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An Afternoon in Spring

They rode together up the hill. Blur of trees and sky outside, groan of brakes, a current between them. With each curve of the road, the press of one bare shoulder against another, until the bus slowed and stopped.

The doors folded open, they stepped out to the street. Armstrong Drive dead-ended there—a parking lot, a ranger’s station, the entrance to the woods. Sara unzipped her backpack and pulled out a thermos, unscrewed the lid and sipped. Their fingers touched as Annie took it, and Sara watched Annie press her mouth against its metal rim and drink.

It struck Sara every time—the way the air changed as she entered the forest. Cool, wet, fresh dirt, even bright days like this one dimming and softening. “Should we get a map?” Annie asked, but Sara shook her head. She knew the woods well, had no trouble getting lost or finding her way back. 

She took Annie’s hand and led her past the station. A group of tourists brushed by them, their faces upturned. It felt good to feel small. That’s why her mother had taken her here when she was a little girl, why Sara kept coming after her mother died. 

They cut onto Sara’s favorite trail—the steepest, the quietest—and hiked until they were breathless, eye level with the ancient redwoods’ branches, as close as they could be to the sky.

“Over there?” Annie asked.

Sara followed her gaze to a grove off the trail. She nodded, her heart quickened. They stepped as carefully as they could across the forest floor to a ring of young redwoods with a hollowed trunk at its center. There, they unzipped their backpacks, pulled out a blanket and a couple sweaters, and laid them over the pine needles.

The forest was quiet. Everyone else was far away.

“Can I kiss you now?” Sara asked.

“Not yet,” Annie said. She pulled her T-shirt up over her head. She unfastened her bra.

“Now?”

Annie shook her head. “Your turn.” So Sara took off her shirt, too, and Annie rushed to kiss her before Sara could ask again.

The relief of it, after the hours of waiting.

The thrill of it: two fourteen-year-olds, secretly in love.

Sara sank to the blanket, Annie atop her. They kissed the curves of necks and collarbones. Cupped breasts with their palms. Smiled, blushed, kissed deeper.

After a time, they rested together, Annie’s head in the crook of Sara’s neck.

“Look,” Annie whispered, and Sara saw a banana slug, bright yellow, emerging from a fern. It made its way to Sara and she flinched at the strange, cold slickness of it, tried not to laugh. The slug made its way across her pale stomach, and then to Annie’s. It took an eternity. They were three creatures in the forest. The girls held very still. The slug left a glittering trail of slime on their skin.

In its wake, a wave of grief: the tiny diamonds of a hospital gown. The flamingo-pink polish Sara had applied to her mother’s nails in careful strokes. Yellowed eyes, cracked white lips. The nurses’ concerned expressions and Sara’s little brother’s tantrums and how their father had stood in corners when he visited, his hands clasped behind his back. Throughout the weeks in the hospital—the sensation that Sara was hovering over an abyss. And then her mother was gone and she plunged into it.

“Hey,” Annie murmured, and Sara was back in the redwood grove, her heart pounding. “What are you thinking about?”

“Nothing really.”

A breeze stirred the branches above them.

“Tell me something I don’t know yet,” Annie said. “About you.”

Her voice was close to Sara’s ear, her body soft, pressed against Sara’s skin. What could Sara say that would please her? Not anything from the last two years, not the months before either. Nothing from school because though it felt sometimes like they’d just met, they’d sat in classrooms together since they were small. She’d need to go further back . . . and then she found it.

“My family used to play a game together. A drawing game. We’d sit around the table and one of us would start, usually my dad. He’d draw a street or a train or a mountain. And then the next person would add something else to it. People or cars or the sky. Whoever was last would complete it, and by then the whole page would be full. I loved it so much. Waiting to see what they’d draw, thinking of something to surprise them. We’d do it for hours sometimes.”

She hoped it was enough, felt Annie pull her closer.

The sun was low in the sky by then, and they were due back—Annie to her twin and their parents, Sara to her little brother to make sure he was fed. He was probably mounting his bicycle, leaving his friend’s place now, heading home. Maybe their father would be there tonight. Maybe not. Either way, Sara would need to catch the bus back to town before the sun set over the ramshackle cabins and the rustic vacation homes and the wide, muddy river. Over the Appaloosa Bar and Wishes & Secrets Hair Salon and Lily’s father’s white steepled church.

But just another few minutes here, first, she thought.

Another kiss.

Another bird high above.

Another breeze cooling her skin.

How easy it was to forget the rest when they were small and safe in the woods.

At the other end of California, Emilie pressed a new green plant into the dirt of her Catholic school’s garden. Its leaves were familiar. She looked around and yes—there was more of it, spilling over the retaining wall.

“Same plant, right?” she asked, and Mrs. Santos nodded.

“If you see a bare place in a garden, look at what’s already growing. Good chance you can take a little from what’s there.”

School had cleared out a few hours ago. Now it was just the three of them—Emilie, her friend Pablo, and Pablo’s mother—tending to the small plot that separated the school from the street. Mrs. Santos had volunteered to make it both beautiful and useful. Some flowers, mostly herbs.

“What’s it called?” Emilie asked. She’d been learning the names of the plants but had missed this one somehow, growing in the shade.

“Yerba buena.”

“Funny,” Emilie said. “That’s the name of my parents’ favorite restaurant. Pablo, remember? That place on Sunset we went to?”

“The fancy one?”

“Yeah.”

Pablo dropped the weeds he’d pulled into a bucket and joined her in front of the plant. He plucked a stem, dangled it in front of Emilie’s face. “Here’s a sprig of mint. Give me all your money.”

They laughed, Mrs. Santos, too.

“So is it a kind of mint?” Emilie asked, rubbing a leaf between her fingers.

“Yes, it’s good in tea,” Mrs. Santos said. “Most of these plants are. A tea garden is an easy thing to keep. Tisane, technically. Small plants. Unfussy. I’ll gather some for you. See what you like.”

Verbena. Spearmint. Chamomile. Sage. Yerba buena.

“It’s a bouquet,” Emilie said when Mrs. Santos handed it to her.

“Use them fresh. Try some while you do homework tonight.”

They gathered their things and started the walk to their houses, across the street from each other, six blocks from the school. “How’s Colette?” Mrs. Santos asked.

“She’s okay. She’s teaching me guitar. Feel my fingers.”

Mrs. Santos touched her calluses. “You’ve been practicing.”

“Feel,” Emilie said to Pablo as they waited at a crosswalk.

“Whoa.”

The light changed and they crossed, and Emilie thought of Colette positioning her fingers, telling her when to switch chords. The two of them on Colette’s bed, learning songs. More often, though, these past couple weeks, Emilie had been practicing alone in her room while her sister stayed, alone, in hers. The scene from a couple nights ago came back—Colette screaming at her, slamming her door shut.

They were almost to their houses now. “Tell me what you think of the tea,” Mrs. Santos was saying. “Just hot water and a few leaves. Honey, too, if you want it.”

Emilie waved as she climbed her front steps. “See you tomorrow.”

“Come over and give me the algebra answers later,” Pablo called after her, and Mrs. Santos play-scolded him, and Emilie found her front door unlocked and let herself in.

No one was around so she sliced some cheese to eat with an apple and took her plate outside to the deck. Just a few months ago, her father, Bas, and his two cousins had taken apart the old deck and invited Emilie and Colette out to help them build a new one.

“Family tradition,” Bas had said. “We helped our fathers build houses and decks and all kinds of things.”

“And back in New Orleans,” said Rudy, the eldest of the cousins, the only one of them born before the families moved to Los Angeles, “our fathers helped their fathers.”

Colette rolled her eyes. She’d just finished high school, but barely, her second semester transcripts so bleak that the college she’d planned to attend withdrew its acceptance. “My friends are waiting for me at the beach,” she said. But it looked exciting to Emilie. The piles of wood, the cousins they rarely saw even though they lived in neighboring cities.

“Come on, sister,” Emilie said. “It’ll be fun.”

Colette leaned against the house. She was almost otherworldly to Emilie with her extra three years and two inches of height. Her hair was longer than Emilie’s, and her jean shorts were shorter, and she cocked her head and kept them all waiting. And then she shrugged and said, “Why not?”

Colette helped for about an hour before saying she had to go. But Emilie spent all day out there with them, listening to their stories, smiling along with their jokes even when she didn’t understand, hammering the nails where they told her to. They taught her to use the electric sander and she’d donned a mask and goggles and worked the guardrails until they were smooth.

She leaned on the rail now, looking over a bare patch of garden where a rosebush had died and never been replaced. Maybe she could transplant a cluster of lavender. Or maybe start her own tea garden. She saw a movement through the sliding door—someone must be home. Her parents didn’t keep regular work hours. Bas was a contractor, Lauren an entertainment lawyer. They came and they went and they let their daughters do the same.

Tea, Emilie thought. Not lavender. She would ask Mrs. Santos to help her get started. And then she heard a pounding from inside, boots down the stairs, heard Bas’s shout for help.

“Call 911. It’s your sister.”

She grabbed the phone and dialed, followed him upstairs as it rang and the operator asked her to state her emergency, but Bas was blocking the bathroom door.

“Don’t look, honey. Tell them to send an ambulance now. Tell them an overdose, say come right now. Don’t look, Em, wait at the door for them.”

So Emilie went back down and the ambulance approached, quietly, without sirens, and parked out front. Two paramedics rushed into her house and she pointed at the stairs, and then Lauren was home, too, and there was nothing for Emilie to do as the paramedics carried her sister, unconscious but alive, out the door and into the back of the ambulance, Bas climbing in behind them. 

Lauren grabbed the car keys.

“I’m following them to the hospital,” she told Emilie.

“I’ll come, too.”

“No, no, you stay.” Lauren took Emilie’s face in her hands. “My steady daughter, my good girl. You stay right here while we’re gone.”

Emilie watched out the window as the ambulance rolled away, her mother after it, all of them somehow unnoticed by the rest of the world. A few minutes later, across the street at the Santoses’ house, the lights turned on. She could have crossed, told them everything, eaten dinner at their table. But she didn’t. She stayed alone in the house as the night wore on. Stared at her homework, forgot to eat. The herbs from the school garden wilted on the countertop. She tucked herself into bed, held her body as still as she could. She would stay right here until it was over.





A Thunderstorm & the River

On an evening a few months after her birthday, Sara’s phone rang. A woman, a hospital chaplain, frank but kind. Sara rose from the sofa, made her way to Spencer’s bedroom. She stood in the doorway and put her phone on speaker as Spencer sat up in his bed to listen.

Their father was dead.

He’d spent a week in the hospital, had been lucid until the end, hadn’t tried to reach them. He left a will and the directive to be cremated. He’d already paid to cover the expense.

“Let me know when you can come in,” the chaplain said, and Sara said they would.

Sara needed to sit. Found the sofa and set down her phone. Spencer stood with his back to her at the window, looking at his reflection or the fountain or the night—she couldn’t tell. She thought of the first time Spencer had come to stay with her, and she’d shown him the futon in the Venice apartment, and he’d waited for their father’s call. How their father had appeared to her, a ghost in her living room. But now he was really gone.

“We have to go back,” she said.

After Spencer fell asleep, Sara drove to Emilie’s house. Emilie made tea and took Sara into the garden. Sara sipped, the tea warm in her throat, then cried so hard she gasped for breath. The heave of her chest, the tears down her face, unfamiliar. She hadn’t cried in ten years. Now: a thunderstorm.

Later, in Emilie’s room, Sara wanted to talk. The door to the balcony was open, curtains parted to the dark. Wood under her bare feet as she paced the room. The steady beat of her heart. She was elemental. She would open her mouth and something true would come out. She had to—couldn’t hold so much in anymore.

“The last thing I heard him say was my name. My name as a question. Over the phone before I hung up.”

Emilie sat up on her mattress, crossed her legs, and leaned back against the wall. Sara felt her waiting but she didn’t know what to say next.

“Was he cruel to you?” Emilie asked. “Is that why you left?”

“Not usually. He was more absent than cruel. But before I left he did something . . . I still don’t understand it.”

But how would she tell Emilie about the drawing without telling her everything? She’d need to find a starting point.

Outside, a car sped by, engine revving.

Okay, she told herself. Begin.

“My mom was addicted to heroin most of my life but I didn’t know it. They figured it out, somehow. My dad, just how much to give her. My mom, how to use and still take care of us. Then she went to rehab for a while. I got home from school—sixth grade—and she was back, and she explained it all. How addiction worked, how badly she wanted to stay clean. And my life started to make more sense. The marks on her arms made sense. Why she’d lock herself in the bathroom made sense. The whole thing of it, too—the way people would come to our door in the middle of the night, needing something from my father. Why the police were always driving by, why my dad had to go away sometimes. When she finished explaining it all, she held her arms out and it was like . . . like I was an organ she’d been missing, and now I was back inside her body. And it felt like we’d both be able to survive as long as we were together.”

Sara closed her eyes, focused on the wood under her feet, needed to be anchored. Only then could she travel back into the living room of her childhood house. Home with her mother. The silver rings on all her fingers, pulling Sara close, petting her hair. I’m here now, she’d told Sara. Said it over and over.

“She stayed sober, but she got sick anyway. She was probably already sick then, just didn’t know it. Or maybe she did know it and just didn’t tell me. I’m not sure. But she was in the hospital for a long time and I stayed there with her until it was over. And then I was an organ without a body. Something that would die. But Spencer was only five, and our dad could barely look at us. I guess that’s how he coped. He hung out with his friends, he started spending nights away. So I did everything my mother had done. I cooked and I went to the grocery store and I put Spencer to bed. Made sure he had clean clothes. Brushed his teeth.”

Incredible, how these facts she’d never spoken came out in sentences that made sense. All her life they’d felt too terrible. As though the speaking of them was what would make them true. As though they hadn’t already been true all that time.

“He gave you purpose,” Emilie said.

Sara nodded. “He did, yeah. And then I fell in love.”

Emilie smiled. “Tell me.”

“Her name was Annie. I’d grown up with her, we’d always been friends.”

“How old were you?”

“Fourteen.”

“Fourteen. So sweet.”

They weren’t the words Sara was expecting. Everything with Annie was cast in loss for her, but now she saw them in a different light. In a before time, still innocent. She and Annie in the forest, their young bodies, their hunger. So sweet—yes. But then.

“When we were sixteen, I noticed a mark on the inside of her arm. Recognized it from my mother. I thought if I ignored it, it wouldn’t be real. We could just keep going.” She swallowed. She’d never told anyone, had lied to the police officer, hadn’t let herself remember. Her throat was thick with grief. But still—better to speak it aloud. “Then she went missing. They found her in the river.”

“Oh no. Oh, Sara.”

“After my mother, after Annie, all I cared about was surviving. I ran away the day they found her. I tried to get Spencer to come with me, and when he wouldn’t, I left anyway. And then for a while all I cared about was keeping a job and getting an apartment. After a couple years I started dating other women but I never fell in love again. And then I saw you in the restaurant, that first morning. You had ferns in your hands. I had to talk to you. And then later, after so much time, you appeared at the bar. And I took you home, and in my bed something happened. I was with you—I was always with you—but I was also with Annie. Like I was living two parts of my life at once. I was with both of you, somehow, is what I’m trying to say. It sounds crazy, I know. It sounds fucked up.”

“No,” Emilie said. “It doesn’t.”

“I can’t explain it.”

“You don’t have to.”

“My father—the night before they found Annie—he drew me a picture of her. I still believed we could find her. I hadn’t given up. But he drew me a picture of her dead in the river.”

She watched Emilie’s face—the dawning, the confusion. “Wait. I don’t understand. He drew her dead body?”

Sara nodded. “I just never . . . I never understood it. Why he would do it.”

“Did you ask him?”

The floorboards weren’t enough—she felt them beneath her feet, but all she could see was his drawing, left for her on the table. She covered her eyes with her hands, pressed her palms against them until they hurt. Opened them when the pressure became too much.

Mattress on the floor. Chest of drawers. Stacks of green books. Chandelier. Glimpse of dark sky between the curtains.

Here she was, in Emilie’s room, in Emilie’s house.

“No,” she said. “I never asked him.”

Morning came. She had to go back.

But not yet. Here was Emilie next to her, the warm sun. Emilie stirring, waking up. Sara’s heart pounded—a desperation that frightened her—the panic of needing something, of not knowing what it was.

And then Emilie opened her eyes, touched Sara’s face, and Sara knew.

“I’ll be back in a minute,” Emilie said, and she slipped out of the room.

In her absence, Sara saw how it would happen.

Take me with you, Emilie would say, and Sara would wait while Emilie packed.

Spencer would be up and ready by the time they got to West Hollywood, and they’d stuff Sara’s car with their suitcases and backpacks and be on their way. A long day on the road together, the three of them. She’d be able to do it this time—pull up to the front of the house, walk the path to the door, step inside—as long as Emilie was with her.

It would still be terrible, yes, but she would bear it.

Her heart was steady again. How right it was, to wake up in Emilie’s room. To know that tomorrow morning, five hundred miles away in the place she was from, she’d wake with Emilie again.

And here Emilie was, now, appearing in the doorway with their two mugs of coffee. Emilie, who had offered her so much—her attention and her body, her gentleness, the daily joys of life with her, so many Sara could barely comprehend them.

Emilie handed Sara her mug, lowered herself onto the mattress next to her. She would go with her—Sara was certain.

“What time are you leaving?” Emilie asked.

“I don’t know. Late morning?”

Take me with you. Sara waited for her to say it.

Emilie tucked her hair behind her ear and Sara noticed her hand shaking. Sara didn’t understand—why would she be trembling?

She felt her chest tighten again. Told herself it would be all right. “I might be gone for a long time. We have to go through the whole house. Figure out what to do with everything. Get it ready to sell . . .”

She took a sip of the coffee. Swallowed. Now, she thought.

But there was only quiet.

“I’d love to help,” Emilie said. “However I can.”

Sara waited. There were so many ways Emilie could say it. But Emilie wasn’t looking at her. She was clasping her hands together in her lap. “I could take care of your apartment for you? Water the plants?”

“No. I don’t need that. My neighbor owes me.”

Emilie nodded. “Okay,” she said, and Sara heard a forced lightness in her voice. A crease formed between Emilie’s brows. Sara wanted to smooth it away but kept her hands wrapped around her mug.

“You can come with me if you want to.” They weren’t the right words. She knew that as soon as she said them. But still—they were something. They were all she could manage.

“Oh,” Emilie said. “Thank you. But I don’t want to get in the way. You’ll be there with Spencer . . .”

Sara’s pounding heart gave way to blankness. Emilie was saying something about packing them a lunch. About calling when she got there.

“There’s no cell service. I don’t know if the landline works.”

Okay, Emilie was saying, then don’t worry about calling, and Sara was getting dressed, and ahead of her lay the long trip home, the threshold she’d be forced to cross again, her father’s ashes, the river a body of water that still terrified her.

Soon they were outside on the front steps. Across Emilie’s face was a distance Sara didn’t understand. Sara kissed her, tasted salt.

It hurt too much. Sara turned away. She remembered what it was like, telling Colette and Emilie about her parents that day in the garden. She’d had to hurry away then, to the bathroom downstairs. Cold water on her face, a long look in the mirror to bring her back to herself. This was so much worse.

There, in front of her, was the wide street. The ocean beyond it, blue and glinting. She only needed to take a step, to make it down the first stair, the second, one at a time.

On the sidewalk now, keys in her hand now, car door open, engine started.

She caught sight of Emilie in the rearview. Still there. Still watching. Still time, maybe, for Sara to turn back. Somewhere in the last hour lay a misunderstanding, but what exactly it was she didn’t know. How to recover from it, impossible to tell. Emilie’s face, impossible to read. Behind her, the house rose grandly from the street. What a gift it had been, each time she’d arrived there, all those wild birds greeting her as she stepped into the house. What utter joy it had been—to kiss Emilie, to hold her close, to stand barefoot on the floorboards, to share meals, to wash dishes. And how lonely it was now—how horrible it was—to drive away.

They left Los Angeles, drove through the mountains, past fields and hand-painted signs about Jesus and drought, the cattle ranch with its awful smell. Marshland. Orchards. They drove alongside truckers and families and people making the journey through the vast expanse of central California on their own.

After seven hours, Spencer held up his phone.

“No signal,” he said. “Must be home.”

They drove across the green bridge and turned onto River Road. Here was the sign for Armstrong Woods. She felt a sharp and sudden urge to turn toward them. Now. Before going to the house. Instead, she made the immediate right and then left down a narrow road to where they had lived.

There was the red mailbox. She drove up to it this time. She parked in front of the house. Their father’s pickup was in the driveway.

“I can’t believe he still had that truck,” she said.

“He loved that thing.”

They carried their bags to the front porch. Spencer took out a key he’d kept and unlocked the door. He stepped in first.

Sara waited.

Took a breath.

Followed.

It was just as she remembered it. The scent, first—of dampness, of wood, of cigarettes.

She took a step deeper in. The gray sofa in the living room, the table in the breakfast nook, the dark hallway. Spencer dropped his stuff in the living room and picked up the cordless phone. He disappeared into his room, and she walked toward her old one, hesitated outside of its closed door, standing where her father had stood the last time she’d seen him. What had he been thinking as he cast his gaze down the hallway? When he’d drawn her that picture, what had he meant? He’d never tried to find her. Never called her even though he could have gotten her number from Spencer. Once she’d turned eighteen, she’d come out of hiding. She thought of his voice on the phone. Sara? He could have reverse dialed her. He could have tried. But she’d made the choice to run away, and he’d let her disappear.

Just as Spencer had as he straddled his bicycle, and Grant had when she moved into the apartment, and now Emilie had, too, saying goodbye to her on the steps. It gutted her—how easy she was to let go.

She heard Spencer’s voice in the bedroom, talking to someone on the phone.

She pushed the door open. Two bicycles. Some stacked boxes. She looked closer, found the boxes were labeled in her father’s handwriting: Sara’s things.

She shut the door again. He hadn’t erased her. All right, she thought. All right.

Spencer came out of his room. “My friend’s working at Tino’s now. He can deliver us a pizza.”

The pizza came. They ate in the living room, watching TV. When they got tired, Sara went to the hall closet for a blanket and a bed pillow.

“You can have Dad’s room, you know,” Spencer said as she carried the bedding to the sofa.

“I’d rather sleep out here,” she said.

“Okay,” Spencer said. “Good night.”

The house’s smell kept her awake. The dampness, the staleness. And she felt the murmur of something—some meaning pressing against her as she tried to sleep. She missed Emilie, still didn’t know what had happened between them. Thought about calling but didn’t. Back in Los Angeles, in her own apartment, in the life she’d made for herself, she would find out what went wrong. She’d fix it if she could. Now, in this place, she would try to sleep. To get through each day until the days here were over.

She thought of Spencer down the hall. So much about him she didn’t know. He’d taken her to breakfast on the morning of her birthday. He’d chosen one of her favorite restaurants. It wasn’t cheap. She’d found him a job washing dishes at a restaurant, but it only paid minimum wage, and she’d been adding up how many hours he’d have to work to pay the check when she caught sight of the bills in his wallet—a stack of them.

She wanted to look away, pretend she hadn’t seen. But not this time. He couldn’t go back to prison, she couldn’t keep losing him over and over.

“What’s a gram going for these days?” she asked.

Spencer grew still. “A gram of what?”

“Heroin? Coke? You tell me.”

He looked at her. “Now why the fuck would I know that?”

It was her father, across the table. “Spencer,” she whispered. “Come on.”

He sighed, more himself again. “It’s nothing,” he said. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

“That’s a lot of money.”

“I said don’t worry.”

She’d taken him to Emilie’s place that night for the party and he charmed everybody there. She saw him the way the others did—so much younger than they were, handsome in his button-down shirt and jeans, sweet with his slight swagger, his eagerness to rise from his chair to help. When she saw him talking to Colette in a corner between courses, she told herself not to think anything of it. Her brother could talk to Emilie’s sister—should talk to her. But those new sneakers he was wearing. The thick stack of bills.

She thought it would mean something—driving back to the river together—but as she lay awake on the couch she was aware of the distance between them.

Around midnight, she gave up on sleep. She took the keys to her car, shut the door quietly behind her.

She drove a couple miles down a forested, windy street, out of Guerneville, into Monte Rio, where she pulled into the Pink Elephant’s gravel lot. The bar’s sign was off, its lot empty. She got out and tried the door to confirm what she suspected. It had closed down.

How foolish, anyway, to think her old friends would find her there.

She’d vanished. A decade had passed, and she’d never called them. Had rarely thought of them at all, if she was being honest. She’d had to sever her ties with this place as cleanly as she could. It had been a matter of survival.

And now here she was, imagining that they might still come to meet her if she showed up in a parking lot without warning in the dead of night.

She drove back home. Tossed and turned as the hours wore on.

The chaplain called the landline twice over the first two weeks they were home. Sara ignored the calls both times, had to force herself to listen to the messages. “This is Alison Tarr from General again, checking back to see when you’ll be able to come in.”

“We should go through everything,” Sara told Spencer. “Box up what you want to save.”

“Okay, yeah.”

“And we need to go to the hospital, too.”

“Soon, yeah. I’ve got some people to see.”

He slept until noon most days, then went out to meet friends. One day, he emptied the crowded hallway closet, its contents spilling through the hall. She thought he was starting to pack, but no—he was searching for something. His bicycle helmet, he told Sara when she asked. She wanted to believe him, but he’d been keeping secrets from her. He never even told her the whole story of why he got arrested. She’d tried asking over and over, in as many ways as she could.

Who was there?

Just Spencer and his girlfriend and a few people they knew.

And this man he hurt, was he a friend?

No, none of them had ever seen him before.

And how hurt was he?

Rushed away in an ambulance, bleeding from a gash to the head.

“He disrespected me,” Spencer said.

“Okay,” Sara said. “But how?”

He never gave her an answer, and Spencer’s girlfriend broke up with him, didn’t see him again after that night, and all of it felt off, wrong.

She stood at the window now, saw him take off riding from the house, helmetless and unconcerned. Her little brother, a stranger.

She kept herself stuck indoors, in the house, waiting to discover where to start. She forgot why she was there at all. Why she’d come back, when her home was four hundred miles away. What exactly was it that she’d intended to do?

On the third Monday, when Alison Tarr called again, Sara finally picked up. Yes, Sara said. She’d go in the next day.

She waited for Spencer to come home that night. Heard his keys on the other side of the door, the undoing of the lock. He stepped in and she said, “We have an appointment for eleven tomorrow to go to the hospital.”

“What for?”

“To talk to the chaplain.”

“Right,” Spencer said. “Okay.”

But in the morning, he emerged from his room. Poured himself a cup of the coffee she’d brewed. “Would you mind if I stayed home?” he asked.

And Sara thought maybe that was why they were here together. She would handle everything for them, and maybe it would make up for the way she’d once left him. Maybe, if she did as well as she could now, she’d stop seeing him watching her, ever smaller in the rearview.

“Yeah,” Sara said. “Sure. That’s okay.”

She pulled into the parking lot, the same lot they’d parked in when her mother was dying. She entered the hospital and was led to a small office with a Bible and a Torah and a Quran. Soon Alison Tarr took the seat across from her. She was in her sixties, with a kind face and a shirt buttoned up to the collar. Sara could tell she was a practiced listener, trusted her intentions. And still.

“Your father’s ashes are being held at the funeral home. It’s just a couple blocks from here. I’ll walk you over when we’re finished,” Alison said. “He asked me to tell you and your brother, Spencer, that he wants them scattered in the river near the house. Now, I’m not sure that that’s legal, so I advise you to check. But know that those were his wishes.”

Sara nodded.

“And this,” she said, taking a piece of paper from a folder, “is his will. He wrote it here while in the hospital. He took a reverse mortgage on the house, but you’ll still make a small profit if you sell it. He left it to you and Spencer equally. He also owns a 1993 Ford truck, as I understand. He left that to you.”

“Both of us?”

“No. To you alone.”

Sara dug her fingers into her palm.

“Now,” said the chaplain. “May I ask, do you have anyone with you through this to support you?”

Sara nodded. “My brother’s at home.” But she had a flash of Emilie taking her out to the garden, draping a blanket over her lap, giving her tea.

“I want you to have my card,” Alison said. “If any questions come up for you, if there’s anything you want to know about your father’s last days, please call me anytime. We had quite a few conversations before he passed.”

“We weren’t in contact with each other.”

“Yes,” she said. “Sometimes that makes the loss all the more difficult.”

Sara turned to the office’s only window, which looked onto a staff parking lot. “Why did he leave me the truck?” she asked.

“He didn’t tell me. I’m sorry. I don’t know.”

Back in the parking lot, Sara placed her father’s ashes
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