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            There is a crack, a crack in everything. 

            That’s how the light gets in.

            —Leonard Cohen, “Anthem”
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            Prologue

         
         Of all the pictures that still haunt her twenty-five years later, of that day they brought Toby to the hospital, Eleanor has
               no idea why this would be the one that has lodged in her brain.

         
         It concerns her husband, Cam. A moment in the waiting room, somewhere in the middle of that awful stretch of hours the two
               of them waited to find out whether their son would live or die or end up somewhere in between.

         
         It isn’t what you’d think a person would retain of that night—not the image of Toby lying blank-eyed and motionless on the
               stretcher. (Toby, motionless? In four and a half years—the sum total of his life so far—Toby’s body had never stopped moving. Neither had his brain.)

         
         The ambulance hadn’t even come to a full stop before they were throwing open the doors, lifting the stretcher out—four large
               men in EMT gear holding aloft the terrifyingly still form of a very small boy, barefoot, the tail he’d attached that morning,
               made from a sock stuffed with Kleenex, still safety-pinned to his shorts.  He’d told them he wanted to know what it felt like
               to be a stegosaurus.

         
         A path had cleared before them, of people in white jackets who must have understood that every second mattered here. None
               of them knew how long Toby had been there when Alison found him face down in the pond.

         
         Eleanor had watched it all unfold: the doctors racing past, following alongside the stretcher with their white jackets flapping behind them, calling out orders. The feet of the nurses—all those white shoes, racing to keep up, their rubber soles making a soft squeaking sound on the linoleum. And more doctors converging from all directions, more machines, more nurses—a man with an IV pole dodging to get out of the way, a candy striper pressed against the wall, somebody’s stethoscope hanging out of her pocket, slapping against her hip—and a woman’s voice howling, over and over, a single syllable. No.
         

         
         This was Eleanor’s voice, Eleanor who howled. Eleanor, running behind the doctors, calling out “Don’t let him die.”

         
         No doubt Ursula was running alongside, too—Ursula, the one who long ago appointed herself the person in their family who would
               keep her sights fixed on the sun, no matter what, never mind that she was only seven years old. Now she would have been telling
               her mother, “You’ll see. Toby’s going to be okay.”

         
         Somewhere a little way off, Alison—the realist—would have leaned against a door offering nothing in the way of encouragement
               or good cheer. Until this day, the connection between Alison and Toby had been the closest of any in the family. Ali and her
               brother took violin lessons together, and though not generally given to effusive displays, it was always Ali who had clapped
               louder than anyone when Toby performed one of his wild made-up songs, as he so often did for them. “You wait and see, Mom,”
               she used to tell Eleanor. “Toby’s going to be a rock star someday.”

         
         Observing the scene at the hospital as she did that night—and knowing what it meant when a person stopped breathing for as
               long as Toby probably had—Al had conveyed an attitude of total resignation concealing despair. Yeah, right. The boy she had adored was gone. She had no intention of accepting a substitute.

         
         Everything had happened so fast that there was only a blur of voices, faces, wailing. At first, all Eleanor had known was
               that with every passing second Toby’s brain cells might be dying, if they weren’t dead already. Hurry hurry hurry. Faster faster. Go. The metal cart had flown past, with the limp form of her son stretched out on it—still wearing the pink pajama top with a
               picture on the front of Pee Wee Herman that Ursula had handed down to him, that he never wanted to take off, and that crazy
               tail of his.

         
         Just for a second an image came to Eleanor—who knew why?—of a television game show from her youth, Supermarket Sweep, where contestants raced through the aisles of a store—tearing around the supermarket corners as if it were the Indy 500,
               throwing groceries in their carts in the hopes of ringing up the highest total at the checkout to win the big prize.

         
         Then dead stillness. Toby had been taken to a room somewhere on a bed, hooked up to so many tubes and wires that there would be no way of recognizing a child lay hidden in there.

         
         Eleanor could only imagine the doctors working on him—this boy who, hours before, had filled his pockets with rocks, same
               as he always did, and wandered down to their pond (singing one of his made-up songs, most likely, or telling himself one of
               his wild stories). This was her amazing boy who talked to Mr. T and celebrated the webs between the toes of his left foot. “I’m part boy and part frog,” he’d told them. “I’m looking for my brothers.”
         

         
         Sometimes he was a frog. Sometimes a dinosaur. Sometimes a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle, Michelangelo.

         
         Inside the room Eleanor was not allowed to enter, a screen would have been monitoring the activity of her son’s brain cells.
               Not quite a flat line, but close.

         
         No doubt all of these things happened that night, but now—close to a quarter century later—Eleanor can summon only the vaguest
               memory of these parts of the story, or of the endless twelve-minute drive to the hospital that came before it, following behind
               the ambulance, or the doctor coming out of the examining room, holding his clipboard, arranging his face before he spoke to
               them.

         
         We did everything we could.

         
         We’ll just have to wait and see. Assess the damage.

         
         When she thinks about that night—as she still does, after all these years—the memory Eleanor keeps returning to is of her
               husband, Cam, and their two older children, Ali and Ursula, in the waiting room after they took Toby away to work on him.
               Eleanor’s brain stays stuck on this one image of Cam, standing in front of a vending machine in a corner of the visitors’
               area, trying to buy a pack of peanut M&M’s for Ursula. The machine had taken his money but the M&M’s never dropped into the
               slot.

         
         Unlike Eleanor—who, in those days, had regularly visited a place she’d named Crazyland—Cam was never one to display large
               or troubling measures of anger. He’d hit the side of the machine a couple of times, the way a person might when on the floor,
               playing with a young child whose toy—something battery operated—has temporarily gotten hung up on a piece of carpet or a table
               leg. No big deal. Tap tap. Off you go.

         
         Cam had remained patient. Calm. Seemingly unfazed. The issue of the money lost to the candy machine was a problem he could solve, unlike the problem of what was going on with Toby.

         
         To look at Cam as he was in that moment, a person would have had no clue.

         
         He had approached the nurses’ station—still laid-back, with that easy, graceful ambling gait of his. He’d smiled at the nurse
               on duty—an unusually pretty young woman wearing a ponytail that seemed to shoot out from the top of her head like an erupting
               volcano and (God knows why Eleanor remembers this) an I HEART Boston Terriers button. This nurse had appeared to be charmed
               by Cam, as women always were—as everyone was—and even more so by the fact that here he was, this handsome red-headed dad who’d
               somehow ended up at the hospital on a beautiful summer day—evening now—which had to mean there was some kind of problem going
               on, but you’d never know this to look at him. The man who’d presented himself at the nurses’ station (flip-flops, shorts,
               just at that point in the day when an unshaven face appears its most sexy) looked like nothing more or less than a concerned
               father, just wanting to get a pack of peanut M&M’s for his daughters, and needing change.

         
         “I was wondering if you could help us,” he’d told the nurse. “My girls haven’t had a thing to eat since lunch. The machine
               just took my last two quarters.”

         
         A minute later there she was, the pretty nurse, with a couple of boxes of chocolate milk and three slices of cake, one with
               a candle in it. “What do you know?” she’d said. “It was my birthday today and the girls on the floor got me this. Perfect
               timing, huh?”

         
         This is the part Eleanor remembers perfectly. The look on her husband’s face as the nurse handed him the plate.

         
         From where she stood in the waiting room watching this scene play out (she stood, because to sit at this moment was impossible;
               she couldn’t stop pacing), Eleanor wanted to scream.

         
         Our son might be dying. Our son might be dead. Or brain dead. What are you doing thinking about M&M’s? How can you eat cake?

         
         She might have thought this, too—or maybe it was later when the next thought hit her. And it’s your fault.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part 1
The Death of Cam

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         
            1.

            
               Somewhere Over the Rainbow

               Her boy is almost thirty years old now. His father newly dead. It’s 2010 and Eleanor’s fifty-seven.

               
               Of their children, only Toby has chosen to accompany Eleanor to the crematorium. Slow, gentle Toby, who can’t drive, but when
                  not riding his bike, as he does every season of the year regardless of weather, occupies the passenger seat as Eleanor’s constant
                  companion. Because he loves old TV shows on Nickelodeon, he’s familiar with The Lone Ranger. Sometimes he calls himself Tonto. Now here they are, side by side, heading off to the cremation of his father, Eleanor’s
                  former husband, Cam.
               

               
               Ursula, who gave birth to her second child a few months earlier, left a message on Eleanor’s voice mail. “Orson’s got an ear
                  infection again and Lulu’s come down with another cold. Jake’s off at some basketball game. What else is new?”
               

               
               Hearing the words, Eleanor registers a familiar stab of pain. Her daughter’s communication with her in recent years—infrequent
                  as it has become—always carries a tone of quiet disapproval or irritation. Ursula appears to have adopted the view that everything
                  that has gone wrong in her life might in some way be attributed to Eleanor’s failures as a parent. About her father, their
                  middle child seems only to hold on to the lovable parts.
               

               
               “I’d rather remember my dad when he was alive than watch his body get put into an oven,” she’d said in her phone message.

               
               So Ursula will not be present for Cam’s cremation. Neither will Al. Unlike Ursula, Al appears to bear no resentment toward
                  Eleanor. He is not a person who chooses to revisit the past as Ursula does. To Eleanor and Cam’s firstborn child it’s simple:
                  Al had loved his father, loves his mother, and accepts that his parents did the best they could. No point dwelling on what
                  might have gone differently or better. Al is dealing with a different kind of struggle from anything Ursula or Toby have faced.
               

               
               Al is thirty-three years old, married to Teresa, running their start-up, making more money than they have time to spend. The
                  event that might have been excruciating and traumatic—his choice of making the transition from daughter to son—seems to have
                  set him free. The person he’d been once—the child Eleanor once called her older daughter—had lived in a state of nearly constant
                  uneasiness in her own skin for her first twenty years of life, the unending discomfort that comes when a person feels that
                  the body they inhabit is not their own.
               

               
               In their family they avoid Al’s deadname now. He’s simply Al, the older of Eleanor and Cam’s sons, and his life would appear
                  to be going well, with one large and painful exception.
               

               
               Earlier this year, Al and Teresa invested months—also thousands of dollars—in a potential adoption, only to learn as the final
                  papers were about to be drawn up that the birth mother had changed her mind about letting them raise her baby.
               

               
               “Everything was great until the agency raised the topic of my transition,” Al told Eleanor after the adoption fell through.
                  “She told the social worker she wanted her child to grow up in a ‘normal family.’ What are we supposed to say to that? Who’s
                  to say what normal is anyway? Particularly as it relates to a family.”
               

               
               “I’m so sorry,” Eleanor told him. “You and Teresa will be the best parents a child could have.” Will be, not would be. She needed to offer Al as much optimism as she could muster. No qualifiers.
               

               
               As is always the case for Eleanor, when witnessing her children’s sorrows, she wishes she could fix this. Or simply help.
                  Eleanor is trying to accept the lesson—a long time in coming—that some forms of grief children experience are for them, alone,
                  to address.
               

               
               Elijah—Cam’s son with his second wife, Coco—would have made the trip home for the cremation of his father if he could, but
                  his band, Dog Blue, is on tour in Ireland. In her old dream of how things would go in her family, the children would have
                  been together to mark the death of their father. But so little of her old dream has ended up matching the way things have
                  turned out.
               

               
               So it’s just the two of them, Eleanor and Toby, who make the drive to the crematorium. “Dad always liked bonfires,” Toby observes, looking out the window at a row of mini storage units, a boarded-up liquor store. “He just probably never thought what we’d be burning up was him.” 

               
               They pull into the parking lot behind a Jiffy Lube. Whatever she might have imagined a cremation was like, the scene at Heavenly
                  Rest bears no resemblance.
               

               
               At first Eleanor thinks she must have gotten the address wrong. The building looks like a car wash or an airplane hangar,
                  but then she spots the plastic sign with an image, partly chipped, of a lily resting on a hillside. They’ve come to the right
                  place.
               

               
               Once inside, the two of them are greeted by a man who introduces himself as Jerry. He’s wearing a Hawaiian shirt. “You probably
                  expected a suit,” he tells Eleanor. “But the way I see it, people who’ve recently experienced the loss of a loved one have
                  enough sadness on their hands. I try to remind my clients of the happy things in life. No long face!”
               

               
               Eleanor looks at Toby. It often seems to her that the way her son’s brain works now—the way his brain has worked for almost
                  twenty-five years—reveals a clarity that escapes other people, the ones with a higher IQ. Hearing Jerry’s remark, Toby just
                  shakes his head, his bafflement revealing not so much a failure of comprehension, in Eleanor’s view, as it does understanding.
                  He and Eleanor are in the presence of a fool.
               

               
               The walls are cinder block but someone—Jerry? No evidence of other employees—has laid a piece of carpet on the vast expanse
                  of bare concrete floor, probably from one of those remnant stores. Near the back of the building something along the lines
                  of an altar has been set up (though what it resembles most is a bar) with a pair of mismatched candlesticks and a vase of
                  carnations and an American flag.
               

               
               “Do you have it?” Jerry asks. Eleanor has no idea what he’s talking about, but Toby remembers. “The picture of Dad,” he reminds
                  her. “They told us we could bring one.”
               

               
               “That’s okay,” Eleanor says. “We know what he looked like.”

               
               What Cam looked like when he was young and healthy, she means. Not at the end. One good thing that seems to happen when a person dies after a long illness is that finally the image of how he appeared for most of his life can supplant the pale, gaunt specter he’d become. 

               
               “You expecting anyone else?” Jerry asks. Eleanor shakes her head.

               
               “My dad had a bunch of friends,” Toby tells him. Never mind that he and Eleanor will never see this man again. Toby wants
                  Jerry to know Cam was a well-liked person. More than that. Well-loved.
               

               
               “He played softball for the Yellow Jackets. First base.” Toby announces this as a person might if their father had played
                  for the Red Sox.
               

               
               “Also, he made wooden bowls. Out of burls.”

               
               “Burls?”

               
               “From a tree. Those big knobby things that stick out from the trunk sometimes. My dad turned them into bowls.”

               
               Toby has brought one to the crematorium. With a lid. They’ll use it to transport Cam’s ashes back to the farm.

               
               “Well, then,” Jerry says, clapping his palms together. “If we aren’t waiting for any other guests, let’s get this show on
                  the road.” The gesture he makes reminds Eleanor of a TV weatherman, launching into his report on conditions for a holiday
                  weekend.
               

               
               He disappears behind a small door at the back of the space. When he returns, he’s pushing a cart with a box on top shaped
                  like a coffin but made of cardboard. Inside: the body of the man Eleanor loved before she loved any other man.
               

               
               “You wanted the economy model, right?” Jerry says. “Most of our clients opt for plywood at least.”

               
               “Cam was never one to care about those kinds of things,” Eleanor tells him. If it wasn’t hardwood, it didn’t matter. And anyway,
                  the whole thing was about to go up in smoke.
               

               
               “We had to use an extender,” Jerry says, with a faint tone of apology. “Your guy was on the tall side.”

               
               “Six foot three,” Toby tells him proudly.

               
               Jerry pushes the cart across the floor. The wheels squeak. Eleanor remembers that night in the hospital—Toby on the stretcher, surrounded by doctors trying to save his life, flying down the corridor on a wheeled cart not discernibly different from the one now transporting his father’s body. 

               
               Nobody is in a rush this time.

               
               Up until now Eleanor hasn’t noticed, but at one end of the vast, cavernous space presided over by this odd person in his pineapple-bedecked
                  shirt stands a piece of equipment resembling a propane tank or an oil drum. Only it has a door on the front. Jerry opens this.
                  Inside, flames.
               

               
               “That’s where you’re putting my dad?” Toby says.

               
               “Ashes to ashes,” Jerry says. “It’s hella environmental.”

               
               “It looks like our woodstove back home,” Toby offers. “Only bigger.”

               
               “Anybody care to say a few final words?” Jerry again.

               
               “That’s okay,” Eleanor says. “How about you, Toby?”

               
               Surprisingly often at moments like this—not that there had ever been a moment just like this one—it will be Toby, of all the
                  members in their family, who finds the right thing to say. Something simple no doubt, but weirdly fitting. Now, when Eleanor
                  looks over to her son, she sees that he is weeping. In the four days since Cam took his last breath this is the first time
                  she’s seen Toby cry. Eleanor has not wept, either, and still doesn’t. If she didn’t know this before, she does now: There
                  is no single way for a person to express grief.
               

               
               Toby shakes his head. Sometimes there’s so much to say that the only thing for it is to remain quiet.

               
               “We’re ready,” Eleanor tells Jerry. He pushes a button on the side of the altar. From a pair of not particularly good speakers
                  comes a familiar song, a familiar voice. It’s Israel Kamakawiwo‘ole, the Hawaiian singer whose album she often plays while
                  at work at her drawing table,   Somewhere Over the Rainbow: The Best of Israel Kamakawiwo‘ole.

               
               The first time Eleanor heard this particular rendition—with its spare, simple ukulele accompaniment—she had been driving back
                  to Brookline from one of her bowling nights in Akersville with Toby. She’d had to pull over alongside the highway to listen.
               

               
               “I guess now I’ll always associate this song with Cam’s body going up in flames,” she says to no one in particular.

               
               It’s happening. Tongues of flame encircle the cardboard box.

               
               The whole thing is over in minutes. Jerry disappears briefly again. They can hear the sound of scraping and clattering, as
                  if someone were cleaning a chimney flue or the grate in a fireplace.
               

               
               When Jerry returns he’s holding what looks like a shoebox. He places it in Eleanor’s hands.

               
               “Peace be with you,” he says. “Enjoy.”

               
            
         
         
            2.

            
               He might as well have suggested they go skydiving

               It takes a little over an hour, driving back to the farm. In the seat next to Eleanor, her younger son is studying a piece
                  of granite he found in the parking lot outside the crematorium. Toby can occupy himself with a rock for an hour. A person
                  could see this as evidence of his limited brain capacity, but to Eleanor, it’s more about how Toby sees things others miss.
                  He’s not in a rush like so much of the rest of the world. Like herself, for instance.
               

               
               Ten minutes from leaving the crematorium—the ashes of her former husband still warm in the burl bowl where her son placed
                  them—her mind veers off in a hundred directions.
               

               
               Just over a year has passed since that day Eleanor returned to their old farm for the wedding of her older son, Al, the day
                  Cam told her he had a tumor in his pancreas. Years had passed since the two of them had seen each other. Eleanor was living
                  in Brookline then, as she had since the divorce. After his marriage to Coco fell apart, Cam had taken out a loan so he could
                  buy out Coco’s share of the farm. He had remained there with Toby. When he’d told Eleanor about the diagnosis, she’d made
                  an offer that must have taken him by surprise, as it did their children. Given the years of bitterness between the two of
                  them that preceded this moment, nobody could have been more surprised by the offer than Eleanor herself.
               

               
               “You’re going to need help,” she’d told Cam. Three days later she’d moved back to the farm.

               
               People she knew in Boston were baffled. Her friend Jason—the closest Eleanor has to a brother—was incredulous. How could she
                  return after all these years to the place it had broken her heart to leave, to care for the same man who’d abandoned her?
                  Just when she’d finally freed herself of the family responsibilities that had consumed her for so long and she’d finally reclaimed
                  her life.
               

               
               “I’m doing this for my son,” Eleanor told her friend. Though Toby functioned far better than anyone had predicted after the
                  accident—when the neurologist told them he might never speak again—he was not a person to live on his own, and even less so,
                  to manage the care of a dying man. Goats, he could handle, and cheesemaking—thanks to the assistance of their neighbor, Ralph.
                  Hospitals, scans, prescriptions, infusions—those made no sense to Toby. He could deliver twin kids in breech position in the
                  middle of the night in a barn where the temperature hovered below freezing. He could sit all day by the bed of his dying father
                  or hold a crying baby for as long as it took to get her to sleep, or—unable to drive—ride his bicycle in a rainstorm up a
                  mile-long hill for his weekly bowling night. He couldn’t fill out insurance forms. He couldn’t go online to make an appointment
                  with the oncologist. He couldn’t pay the bills.
               

               
               But supporting Toby was only part of the reason Eleanor had returned to the farm. Cam’s illness revealed to her something
                  she could not have recognized twenty-five years earlier: If you loved someone deeply once, if you had children with that person,
                  if there had been a time when the two of you called yourselves a family, the connection could never fully disappear. Cam had
                  been many things to Eleanor in the past: lover of her youth, father of her children, witness—with her—to the worst event of
                  their lives.
               

               
               He’d also betrayed her.

               
               Who Cam was to Eleanor, at the end of the day, was a man with whom she’d shared the biggest part of her history, including
                  three children. She had loved him once. In a certain way, she always would.
               

               
               They were standing in the tent at Al’s wedding as the festivities were winding down—the DJ’s musical selections having shifted from the songs of their youth to bands and artists unknown to either one of them. “Want to take a walk?” Cam had asked her. He might as well have suggested they go skydiving, the invitation was that unexpected. That unlikely. 

               
               They had made their way down the dirt road they both knew so well. They stood together at this waterfall when they were young—the
                  place they swam naked together, once, the place where they’d conceived their first child, and where Eleanor had seen Cam kissing
                  another woman—the one for whom he’d left her.
               

               
               “It looks like I’m going to die,” Cam told her.

               
               Eleanor felt her heart turn over. It was as if the bridge they were standing on, that had stood for a few hundred years, had
                  given way.
               

               
               “I’ll take care of you,” she had said to him. Simple as that.

               
               “That sounds good,” he said. “Thank you.”

               
            
         
         
            3.

            
               Trying to save our marriage and perhaps catch a few fish

               In the movie version of the year just past—the brutal stretch of months leading up to Cam’s death—the two of them would have
                  become lovers again. He would have died in Eleanor’s arms.
               

               
               The two of them were long past that. Even if Cam had been capable of lovemaking, Eleanor could no longer imagine their bodies
                  wrapped around each other, though in those last days she helped him to the toilet, and once peeled off her own clothes to
                  hold him up in the shower. She could do this thing—stand naked, pressed against the naked husk of her former husband—because
                  it was so clear to them both that all sexual feeling between them had drained away, leaving nothing but dry, cracked earth.
               

               
               They took walks together as long as Cam was able. They played Parcheesi with Toby. They went to the movies one time (a stupid comedy featuring Adam Sandler) and laughed in a way that probably had nothing to do with what was happening in the movie, mostly no doubt because they just needed to laugh. Cam had his eyes on the screen. Eleanor kept her eyes on Cam. Remember this, she told herself.
               

               
               If you could separate what was going on in their lives from what was going on in the country, it was an exciting time. Barack
                  Obama had been elected. The future—for their country if not for Cam—seemed hopeful. They talked a little about their children—Eleanor’s
                  worries about Ursula’s marriage, her concern over the difficulty Al and Teresa were having in their attempt to adopt a baby.
                  They did not discuss Toby, or the question of what would happen after Cam died. Who would look out for him as his father had?
                  Eleanor thinks now that the two of them didn’t talk about that because they had no answer.
               

               
               They did not speak of Cam’s prognosis. But Cam lived, those last months, as a man does when preparing to leave the world.
                  One by one, he gave away the vast collection of wooden bowls he’d made in his woodshop over the last thirty years. Burl wood,
                  sanded smooth as a baby’s cheek. Eleanor could remember the exact patch of woods where they’d come upon many of these. “My
                  brother and I haven’t had much of a connection since we were kids,” he told Eleanor, studying a particular bowl she remembers
                  him making, from a piece of wood they’d found together on a camping trip up north one time. He chose two of his best bowls
                  for the grandchildren. “They never got to know me,” he said. “These may give them an idea of who I was.”
               

               
               For Eleanor, he chose one of the smallest bowls, the most delicate. She could remember that he’d been working on it the day
                  she went into labor with Toby. When she moved out of their old farmhouse, she’d left the bowl behind. “This time, hold on
                  to it, okay?” Cam said. “To remember me by.”
               

               
               Not much chance she’d forget.

               
               Cam showed Eleanor how to work the clutch on his truck and walked her through his shop, suggesting the prices she should ask
                  on Craigslist—after; they knew what after meant—when she put some of his tools up for sale. Eleanor read out loud to him from the new book she’d been working on (the latest in her series featuring the adventures of a ten-year-old girl orphan who explores the world), and when the drugs Cam took made Parcheesi too hard for him to follow, he and Toby played Go Fish and War. From where she sat in the kitchen, drawing, she could hear their voices as her younger son and his father slapped down their cards. It was almost like old times, only it was nothing like old times, really. 

               
               They often sat together by the woodstove. Even in warm months, Cam felt cold all the time by this point. That night he was
                  shivering. He reached out to take Eleanor’s hand and stroked it with his long, rough fingers. A hand she knew well.
               

               
               His fingers paused over a scar—barely visible, from a night early in their marriage when she’d been angry that her Christmas
                  present from him had been a knife. Where was the romance in the gift of a knife?
               

               
               She’d picked up an onion then and sliced into it. Too fast, too hard, unaccustomed to a knife as sharp as the one he’d just
                  given her. The blade had broken the skin. Blood pooled on the cutting board.
               

               
               “I guess you wanted perfume or jewelry,” he told her.

               
               “What did I know?” she said.

               
               By February—seven months since Eleanor had moved back to the farm—Cam’s pain had gotten so bad that she sat with him for hours
                  in the night, reading out loud from the Kurt Vonnegut novels he had loved, sitting next to his bed in the same old rocker
                  where she’d once nursed their babies and recited the words from Goodnight Moon (no need to consult the pages; Eleanor knew every line) or sang “The Riddle Song” over and over, until whatever child it
                  was who had been fighting sleep finally yielded to it.
               

               
               How can there be a chicken without a bone, a cherry that has no stone, a ring with no end, a baby with no crying?

               
               Then came the answers. A cherry when it’s blooming, it has no stone. A ring when it’s rolling, it has no end. A baby when she’s sleeping has no crying.

               
               “What was that song you used to sing to the kids?” Cam asked her one night. Springtime now. “Can you sing it to me?”

               
               Sometimes Eleanor fell asleep in the chair—so exhausted she’d drift off in the middle of a sentence. Waking in the middle of the night, she’d put her ear to Cam’s chest to hear if he was still alive. 

               
               She could still remember the sound of his breath coming fast and hard, times they’d made love. Now each inhalation sounded
                  like a question. Will this be the last?

               
               In May they signed up for hospice, which meant that every day a woman came to the house to deliver three small vials of morphine.
                  That day’s supply. This Eleanor administered as a person might feed a baby bird that had fallen out of the nest. One drop
                  at a time.
               

               
               For all the years of their marriage, Cam’s flaming-red hair had made it easy for Eleanor to spot him in any crowd. As the
                  drugs ate away at him—the drugs and the cancer, both—all that remained of that glorious halo of his were a few tufts, soft
                  as milkweed, and as white. In those last few weeks, his body had wasted away as if something were consuming it from the inside
                  out. Cancer could do that to a person, she now understood.
               

               
               By midsummer—nearly a full year since the day she’d learned about Cam’s diagnosis and moved back to the farm—he no longer
                  ate and took in little water. He seemed barely conscious of the things going on around him—visits from his old softball teammates,
                  his brother from Texas. Ursula had been coming down from Vermont to see her father throughout the year. Now came Elijah. He
                  missed his band’s Montreal show to say goodbye. No sign of his mother, Coco.
               

               
               One time when the pain was particularly bad—mostly to make it through to the next dose of fentanyl—they’d found a video online
                  of Sinead O’Connor singing a duet with Kris Kristofferson of a song that took on a whole new meaning now. “Help Me Make It
                  Through the Night.”
               

               
               Yesterday was dead and gone, and tomorrow’s out of sight. That was the two of them, all right. Just as Kris Kristofferson was singing, Eleanor reached for Cam’s hand. She stroked
                  his skin, thin as parchment now. Thinner than that.
               

               
               Al flew in from Seattle—coming straight from a meeting with his board of directors and taking an early flight from Boston the next day. “You’ve been a good father,” Al told Cam, the morning he left. 

               
               “You’re a good son,” Cam told him. His words, delivered to a man whom he had once called his daughter, carried the message
                  Al needed most to hear.
               

               
               Times when people came by to see Cam, Eleanor stepped out of the room to give them privacy. But more often than she might
                  have imagined, she’d kept vigil by the bed. Sometimes she put on a CD of an artist or a song Cam had loved—recognizing, as
                  she did so, that all she knew of his musical taste was what he’d listened to a quarter century before. Mostly the two of them
                  had gravitated to alternative artists, but Cam had loved Fleetwood Mac, because he’d had such a crush on Stevie Nicks. Eleanor
                  wondered if he even remembered. A whole chapter of their lives had passed that remained unknown to the other. She had no idea
                  what kind of music he’d listened to with Coco, or if he still cared about the old songs—Townes Van Zandt, Iris DeMent, Greg
                  Brown, and his all-time favorite, John Prine. Whenever he’d performed within driving distance—even times when money was tight—Cam
                  and Eleanor had driven to hear him.
               

               
               Their favorite had been a song called “Lake Marie”—one of the weirder ones, about a couple who head off to a remote lake together
                  as their relationship is falling apart. There were a couple of lines Eleanor loved in that song: Many years later, we found ourselves in Canada. Trying to save our marriage and perhaps catch a few fish. Whatever came first. It had become a saying between them—a code. Eleanor could remember how, times he was on the road at some craft fair, when
                  he’d call home, and she’d ask how things had gone, that’s what he’d say to her.
               

               
               Trying to save our marriage and catch a few fish. For a while there, Eleanor used to think that summed up their relationship.
               

               
               She was sitting in her spot next to his bed, sometime during those final weeks with Cam, when even the fentanyl wasn’t enough
                  for the pain, but they hadn’t put him on morphine yet—the middle of the night probably, when neither one of them could sleep.
                  
               

               
                Maybe it was the altered state a person enters into, caring for a dying person, that led her to say what she did to him that night. She didn’t expect he’d take in her words. 

               
               “So I guess we didn’t manage to do either one,” she told him. He’d seemed barely conscious at the time. Maybe she was just
                  talking to herself at that point.
               

               
               For the first time in a couple of days, he’d opened his eyes and looked into hers.

               
               “What do you mean?” He spoke to her as if from someplace far away. The bottom of a well. A whole other galaxy.

               
               “Save our marriage. Or catch any fish.”

               
               “Oh that,” he said. Even with all those drugs in him, Cam knew what she was talking about. A chapter from a book he’d read a long time
                  ago. A piece of clothing he’d loved once, devoured by moths.
               

               
               “Do you think we could have done it?” she asked him. Could they have saved their marriage, was what she meant. She was wondering
                  if they might have worked things out, gotten through the trouble with Coco and all the rest of it. Stayed together. For that
                  one moment, she imagined an alternative universe in which she might still be married to the dying man in the bed. What if
                  none of it had happened—no Coco, no Brookline condo, no angry Ursula, no Timmy Pouliot. No Elijah. She said their old lines
                  from “Lake Marie” to him one more time. About the marriage. The fish.
               

               
               “There was that brook trout I reeled in down at the falls that time with Toby,” he told her.

               
               “Catch and release doesn’t count.”

               
               “I guess I was never very good at fishing,” he told her. “Or marriage.”

               
            
         
         
            4.

            
               Nothing left but you and me and the wind

               End of summer. Cam was drifting in and out of the world now. Mostly out of it. He asked Eleanor to put on a record for him of Warren Zevon, called The Wind, made in the final months of the singer’s life, when he was dying of lung cancer. On some of the cuts, you could actually
                  hear Warren Zevon having a hard time finding the breath to complete a line of a song. There was a duet with Emmylou Harris
                  on the album called “Please Stay,” where Warren Zevon seemed to be talking straight into the ear of whoever the woman was
                  that he loved. Will you stay with me to the end? it went. When there’s nothing left but you and me and the wind.

               
               Just when she thought no other song on the album could cut deeper than that one, along came another called “Keep Me in Your
                  Heart.”
               

               
               “Sometimes when you’re doing simple things around the house, maybe you’ll think of me and smile,” sang the dying Warren Zevon.
               

               
               “I’ll think of you every time I see a burl. Or when I’m sitting in some movie theater and a person sits in front of me who
                  blocks my view.”
               

               
               Tall as he was, by the end Cam weighed probably a hundred pounds, not that there was any point for him to get on the scale.
                  His skin, nearly translucent, seemed already to reveal every bone, a perfect anatomy lesson. As a person who had spent a portion
                  of her days at a drawing table for most of her life—the human figure, her specialty—Eleanor found a certain comfort in taking
                  out her sketchbook and drawing him. Once it had been difficult getting Cam to sit still for her. Hours went by in which he
                  barely moved.
               

               
               Summer was ending, though they barely noticed the seasons. One night as she sat there drawing, Cam—on morphine now, three
                  days since the last time he’d spoken—had opened his eyes. He raised himself a little off the bed. He looked at Eleanor with
                  a gaze she remembered from times, giving birth, when she was the one lying down, and he was holding her shoulders or stroking
                  her legs, coaching her through those last hard moments before their baby burst into the world.
               

               
               There was an urgency in the way he looked at her. As if he’d run out of words, and this was his last, his only way of letting
                  her know something of vital importance.
               

               
               “I didn’t deserve this,” he said. Eleanor understood Cam wasn’t talking about the cancer or registering a complaint about the unfairness of life. He was expressing humble gratitude of a kind she had not known from him before, for the fact that she was here with him, taking care. 

               
               “You’re a good woman, Ellie,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I let you down.”

               
               Here was what she knew now, that she hadn’t admitted to herself all those years back. The failure of their marriage had been
                  a two-way street. Each of them had let the other down—Cam with his inability to pay attention; for Eleanor, her inability
                  to forgive. The surprising thing was that here they were—the two of them together again. All the old passion had burned away,
                  but also the anger.
               

               
               Later that night, Eleanor woke for no discernible reason. Something compelled her to climb the stairs to Cam’s hospital bed
                  and to lean in close, listen for his heartbeat.
               

               
               Nothing.

               
               There was no point waking Toby or calling the children. That could wait for morning.

               
               She did, then, something she had not thought to do for the entire time she had been taking care of him. The man on the bed
                  had been many things to her—but he was the father of her children, the husband of her youth. Slowly, she lowered herself onto
                  the bed beside him and lay there, one hand on his chest. She couldn’t say if she stayed there five minutes or two hours. Out
                  the window, the light from a full moon she hadn’t noted until now illuminated a strip of the back field like a gash.
               

               
               It was over. What now?

               
            
         
         
            5.

            
               The feel of bare feet on carpet

               Eleanor had loved the farm more than anywhere else she ever lived or ever will. She and Cam were married in the field in back
                  of the old house. Their babies were born on their bed.
               

               
               She’d planted a garden every May and swam in the pond they’d built here, canned tomatoes in September, tromped through the snow in the woods out back in search of that year’s Christmas tree, supported whichever child was learning to skate that winter—Cam holding one hand, Eleanor the other. 

               
               Every March when the children were very small and the snow first melted, they constructed little boats with the cork people
                  they’d made placed inside and brought them down to the waterfall. They’d stand at the water’s edge for a moment, first, just
                  taking it all in—the boats, the passengers, the brook, the world beyond. After Eleanor had helped the children launch their
                  little boats, they all ran alongside following their vessels, cheering them on, suffering the loss of one boat or another,
                  and their cork people passengers, much as Eleanor followed the three people she loved best in the world as they made their
                  way out into the world.
               

               
               After Cam told her he didn’t want to be married to her anymore, it had been Eleanor who packed up and left their house. Inexplicably—to
                  her lawyer, who urged her to reconsider, and to her friend Jason—she signed over the farm to Cam.
               

               
               Jason was a therapist, and the one friend with whom she’d maintained connection from her days growing up in Newton. “If I
                  wasn’t gay, I’d have married you in a hot minute,” he used to say. At Eleanor’s wedding, it had been Jason who walked her
                  down the aisle—which hadn’t been an aisle, in fact. It was the field in back of their farmhouse. Hearing the news of Eleanor’s
                  decision to give Cam the farm, which had been hers in the first place, he had practically thrown the telephone against the
                  wall.
               

               
               “It makes me nuts, seeing you let the guy who never came up with the money for a single mortgage payment and cheated on you
                  with your babysitter end up with the place you bought and paid for all those years.”
               

               
               “Cam doesn’t have enough money to buy me out of my share,” Eleanor said. “I just want our children to have that place someday.
                  It’s their home. And anyway, I don’t have the strength for a fight.”
               

               
               “You’re the strongest person I know,” Jason said.

               
               Maybe one form of strength, she told him, was walking away.

               
               “This place means way too much for me to stay there now,” she said. “That farm was all about our family.”

               
               “You still have a family,” Jason told her. “Just because your husband left, that doesn’t change.”

               
            
         
         
            6.

            
               A Herkimer diamond and a selenite wand

               It was the spring of 1986—the year she turned thirty-three—when Eleanor left the farm. She found a condo in Brookline not
                  far from where Jason lived with his partner, Hank, in a location chosen in large part for its superior schools. Al, who had
                  already revealed a passion and talent for everything to do with computers and programming, won a scholarship to a science
                  academy for gifted and talented students. Even at age nine, Al talked about creating a software company. His body may have
                  betrayed him but his laptop never did.
               

               
               None of the children warmed to their new home but it was hardest for Toby. The sound of cars out the window unnerved him.
                  He missed climbing trees. He didn’t understand why he didn’t hear frogs out the window at night anymore, or see stars. Most
                  of all, though, he missed his father. Since the accident, Cam had become Toby’s principal caregiver, and the one who seemed
                  best able to help repair his damaged brain.
               

               
               One night a week, after the separation, and then the divorce, Cam had driven down to Brookline to spend the afternoon and
                  evening with his son. Those nights Toby spent with Cam—attending yoga class, going out for pizza together in the North End
                  after—were the highlight of Toby’s week. Seven years old when he’d moved to the city, Toby remained baffled at what they were
                  doing living in this strange new place. Sometimes, when Eleanor tucked him in at night, he’d ask when they were going home.
               

               
               “This is our home now,” Eleanor told him.

               
               “I don’t like it here.”

               
               Whatever grievances Eleanor held on to, concerning the man she married, she knows this: Cam had been a good father. Eleanor
                  can say this now, as she could not once. All those years, she’d stayed angry at Cam for the one moment in his life as a father
                  when he made a terrible mistake. What Toby remembers—what all three of their children remember—are all the times he built
                  snow forts with them and played soccer in their back field. Saturdays out in the studio whittling animals out of wood scraps.
                  Cam making a big pot of chili on a snow day and setting a blanket on the floor in front of the fireplace.
               

               
               “Let’s pretend we’re pioneers, out on the trail,” he’d say, ladling the chili into their bowls. He taught them cowboy songs.
                  “Let’s go camping by the brook and look for crawdads.”
               

               
               After Toby’s accident, it was Cam who worked with Toby all those hours, making up exercises to reprogram his damaged brain,
                  taking him to Sunset Yoga at the senior center, carrying him in on his shoulders, driving four hours to bring him to a mineral
                  show, and the Gilsum Rock Swap, with his bucket of rocks to trade.
               

               
               Every year Toby saved up his money for the day of the rock swap. Cam never failed to bring him there. Every year he brought
                  home a bucket of treasures and the one prize specimen Cam always let him pick out. Larimar from the Dominican Republic one
                  year. A giant amethyst geode. A Herkimer diamond, set into a piece of granite. His favorite of all: a long, narrow wand made
                  of selenite. When you placed a flashlight under it, the wand took on the most magical glow—transforming the crystal into something
                  they could imagine a superhero whipping out in the climactic scene of a showdown with the forces of evil. The night Cam and
                  Toby came home from Rochester with the selenite crystal wand, Toby insisted they all walk out into the darkened field with
                  him—Toby, carrying the selenite—to watch as it illuminated the darkness from within.
               

               
               It had crushed but not surprised Eleanor when, less than two years into their time in Brookline, Toby asked if he could move back to the farm and live with his father full time. “Don’t feel bad, Mom,” he told Eleanor, the day Cam drove up to bring him back. “You can come see me any time you want.” 

               
               After Toby returned to the farm, Eleanor could feel the pull, for Ursula and Al, to do the same. More and more as time passed,
                  they wanted to spend their weekends in Akersville. By the time Al reached eighth grade—seventh, for Ursula—both of them had
                  rejoined their father and Toby, full time.
               

               
               Eleanor had found herself on her own in the city then—driving to Akersville to visit her children on weekends. (Visiting one’s own children—there was a baffling concept for a mother who until then had known only the constancy of daily life with
                  them.) Times she drove up to the farm she took the three of them out for dinner or the movies. She asked about school, friends—Al’s
                  new computer, Ursula’s science fair project—but she saw what was happening, too: Eleanor knew less and less about the rhythms
                  of her children’s days, which now included Coco and then a baby brother. They had all fallen in love with Elijah, naturally.
               

               
               Eleanor could hardly believe this, but a whole new family had formed that seemed to replace the one she’d known in her old
                  days on the farm.
               

               
               On their visits with Eleanor, Al and Ursula were careful to say little if anything about Coco and Cam, let alone Elijah, but
                  when she saw Toby, his stories were all about the treehouse he was building with his dad and Coco, a camping trip they had
                  taken together, the great blueberry pancakes Coco had made for them over the fire. As a baby and toddler—but even when he
                  got older, and started being able to do things that Toby could not—Elijah was always happy to sit on the floor with Toby,
                  playing the simple games he loved, over and over. For Al, and even Ursula, there was always the memory of who Toby had been,
                  before, and the sense of what had been lost haunted them. But Elijah had never known Toby any other way, and cheerfully accepted
                  his slow, unconventional brain.
               

               
               Elijah was a gift in Toby’s life. The most important person of them all, in certain ways. But it was strange, and lonely, for Eleanor, that the person with whom Toby had the closest connection now was a boy she had never met. 

               
            
         
         
            7.

            
               No one to care for

               The children’s departure from Brookline left a vast open space in Eleanor’s life. For all the years of her marriage—just ten
                  of them—Eleanor had remained so focused on being a mother that she had never allowed herself to make her career a priority.
                  The work she did—writing books, drawing her comic strip, and, when she gave that up after Toby’s accident, designing greeting
                  cards—had represented a way of supporting her family more than anything else. Though she sometimes allowed herself to imagine
                  what it might feel like to spend an entire day at her desk or her drawing table, uninterrupted, she never made that kind of
                  space for her work. She used to say her artwork was raising her children.
               

               
               As hard as it had been when she spent her days taking care of her children, and as much as she’d longed for freedom to pursue
                  her own work, now that she had it, the absence of her children felt as real as a physical ache. Long after she left the farm,
                  Eleanor still had this experience sometimes. She’d wake in the night and forget she wasn’t still in their old farmhouse. It
                  would take her a moment, remembering where the door was, the bathroom, the window. At their old place the floors were made
                  from wide oak boards milled a couple of hundred years before. Swinging her legs over the edge of the bed in her dark Brookline
                  condo, her bare feet touched down on carpet.
               

               
               “Where am I?” she once whispered to herself.

               
               She had not forgotten how it used to feel, back in the old days, when she had longed for even fifteen minutes to sit quietly
                  with a book or to soak in the tub without one of the children calling out to her. But with days on end now in which she had
                  no one to care for—no one but herself—Eleanor barely knew who she was anymore.
               

               
            
         
         
            8.

            
               A man who liberates lobsters

               In years past—starting when Toby first returned to the farm, and for all the years after, while Cam was healthy, Eleanor would
                  drive up from Brookline every week to meet her son at the diner in town. (They met up in town mostly because of how hard it
                  was—how hard it continued to be, for a long time, for Eleanor to turn down the long driveway that used to be hers, too. See
                  their old house. The garden where she’d grown her tomatoes. The diner was less complicated.)
               

               
               On those diner nights, back when he was younger, she’d give Toby a stack of quarters and let him put them in the jukebox.
                  More often than not the song he chose was “Dead Skunk.” Though Toby hardly ever sang anymore, when Loudon Wainwright got to
                  the line “stinkin’ to high heaven,” he belted it so loud everyone in the whole restaurant could hear.
               

               
               “Maybe we should keep our voices down,” Eleanor would say to him.

               
               “But it’s a great song, Mom,” he told her. “I thought people might like to sing along.”

               
               So many things that came easily to other people were confusing for Toby. Or maybe it was this: Toby saw the world differently from other people. 
                  Things that mattered to some people didn’t matter to Toby. Things other people didn’t care about mattered a lot to him.
               

               
               One time, outside the grocery store with Eleanor, on a particularly cold day—seeing a woman outside the store wearing nothing
                  more than a jean jacket—Toby took off his brand-new parka and gave it to her. Once, on a day trip to the ocean—in the space
                  of time it had taken her to park the car at a lobster pound—Toby spent fifty dollars he’d saved up to buy an amethyst geode
                  he’d been talking about all year to purchase five jumbo lobsters, and before Eleanor could stop him, deposited them back in
                  the ocean. “I didn’t want those guys to get boiled in a pot,” he explained to her.
               

               
               Her younger son possesses surprising talents. He can’t follow a recipe, but he invents his own. He can’t play an instrument as he had once, but if he hears a song once, he can whistle it, with vibrato even, and he hums all the time—haunting tunes he makes up himself. He’s fearless and dogged: he rides his bicycle in all kinds of weather—even during a snowstorm. (Eleanor has given up trying to persuade him to wear a helmet. “My brain got messed up already,” he points out. “Why worry now?”) 

               
               Years after meeting a person, Toby can remember their name. He gives surprising attention to his wardrobe, though his choices
                  are unconventional. (He wears overalls every day for his work in the barn. But when an event calls for a different kind of
                  apparel, he’s likely to come up with some combination of attire that might include an old cape and a top hat from the costume
                  box or a vest that probably last fit him when he was ten years old. Two different shoes. Two mismatched socks. A tie, strangely
                  knotted.)
               

               
               The year Toby turned nineteen, he told his father he wanted to get a job. Recognizing that it was unlikely his younger son
                  could get a regular job doing anything more than bagging groceries, the two of them had taken a weeklong course in making
                  cheese in Western Massachusetts. When it was over, Cam had outfitted his old woodshop with equipment for a cheese-making operation.
               

               
               Over the years the two of them—Toby and Cam—continued to master the art of creating goat cheese. They’d brought on a manager,
                  Ralph—a retired dairy farmer from down the road who’d missed working with livestock and—more so, probably—liked Toby. With
                  Ralph’s help and Cam’s instruction, Toby had managed to start packaging wheels of cheese, with a flower—a Johnny-jump-up—pressed
                  into the top of every wheel. At first this had been no more than a hobby to occupy Toby, but a couple of years before he died,
                  Cam had gone through the mountains of paperwork required for certifying cheese and the two of them had started bringing Toby’s
                  cheese to farmers’ markets. 
               

               
               Now Toby actually makes a little money with the business—enough to pay Ralph and build a small savings account. But it’s not
                  the money that matters to Toby. It’s his goats.
               

               
               Eleanor remembers thinking, the day of Toby’s accident, that his life was over—and she wasn’t wrong that his life, as they had known it before, had ended that day. 

               
               The life Toby has made, in the aftermath, is—in the balance—not a bad one. He doesn’t look at what happened to him that day
                  in the pond as a tragedy. It would be tragic only if he were miserable, and he’s not.
               

               
               Toby as he is now occupies a world in which stress barely exists. He loves his family. He knows every inch of their farm.
                  He never wants to be anywhere else. All Toby lacks in life, he says, is a girlfriend. In the absence of a real one, he keeps
                  a picture of Scarlett Johansson next to his bed. “I’m going to meet her someday,” he tells Eleanor. “I think she’ll like me.”
               

               
               Hearing him say this now, Eleanor’s at a loss. How can she tell her son he’ll never marry the woman he idolizes—or anyone
                  else, more than likely? How can a person as innocent and hopeful as Toby get by in the world of people who operate so differently
                  from himself?
               

               
               Eleanor knows the answer to this: Toby will tend to the goats. Eleanor will tend to Toby.

               
            
         
         
            9.

            
               A certain number of chromosomes

               In the kitchen of the farmhouse now—the new farmhouse, the place Cam lived with Coco—Eleanor sets down the bag of groceries
                  she’s picked up on their way home from the crematorium to make dinner for herself and her son. While she’s chopping vegetables
                  for salad the phone rings. It’s Elijah calling from the West Coast—a bluegrass festival somewhere in Oregon.
               

               
               “I’m sorry I couldn’t be there with you two today,” he tells Eleanor. “You doing okay?”

               
               After all these years, Eleanor still registers gratitude at the surprising gift of this young man in her life—a person her
                  children speak of as their brother, though unrelated to her by blood. After speaking briefly with Eleanor, he asks her to
                  put Toby on.
               

               
               Eleanor steps away from the kitchen to give her son privacy. Still, she catches a phrase now and then of what Toby is telling the man whom he still speaks of as his little brother. 

               
               “Do you think Pops is going to talk to me in my dreams sometimes, Lije?” Toby is asking his brother. “He might come back as
                  one of my goats.”
               

               
               There’s a long silence then. Sometimes, when Elijah’s on the road with his band, he plays Toby a new tune over the phone.
                  He must be doing that now, because Eleanor can hear Toby softly humming along and tapping his foot.
               

               
               It doesn’t surprise Eleanor that the first one to call is Elijah. Al—who had another interview with an adoption agency today—will
                  probably check in later to hear how things went at the crematorium. Ursula won’t.
               

               
               After he hangs up, Eleanor comes back into the kitchen with the salad and their grilled cheese sandwiches. Toby sits across
                  from her at the table, staring at his plate. He gets up without touching the food.
               

               
               “If it’s okay with you I’ll pass on dinner, Mom,” Toby tells Eleanor. “It was a hard day. I need to spend some time with the
                  girls.” He means his goats. It’s not milking time, but Eleanor knows that sometimes Toby just likes to sit with his animals
                  out in the barn, talking to them or humming.
               

               
               As she makes her way down the hall to the room where she’s been sleeping all these months, Eleanor stops to look out the window.
                  She watches her younger son trudging slowly out to the barn with that odd, loping gait of his. All she wants at this moment
                  is for Toby to be safe. But somewhere, too, a small voice whispers to her. “When will it be my time?” Just when she’d finally
                  carved out a life for herself in the city—after all those years of tending to her children and her husband—here she is back
                  to the beginning again. 
               

               
               Never mind the chill in the air: Eleanor sits on the porch, a CD of Sinead O’Connor on the stereo. She’s put the song “This
                  Is to Mother You” on an endless loop and poured herself a glass of wine. A little before midnight the phone rings again. It’s
                  Al, calling from the West Coast.
               

               
               “Oh jeez,” he says, no doubt recognizing from his mother’s voice that she must have been asleep. “I dialed before remembering what time it was there. It’s been a rough day.” 

               
               A rough day, definitely. His father newly dead. The cremation. But it turns out—and here comes another reminder, in case Eleanor needed one, that there comes a time in the lives of one’s
                  adult children when whatever it is that’s going on with their parents no longer features as the most important aspect of their
                  lives—that her son is talking about his and Teresa’s most recent attempt, that afternoon, at convincing an adoption agency
                  to let them become parents.
               

               
               Anyone meeting Al now—anyone spending time with the man he has become—would have no reason to recognize he’d started out his
                  life identified as female. But ten years before—not long after his surgery, in response to a brutal attack on a transgender
                  woman at a club in Seattle—Al published an op-ed piece in the Seattle Times in which he’d identified himself as a man who’d undergone transition. All anyone has to do if they’re checking up on him—as
                  every adoption agency he and Teresa have contacted has surely done—is to Google his name to learn this part of his story.
               

               
               “I was never ashamed of my choice,” Al told Eleanor, after the first agency turned them down. “I thought it was my responsibility
                  to speak up for others who’d gone through what I did. But if I had to do it over again, I’d probably keep quiet. I didn’t
                  set out to be some poster boy. And I wasn’t bargaining on all the judgment.”
               

               
               “Today it happened again,” he says. “First the social worker gave this speech about how important it was for parents to embrace
                  their true identity and convey a sense of openness and acceptance around issues of gender to their children. And blah blah
                  blah. Then she told us that they didn’t feel comfortable placing a baby with us.”
               

               
               From where she sits—upstairs in Cam’s old bedroom, the middle of the night—Eleanor feels her heart sink. She knows how badly
                  her son wants this. His disappointment is hers now.
               

               
               “‘Given the climate of volatility around issues of gender at the moment,’ she said—or something like that—‘we feel it’s best
                  to place the infants whose birth mothers have enlisted our services in a more traditional home environment.’
               

               
               “As if the only thing that could affect a child’s emotional well-being is how many chromosomes his father was born with,” Al says. He’s not a man prone to bitterness or sarcasm, but she hears it in his voice now. “Like there aren’t a million other issues that could be challenging in a child’s life. Their parents might get drunk every night or stop talking to each other, but at least they’ve got the right body parts. 

               
               “Like having your parents get a divorce and children having to leave their home and see their parents hating each other isn’t
                  up there in the scale of traumatic events for a kid,” Al says. “Like that never happens.”
               

               
            
         
         
            10.

            
               An empty hammock. A girl who liked Popsicles.

               The day after Eleanor and Toby attended Cam’s cremation, Eleanor moves into the upstairs bedroom. She hangs her clothes in
                  the closet and folds her sweaters and T-shirts to put in a drawer. To make space, she has to clean out Cam’s things first,
                  but this is not a difficult task. With the exception of a couple of old favorites—his faded Yellow Jackets shirt, a vest he
                  used to wear back in his days of selling at farmers’ markets, and a sweater Ursula gave him one year with a reindeer on the
                  front whose nose used to light up but no longer did that he put on every Christmas—Cam was not a man who gave much thought,
                  if any, to his wardrobe.
               

               
               It takes Eleanor less than half an hour to clean out the drawers. She considers, for a moment, holding on to a bow tie she
                  remembers Cam wearing the day they got married. But what’s the point? This, too, goes in the bag for Goodwill.
               

               
               They met at a craft fair in Vermont where Cam was selling his hand-turned burl bowls, with a goat named Opal tied to his stand and a hat with a single turkey feather on the band. He may have been the most handsome man Eleanor ever met, but that wasn’t the thing that struck her. It was as if nuclear particles emanated from his body, or maybe light—a kind of life force unlike anything she’d observed in anyone else, ever—and a capacity for playfulness she loved, an ease and comfort about himself. When he invited her to follow his old truck back to the cabin he lived in it seemed to her that she’d found the home she’d been looking for all her life. 

               
               “I think we should make a family together,” Cam told her. Al—Alison, then—was born within the year.

               
               They weren’t the first two people who ever fell in love, had babies, and then lost sight of each other. Gradually, their lives
                  became consumed by the daily business of caring for their children—packing school lunches and hanging laundry on the line,
                  paying bills, preparing meals, arguing about whose turn it was to wash the dishes, where the money was coming from. Eleanor
                  didn’t have a studio to do her work, back in those days, and it was hard finding a quiet space when she needed to place a
                  call to her editor in New York. She’d purchased an extra-long telephone cord to reach into the closet to block out the sound
                  of children in the background. Sometimes, during these conversations, she’d hear Toby banging on the closet door for her.
                  Or Ursula, announcing that somebody had just spilled tomato juice all over the floor. Somebody was hungry. Somebody lost the
                  sword to his Playmobil pirate.
               

               
               Then Eleanor and Cam didn’t make love much anymore. But she never questioned the choice she’d made, to raise her children
                  or to love this man. It was the accident that changed everything.
               

               
               She and Cam stayed together another few seasons after that, but what Eleanor understands now is that it wasn’t just a part
                  of her son’s brain that died that day. So did her marriage. At random moments in her day the image would come to her of her
                  husband asleep in the hammock, when he should have been keeping an eye on Toby.
               

               
               A hot summer day. A four-and-a-half-year-old boy wandering down to the water’s edge, his pockets filled with rocks. Cam, stretched
                  out on the hammock. Alison running to the pond. The two of them—Al and Ursula—screaming. It’s Toby. He isn’t breathing.

               
               Eleanor shooting up from her desk, so fast she spilled a whole bottle of india ink. Pushing on Toby’s chest. Dialing 911.

               
               Cam, making his way to the water, looking dazed, like a person who’s just woken up from
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               Don’t call. Don’t write.
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               Woman of the Year
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               Eggshells
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               The wooden hat
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