking the ring of the complex looking for her, caps to their chests—­Are you the mother?

			Now she wasn’t even sure any of it had happened at all.

			The note she’d left herself, identify, still blurry. Maybe she’d copied it down wrong. Maybe she’d heard all the wrong things—­sometimes she did that. Now her landline rang and rang, and her cell vibrated across the glass coffee table until it plinked onto the floor. No calls with Calvin’s Cat Stevens ringtone. “Moonshadow”—­he’d set it himself, knew all the words.

			Mary-­Beth’s little brother had died when he was six. Mary-­Beth was thirteen. Alfie was his name. He was so quick and so beautiful, and he’d died on a swing set, jumping off. Mary-­Beth was there and she couldn’t believe how fast it could happen, life and then no life in an artless snap. And thank heavens her parents still had Mary-­Beth and her younger sister, Syl, once the boy was buried in all that sandy soil, two girls who could keep Alfie’s likeness alive by memory, by the act of pure witness—­he was here, he was like this—­and anyway they’d helped around the house in those years, too. This: why Mary-­Beth had the hunch, this feeling—­in case one dies—­sometimes she could still see little Alfie in Calvin when he’d made certain faces. Frustrated faces. It was in the eyebrows, the pulsing nostrils—­DNA was really real, she thought. Now it was as if she’d lost her brother twice.

			Mary-­Beth straightened her posture. She wore a Florida Marlins t-­shirt, no pants. She drank from her little glass, her special blue glass for special occasions, and refilled it a few times with the Skyy bottle, propped between couch cushions, next to her. It had been a long time since she’d had a drink. Mary-­Beth will be still for a while, she told herself, as long as it takes.

			A knock on the door now. Hard, insistent knocks. Her whole life it’d been those same hard knocks. She thought she heard her name—­Mary-­Beth? Come on. She refilled her glass again. The sun shone so brightly through the sliding doors her face looked faked out on the mirrored wall, only a streak of light with white eyelashes, not even fluttering. The phone jittered across the tile floor.

			She’d talked to Calvin three or four times a day on the phone, even when there wasn’t much to speak about. There was never much to speak about. He called to wake her, or to catch her before clacking her blinds closed, the deep morning sleep after working the graveyard at her gas station, North Pole Florida Gas & Save. He said, Sweet dreams, Mama. Mama—­he’d never get too old to use that. Then he’d go off to work in the sugarcane fields and the community pond doing brutal things with his hands, and then he’d call again before afternoon group sessions, and then sometimes even again before prayer service, then good night. Gateway to Grace didn’t supervise his calls the way other halfways had. Calvin’s computer was monitored, but not his phone. He was going to become independent at Gateway—­a chance at friends, a trustworthy man, maybe even a name tag again one day.

			Mary-­Beth didn’t hear from him that morning, before the other calls started in. None of them his ringtone. That’s all it took for her to know.

			Knocks again and it was Syl at the door. Mary-­Beth didn’t remember how long ago she’d arrived, how long she’d been knocking, and as she opened the door, it didn’t quite register that it was her little sister standing there dripping wet, her sister with that clammy look on her bloodshot face, mouth gaping wide like a painting of grief, a little fatter than the last time she’d seen her, but Mary-­Beth hugged her anyway and held her body as she wailed, and eventually it clicked: Oh, fucking Syl’s here.

			I thought you were dead in there, Syl said in the doorway. Mary-­Beth looked behind her sister into the communal lot. There were no officers, no unfamiliar cars. Syl cried into Mary-­Beth’s shoulder for several long minutes. She said, There are no words, over and over again—­there are no words! And Mary-­Beth did not understand this either. There are words, she thought. You’re using them now. These are the words you are absolutely saying. Then Syl moved inside with her old leather suitcase, tongue of neon pink duct tape flapping from the handle.

			Mary-­Beth passed the kitchen and walked back to her couch. She lifted her arms as if to say, Check this place out, her pale butt cheeks exposed with her arms like that, but Syl had been here, to her sister’s condo, many times. Mary-­Beth had moved often, but her homes always looked the same—­one small bedroom for Mary-­Beth and, budget permitting, another for Calvin’s eventual return home, still decorated with his childhood posters. Mary-­Beth’s living room setup: ceramic ashtrays on the armrests. Too many remote controls. Warm liters of Pepsi. Her phones. There was nothing really new to see.

			We’re going to get through this together, Syl said. She stood near the TV, in the middle of the living room. Nodded her head, which jerked unnaturally and chicken-­like, as if she might yack all over. What’s that suitcase about? Mary-­Beth asked. Why are you wetter than a tramp?

			Sweats, said Syl. They come on all the time now. She wiped at her forehead, then her lip.

			Hoo-­ha dried up? Told you.

			Syl waved her off. The suitcase is ’cause I’m staying, Syl said. I will not leave you alone with this. I told Howie and everything, he’s fine, knows I’d never leave you alone with this, he seemed relieved, almost, like he’ll go all bachelor on me, we’ll see. I’m not going anywhere, we’re going to get through this the way we always do—­you’re my sister.

			Mary-­Beth said nothing. She was used to ignoring Syl, and quite enjoyed doing so. Syl crossed the room, moved toward the sliding glass doors that faced out to the lake at the center of the development. She opened the door and spoke facing the water. No one’s heard from you, she said. We were worried you’d—­

			You auditioning for Lifetime?

			Who all’s been here yet? Syl said. You been over to Gateway?

			I’ve been right here, Mary-­Beth said. She dug her pointer fingers into the cushion, right here in my spot. Then she said: That show’s on tonight, the one with the New York sluts. I’m all out of Mistys.

			Syl’s outfit annoyed Mary-­Beth. Instead of her usual barn clothes—­smeared blue jeans and a baseball cap, t-­shirt reeking of tack oil—­she wore a black polo shirt tucked into a knee-­length denim skirt. Her damp dark hair bobbed at the shoulder. Always strange to see it down and not tied back, or flipped up into her cap, like a redneck Sally Fucking Field, MB had called her. Syl wore flat Mary Janes on her feet, her one pair of formal shoes she’d worn for every nice occasion since her prom in Destin, Florida. She looked so sensible standing there with her suitcase, Mary-­Beth thought. So eager with her ham-­pink skin, her doleful eyes.

			MB, do you understand? Syl said. I need you to understand what’s gone on. I wish I was here sooner, I know. I drove straight down when Tommy rang, didn’t even turn out the animals, barely stopped the whole drive—­

			Tommy? Mary-­Beth said.

			He said he called you.

			Mary-­Beth refilled her little glass. So Tommy was involved. So Tommy knew something. Mary-­Beth laughed a little, and Syl said, MB, what could you possibly think’s funny here?

			Then a tear came from Mary-­Beth’s eye so suddenly it stunned her. She licked her upper lip and it was wet, her eyes leaking now, the whole mess of her heart curving her cheeks and gathering there at her mouth. She blinked hard and fast, swatted away nothing in front of her face. She smiled.

			Have you called North Pole? Syl asked. Would you like me to call them for you?

			My day off, Mary-­Beth said. Whoopee do! Finally a day off.

			The landline rang again. Syl picked up the phone from the coffee table, moved it back to the wall mount, still ringing. Need to keep this charged, she said. How many times do I tell you that?

			Mary-­Beth sipped her drink. Then cupped her hands over her ears. Why the hell should Tommy know? He’d been in and out of their lives two decades, since Calvin was accused of the first girl. Cal was only sixteen then. Tommy knew nothing about Calvin as a real grown-­up, not the weather he liked most or the movies he found funny or the way he tended to sick bonsai trees and hypothermic iguanas. Calvin loved dogs. He could name stars in the sky. He was an excellent driver (despite the violations) and liked to dip his foods into sauces, nothing smothered. Tommy wouldn’t know any of that. He’d abandoned them both—­refused to offer character statements to the courts, to humanize Calvin. Cal had gotten it worse because of that, Mary-­Beth knew, because his own father didn’t even love him enough to help. And now, after all the big absence, all the not knowing, Tommy had called Syl. Tommy got to have a dead son, a loss others would pity, maybe he’d even receive little gifts, 3D greeting cards, cellophaned baskets of shining fruit, a girlfriend. Because Tommy wouldn’t have to share anything about Calvin’s hardships to those in his new life, no details or specifics. A dead son is a son is a son.

			Syl walked over to Mary-­Beth’s open kitchen and filled a glass with tap. Mary-­Beth watched her through the cutout, the tap water milky with carbonation. Tastes foul, Syl said. Way worse than mine. You still on that well?

			Someone said I have to identify the body, Mary-­Beth said, pulling a rubber band from the coffee table. She snapped her hair into a pony.

			Tommy’s come up from Miami, Syl said now, maybe he should do it. You want some coffee, Elvira? Think you could use some. Her eyebrows lifted up and up—­an expression of judgment meant only for herself, but Mary-­Beth noticed. She always noticed. Mary-­Beth wanted to crunch her up into her suitcase and zip it for good.

			That was my boy, Mary-­Beth said. I’m gonna do it.

			Syl opened her sister’s fridge and sighed dramatically—­there’s the breeze, she said. Oh, I’ll stay right here. She swung her arm over the fridge door.

			That was my Cal.

			I know, sissy, Syl said. Then, after a long while: You don’t need to keep onions in here, you know.

		

	
		

		
			BIRDIE

			THELMA GREETED ME outside the cabin when I arrived. Welcome to Whidbey, she said pertly. Any whales sniff your boat? With her cropped silver hair, purple cord jacket, socks printed with chickens, Thelma looked like a lesbian, there was no mistaking it, and this was a comfort. Her account on the rental website hadn’t displayed a photo, but the reviews of Thelma were all favorable, kind. Great communication! was the only part that left me uneasy.

			No whales, I said to Thelma. I’m Wilma Dean. I raised an all good hand to my cab driver at the bottom of the gravel drive, and he pulled out.

			The cabin looked plucked from a storybook—­an A-­frame with scalloped wooden siding and a farmhouse door. It was shaded over with lush forest that dripped fresh-­smelling rain onto my hair, and it was somehow more viscous here, syrupy. The experience was too isolating, some reviewers had written. I’d liked that.

			Thelma messed with some keys on her carabiner and slid a few off. Wilma Dean, I’m Thelma, she said. Thanks for choosing Thelma’s cabins! Already put your boxes inside—­they arrived yesterday. Always fun to have folks here from the city that never sleeps. You sure will sleep here, frog songs, everything abloom in May.

			Are those all your properties? I said to the keys.

			Sure are, Thelma said. She nodded sadly, then looked out to the empty woods. We’ve turned all our structures into these cabins, cater to all different needs. The rental thing isn’t really the local yokel way, but we’re getting drained by the newbies on the bluffs. That means we natives gotta make do, adapt with the times. I watched the chapped tip of Thelma’s nose as she spoke.

			

			What kinds of needs? I asked.

			Oh, some people with their kids, don’t want them climbing up ladders and such to go beddy-­bye, so we have cabins for that. Mostly it’s kid needs.

			Kids come here?

			Parents like the disconnected aspect for the kids. That’s a thing now—­screentime. And that lasts about three days and then it’s the parents who want out of here, off to a hotel. Ha! Thelma lifted the proper key, then released the iron door latch. She carried my suitcase inside. In the doorway, silent and inelegantly, we both removed our shoes.

			The inside of the cabin smelled charred, like incense, and Thelma told me all about the red cedar used in the frame, the western hemlocks and firs, miscellaneous wood things I couldn’t follow—­alder splits like a dream. Logging, she said, that’s our real business here. Just me and the hubs, Hal’s his name. Still uses a winch and a tractor, bless him. And we still float the timber.

			I said, That’s so interesting.

			The room had a high cathedral ceiling and windows that looked out into the trees, one with a cushioned window bench below it, quilted blankets with eagles and stars, a carved sign that read WOOD YOU BE SO KIND AS TO REMOVE YOUR SHOES? on the mantel. The bed was lofted in an open space at the top of a ladder, and Thelma told me all about the buckwheat pillows she’d arranged there, just for me. Wait’ll you hear the toads, she said. The ones that sound like demented water droplets (she imitated their sound, pointer finger in her cheek)—­they’re invasive little shits. You can squash those if you see ’em.

			I imagined it, pressing one beneath my boot. I scare.

			Rentals, animals, the farm—­that’s all just a plus, she went on. People sure like our eggs, and we get more than we need in summer, lay like crazy. I’d tell you to check out the salmon, take some pictures, but the pinks aren’t running yet. Are you used to wildlife, Wilma? Thelma opened and closed cabinets, one after another; she appeared to be counting things. I could tell she was lonely.

			

			It’s kind of freezing, I said. Is there heat?

			Thelma opened the iron woodstove and showed me how to load logs. Till end of June—­you’ll need it, she said. She lined up the first two logs parallel, a slight gap between, then said to fill the middle with whatever till she blows.

			Only rule here’s no candles, she said. That’s a hazard, you get it.

			I can do that, I said.

			Anyway, the way we do things is you can come on up to our main house about a half mile away if you’d like snacks, famous eggs, coffee refills, company, that’s on us—­but you can keep to yourself, too, if you’re like that. Probably you are if you’re here. On Fridays we make a grocery run—­you need any food, essentials, booze, leave cash in your mailbox with your list, and we’ll drop the goods at your door. No others renting just yet, she went on—­true summer, though. Gosh, wait’ll you see this place.

			I pulled my phone from my jacket pocket. No bars, as promised. A few texts from Trace. I didn’t open them.

			What’s your business, Wilma Dean?

			Film, I said.

			I knew you had something Hollywood about you, I felt it. Thelma shook her pointer at me as she walked to the door, then slipped her shoes back on.

			I’ll take you to the pumphouse now, she said, where you’ll pick up firewood. And that’s where you’ll find the landline guests can use—­I assume you gave your contacts my number for emergencies, otherwise feel free to use the pumphouse line. You’d have to go two, three miles west for cell service.

			

			Thelma pulled a yellow helmet from a nail on the wall, next to the door. On the back: two feathery, mean eyes, painted in cracked acrylic. Owls, she said, knocking on the helmet—­after dark, they’ll getcha by the hair.

			Trace couldn’t join me on Whidbey—­the aloneness was kind of the point. The Walden experience. The great quiet. The ­anonymity. I’d lost my role as a film projectionist earlier that year when my East Village theater went digital. Now, with automated DCP projection, anyone could do it—­push buttons, press Start, replace me. Trace’s advertising job paid well and offered domestic partner benefits, and because Trace was Trace, she’d flown me cross-­country just to drop me off. As my hands shook those plastic airplane cups full of vodka, she steadied them, repeated her Traceisms: You’re taking care of yourself; self-­care is radical; rest is reclamation.

			On Whidbey, I’d breathe new air. No more phone calls or tabloids or news bits. No Check out your next best read, suggested for you! On Whidbey, I’d simply be Wilma Dean.

			Trace and I spent one night together in Seattle before the ferry. At a restaurant strung with fishing nets, we pretended things were fine, the same, like it was another Thursday back in Greenpoint. We ordered Dungeness crab and a fried rice special and said hollow things like West Coast oysters really are better, avoiding the more pressing topics—­the phones silenced in our pockets from the relentless media calls, the bestselling memoir, Calvin’s letters, and the court dates. It was more comforting to observe the immediate, what couldn’t be challenged: This menu is pretty. The bathroom line is long. Haven’t heard this song in years. We clinked glasses and took pictures of each other on my old Pentax, pretended we were on vacation, a couple who’d patiently waited for this time away, this beautiful meal, a sweet occasion to look back on.

			We stayed with a cousin of Trace’s, a night nurse with a night off wearing a sorority t-­shirt with the collar snipped. Her name was Havi and she regarded me with a solemn, fixated sadness. The sadness was in the way she laid the fresh pink towels on our bed, folding and petting them like they might bite. I knew right away Trace had told her about me.

			

			If there’s anything I can do, Havi said from the doorway, to make you gals more comfortable, you just let me know. She was emaciated with bulging blue eyes, an elastic headband revealing a crown of extensions. She wore a sagging sheet mask and carried around a gray cat who clawed at her face in quick strikes—­This is Patricia, she’s shy, hates the masks—­and I nodded. I looked down at my feet. The whole thing had me wanting to leave an impression, a story she might recall to her friends later or write about in a diary, the time she served as a safe haven, a true refuge, for that traumatized gay girl.

			The guest bedroom had no nightstand, so I used a decade-­old tabloid magazine to balance a glass of water on her carpet. The glass left a dark, sunken ring across the stomach of someone beautiful.

			I returned from the pumphouse alone with a few splits of wood. Hung the helmet at my door. Thelma had left me a basket full of pretzels and a bottle of wine near the hot plate. A little purple card with scalloped edges read Welcome Wilma Dean!! in shaky, careful handwriting. The boxes all had Wilma Dean Loomis’s name on them, and as I slit each one open with the cabin key, I pretended I was going through someone else’s stuff. Folding someone else’s sweaters; stacking someone else’s DVDs. Wilma Dean lived in the woods, near chickens. Wilma Dean wasn’t afraid to be alone, maybe she was even a woman for long baths, Russian novels. Wilma Dean had a radial purity to her aura; she used words like radial and aura; she was firm and placid and unpetrified.

			

			Birdie Chang was none of those things. Or, I hadn’t been.

			In the cab from the ferry, I’d been greeted by a welcome sign painted with Orca whales and eagles, the kitschiness reminding me of childhood trips to Key West. I’d passed shivering rows of crops and fields of llamas and places to buy loganberry pies and jars of dahlias. Weedy yellow flowers dotted the road. Whidbey was more rural than I’d expected, the trees much taller, dwarfing everything into a toy. I wondered how I’d one day remember this place, if I’d dramatically, tearfully exit a room if this summer were brought up.

			I liked the company back home of cars exiting off the BQE, the traffic outside our window on Apollo Street; already I missed the wrinkled dog scratching above in 3A, and his owner’s phone as it vibrated from his floor into our ceiling; I missed our drunk Polish landlord smacking the radiator with his cane and practicing alto sax to Charlie Parker tapes. Most of all, I missed the cold clashing sounds of my projection booth in the theater. The dark, steady sixty-­two degrees in that slow pocket of life, AC howling over audio to protect the reels. Every frame of film magnified out the port glass, the subtitles too. For those hours and years, drowned in my wind tunnel, the movie was all I had to think about. That was all gone now.

			Here, in my cabin, there was so much nothing my ears felt plumbed straight to water. I opened Thelma’s gift bottle of wine, and the sun eventually slipped between the trees, went away.

			Two lamps in the cabin, a pleasant orange glow. I unpacked boxes of miso soup packets, instant noodles, just-­add-­water foods that would get me along without doing much. I arranged picture frames on the corner desk and mantel: one of Natalie Wood, one of my father. I stacked my film books and DVDs against the wall, the notebook where I might one day write my screenplay, then lined up boots and galoshes. I unwrapped my dad from a ball of newspaper—­I kept him in an old Chinese tea canister—­and he was leaking a little, the tin dusty. Sorry, I said, wiping him off on my jeans.

			My cell phone—­still no bars. Not even a flicker. Not even on the windowsill or when I waved it slow over my head like a torch. I turned it off. You can put your device to bed here, Thelma had told me, offering up a tiny wooden bed frame she’d carved for this purpose. The miniature bed had miniature crocheted blankets for the cell phone to rest. The pillow was a tiny knot of straw. You tuck it in, so it’s intentional.

			

			I threw my phone in the desk drawer.

			Then, kneeling beside my suitcase as if performing a ritual, I took out the book.

			I’d hidden Linzie King’s memoir in an additional zippered compartment meant for electronics. I knew Trace wouldn’t look there. The book was still in its brown paper bag with a pink receipt from the bookstore. I’d bought it a month ago at the end of April, the day it came out, and since then, it had lived under our mattress in Brooklyn.

			Now I held the book in my hands. There was no one left to hide it from. It was cold.

			The cover featured Linzie’s face, a black-­and-­white photograph airbrushed glowy and smooth, cartoonishly bulb-­lit eyes peeking over her bare shoulder. Her expression: a who me? humility. Above her head, in bold 3D letters, the title—­MY TURN: A Memoir of Survival—­printed on red reflective foil, and across the skin of her shoulders, in script: From victim to victor, one brave woman’s journey. Quotes on the back read Startling and informative, For the modern day feminist! and King is more than your girl next door. I didn’t find her pretty. I flipped the pages just as I’d done in the bookstore, looking for Calvin’s name.

			Trace and my mom had banned me from reading it. Of course I knew it was coming; Linzie had been reaching out to me for a year leading up to publication. I promise to respect your time and boundaries, the emails had read, but I would really love to ask you some things, even over email. I think this could be healing for the both of us. Sometimes, as a mental exercise, I pretended to remember Linzie from school when we were both students at Dole Grove; I made up whole scenes of us together in the locker room, the library, convinced myself of the way she wore her hair (braids), and the way she dressed (The Secret Garden, 1993, lace collars) and that she’d changed her name from Lindsay to Linzie to come off more interesting (this was not true, as proven by yearbooks). But really, I had no idea. I didn’t remember her at all. If she came to my parents’ restaurant, she likely looked like every other white girl in Florida. She was four years younger than me, had only begun high school when I graduated, and in court, they’d kept all of us apart.

			

			Two years before her memoir’s release, at twenty-­one years old, Linzie appeared on half a season of The Dating Show. There, she first revealed her big sad truth, sobbing at the camera over a plate of anemic-­looking fish. Her potential husband wiped a tear from his own eye, then swiped at hers. This is so fucking scripted, I said to Trace when Linzie sent herself home, unready for real intimacy. She smooshed her face against the car window as it drove her away, red lipstick smudged to her chin. In bed, as the sad music played, I clapped the laptop closed.

			King astonishes, another endorsement read on the back cover. Distantly related to Stephen, I bet she’d lie—­writing’s in my blood!

			I never responded to her emails.

			Linzie was allowed to use Calvin’s real name because of ­public court records, and this felt exploitative to me. Why couldn’t she write her story as fiction? Like a novel or something? Trace had asked, impressively and loyally irritated; this, when the book was first announced, when, as a result, Calvin’s name started appearing every­where (Convicted Son of School Bus Driver Identified. Years later, there’s trouble!). But that answer was simple. Before the book was even published, Linzie was on Late Night. She was interviewed by Teen Vogue and then real Vogue, her life hacks and daily eating rituals were debated on the internet. Of course she’d written a memoir. She needed everyone to know just how exceptional she was for having endured any bad. She needed the world to see that white, lovely women could suffer monumentally, excruciatingly so, and still hold on, keep it together, emerge survived.

			

			But it happened to me when I was nine. Linzie was touched eight years later, and she was thirteen. I’d never needed an audience or judge or jury to name my suffering to know its volume and realness; it happened to me, and I could never, would never, capitalize on it.

			Linzie was a teen. I was a child. To me, there was a difference.

			By the time I left for Whidbey, Trace and I hadn’t had sex in almost a year. This coincided with Calvin’s most recent prison release, as it often did. In the beginning, we liked fucking in other peoples’ homes, or out in public restrooms; she’d even given me head on the slow Epcot time machine ride—­a queer reclamation of space, we’d called it, rerouting the trauma of growing up in Florida. Then things shifted. Our couples counselor, an older Danish butch, told us we should take our time returning to intimacy. Sex will likely ebb and flow throughout your life, she said. None of this’s linear, what’s the rush? At this, I cried. I hadn’t cried in all those sessions. Not when I described what had happened to me. Not when I described what was still happening to me, how the once wasn’t actually once but something viciously ongoing, the movie villain thrown from a window or shot ten times, and yet—­the gasp. The eye, opening. Always, a resuscitation. Furiously alive.

			Whidbey was supposed to fix all that.

			I checked my watch. Almost ten p.m. My tailbone ached from sitting, my left leg asleep. One a.m. in New York; three hours into the future, Trace had landed. Trace would now stand up in her airplane aisle, twisting the little air knob off, hunched and impatient. She’d snap some gum after a long plane nap, wind through the corridors of JFK, then wait, dazed and a little hungover already, for a taxi to drive her back to Greenpoint. She’d direct the cabbie the whole way—­middle lane until the Kosciuszko—­then have him drop her off a block or two from our apartment; she’d never let anyone see where we lived. Upstairs, she’d turn on all the lights, check the rooms, the closets, behind the shower curtain, under the bed, under the sink. Then she’d check again. She’d shout, I’m here if you’re here, motherfucker, the whole Coming Home Routine she’d perfected, announcing herself, exhausted. This kind of trauma can be a family illness, another counselor had said, before strongly suggesting Trace seek independent therapy. I’d hated her for saying that.

			

			I fed the woodstove some used tissues and picked up the fire poker, testing its weight, its grip. I didn’t bring a gun or bear spray or Mace to Whidbey—­there was, of course, no way to pack any of it—­though Trace had shipped me a switchblade and spiked key chain with individual holes for my fingers. The fire poker was so sooty it left dark marks as I played with it, a pen stabbed into a palm. It would do.

			I brushed my teeth and slid on a second sweatshirt. Upstairs, in the dark, I sat on the bed, dropped the book on my nightstand, then moved under the stretchy covers. The buckwheat pillow crunched like a beanbag. I tucked the fire poker beneath the sheets with me, still warm from the stove. In the window, cut by the banister, a hook of midnight so flooded by moon it was as if I was right in the pith of the world. Maybe there would be a life for me after all this, a reason for Whidbey, a purpose, a tomorrow.

			Safety—­would I know it if I ever felt it? I thought of Rich. His face on the boat, the way he walked away from me. Good for you.

			I pulled the chain of my bedside lamp, folded over Linzie’s face, and found the dedication page. For every girl out there who needs this, it read. You are never alone.

		

	
		

		
			MARY-­BETH

			SYL DROVE. THE sisters took Mary-­Beth’s Mercury Sable so Mary-­Beth could drink from her glove box mini-­bottle stash. The Gateway to Grace Reentry Compound, where Mary-­Beth Boyer would identify body, was an hour away, near Belle Glade, tucked between blank fields of charred cane and rotted muck soil which was, after all, the objective. 

			On the way they stopped at Mary-­Beth’s place of employment, North Pole Florida Gas & Save (plus casino!), so she could pick up a pack of Mistys. Rather than using Mary-­Beth’s reserved parking spot, Syl pulled right up to the front.

			Mary-­Beth opened the door to the station, setting off the bell. She was not used to entering like this, in her regular clothes—­not an elf, but a customer.

			The shtick of it was Christmas year-­round, every inch of it. Tinsel fringe stapled to the walls wiggled by the AC. Carols played on their scheduled tracks, the women employees dressed as elves, the men as reindeer, and once a year, to celebrate back-­to-­school—­Snow Day—­when Joe the Snowman came with his truck and cannons, his grunting hose spewing snow over the parking lot. Mary-­Beth wished Calvin could see the snow, could see her single day as Mrs. Claus, but he never did—2,500 feet. Eight football fields away, as mandated by lobbyist Ron Douchebagel Book, from anywhere children could congregate. Not where, or would, but could. Like if kids felt like going to the corner of Douglas where Old Nick sells reptiles out of his cooler, if they wanted to see snow dissolve in their little palms—­BAM! That’s a children congregation.

			

			Petra and Stanley were working today, both on step stools hanging a God Bless the USA banner from hooks above the sleigh. Mary-­Beth was relieved to see Petra, her friend for years, her purplish dyed hair, lipstick matching. Petra had been struck by lightning not once but twice, and galactic scars webbed out across her neck and chest—­gotta protect her with Bullfrog, Petra always said, swiping SPF 50 over the scars before the sun came up at the end of their night shifts together. Petra understood Mary-­Beth, two boys of her own in Dade for armed burglary, and with every creep that walked in and out of North Pole, with every man saying the slot ate his goddamn money, for every temper and licked lip and sweat-­liquored face, Petra would stand ever so slightly in front of Mary-­Beth, one hand out as if Mary-­Beth were a child about to crack through a windshield, the other hand balling to fist quicker than a spider touched.

			When Mary-­Beth told Stanley and Petra (Something happened to Cal, is how she said it, as she straightened a Monster can on the reindeer sleigh), Stanley stepped behind the counter, grabbed her a whole carton of Mistys instead of the pack. He squeezed her once, hard, at the shoulder. Then Petra came in for a hug. Neither said anything about God’s plan, no glum corniness or platitudes, they just held her a moment, asked no questions—­they knew. North Polers were the truest friends Mary-­Beth had ever had, and she noted this as she and Syl pulled out of the station and back onto I-95, a new bag of mini bottles at her feet, Mary-­Beth lighting up.

			The day was interminable. It had gone on and on, and it felt like the sun might never set, and Mary-­Beth didn’t much want it to. A sundown would mean a full day of life on earth without her boy—­she was beginning to understand that now, the fact of it pluming through her blood as she stared out the window. July 4, 2013—this would always be the day. It had been a relentlessly stormy summer, but today was clear, perfect for the fireworks. Calvin’s favorite. Mary-­Beth pushed the window crank around and around, toward her, then away, toward her, then away, and the glass rose and fell. She pretended for a moment she was captaining a very important ship, and these small rotations of her wrist would determine what new world she might find at the end of this hot, courageous journey.

			

			Syl had been blabbering about all sorts of things in the car, everything having to do with arrangements. She got fixed on big euphemistic words like that, repeating them until they were acknowledged—­ergonomics, existential, when she was a little girl: conciliatory! Always Smart Syl, Syl the Smartest, now her arrangements. Before they’d left the house, Syl had stripped Mary-­Beth of her Florida Marlins shirt, underwear too, and dropped the damp clothing into the empty bathtub, a single sound to indicate that she had done it. Then she guided Mary-­Beth into the tub to sit with her feet next to the garments, and as the water ran Syl soaped her sister’s body with a stern, rough sympathy.

			The saw palms wilted on the side of the road, mottled brown where there had once been life, and Mary-­Beth said: Would you stop yapping already and let me goddamn think? Syl followed a green exit sign. They passed the horse show grounds of Wellington, they passed Lion Country Safari. They’d hit dirt roads for miles now, drive all the way west to Okeechobee, and on the radio, Mary-­Beth’s favorite DJ asked if anyone had seen the signs of our Lord today. Mary-­Beth asked Syl to pull over for a piss.

			Mary-­Beth couldn’t allow herself to think of Calvin, though he kept pushing on a place deep and sick in her chest. She pulled her pants down on the side of the road—­her fancy blues, embroidered on the right thigh with a rhinestoned eagle—­and left them scrunched at her knees. She did not like that Syl chose these eagle pants for
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