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My uncle believed cities were healthier at night, the way that a wound is cleaner under the bandage. And for that reason, we always went to the park after eleven. I’d strap on extra sweaters to keep off the chill, and haul out the rubber boots. I’d meet him under the sodium lamp beside the arcade, where teenagers with torn jackets huddled, fluorescently lit – like moths in reverse.

We circled the pond twice. My uncle picked up sticks and snapped them, as if the effort of breaking something kept his heart beating regular. As we walked, he told me about the day he met my aunt – how they’d both reached for the last copy of Watership Down in a half-empty thrift store. He told me about the time he’d seen someone stabbed in front of a bagel shop, about the weeks he lived in a storage unit, about the yellow dog that used to follow him everywhere until it didn’t. I learned to listen, and to keep walking.

On the last night before he left for the hospital, the frost had crept up the reeds and made the pond look like it had been sugar-dusted. We walked in silence, except for the mutual crunch of our boots on the gravel path. He led the way, shoulders hunched, scarf trailing behind him like a warning flag.

The ducks had migrated. Only one gull remained, pacing the glazed shallows with the peevish entitlement of someone who missed the evacuation order. We watched as it jabbed its beak into a knot of ice and then shrieked at its own reflection. I thought of asking my uncle about the hospital, but he'd always gotten mean at the suggestion of pity, so I kept my questions zipped up in my coat.

There was a play structure with a cracked yellow slide and a swing set; at night the playground looked like it belonged under a forensic tent. He nodded at the bench and we sat. He produced two small clementines from his coat, tossed one to me, and began peeling the other with deliberate slowness. Orange oil misted into the chill air and settled in the grooves of his knuckles. We sat, unpeeling, unspeaking, the moment suspended so delicately that even the park's resident dogs gave us a berth.

He rolled the clementine segments between his palms, like prayer beads. “You ever think about just . . . going somewhere?” he said finally, eyes fixed on the half-frozen pond. “Just up and leaving this godforsaken place?” 

I considered lying, but winter is a poor time for fiction. “Yeah. Every day.”

He grunted. Two squirrels staged a turf war over the roots of a stunted maple. “I tried that once,” he said, his eyes still fixed on the squirrels. “Did I ever tell you about Key West?”

“You said you almost drowned.”

He half-smiled. “Close enough. I spent everything I'd saved on a bus ticket and a room that not even the cockroaches wanted. I ate plantains and learned how to play chess from a man who claimed he was a cousin of Hemingway. Don’t know if he really was. Don’t matter, I suppose. At night I'd watch the tourists and pretend I was one of them. For about a week I was convinced I’d finally made it – until the bus station janitor found me asleep in a bathroom stall and told me to go home.” He thumbed away a loose string of pith. “Turns out paradise is a lot like everywhere else, but stickier.”

I didn't know what to say, so I ate my clementine in tiny, careful bites. The acrid sweetness lingered in my mouth, more real than the lemony cold.

After a while, he asked if I wanted to walk the long way back. We circled the playground, boots breaking crusts of frost. A car crawled past on the parkway, its windows lit with a thin blue glow. My uncle watched it until the taillights flickered out behind the trees.

“She used to hate the cold,” he said, almost to himself. “Even in July, she'd wear fingerless gloves. She said it was a circulation thing, but honestly I think she just wanted an excuse to hold my hand.” He stopped walking, scuffed the ground with his heel, stared at the place where he'd left a shallow divot. “We forget what we need people for,” he said. “Then we remember all at once.”

I wasn't sure if he wanted
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