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CHAPTER ONE
It’s a Nice Place, Aaron
 
THE WAVES WERE LOW AND KIND, not so much breaking under the small fishing boat’s bow as sloughing out of the way to make room for its passage. The sky was overcast behind — not quite stormy, but certainly gloomy — yet seemed to be clearing ahead. As he stood at the wires strung through posts around the boat’s sides, clinging to the top one as if it were a proper railing, Ebon Shale stared out at the relatively sunnier coastline with the distinct impression that the small town of Aaron was beckoning him forward, and that the world behind was pushing him out. 
“You okay there, buddy?” 
Ebon didn’t wonder whom the man was speaking to, as they were the only two aboard. He didn’t turn around when he replied.  
“Fine.” 
“Because you looked a little green back there. When it was rough, a bit ago.” 
Ebon looked down. His hands were large, and the thin, plastic-coated wire biting into his palms made them look larger. He wanted to fiddle with his wedding ring, but it was packed in his suitcase. Part of him didn’t want to think about that ring at all right now, even though another part felt he was duty bound to think of nothing else. 
“If you’re sick,” said the faceless voice of the captain behind Ebon, “you shouldn’t look down. Watch the horizon. Watch the shoreline, up yonder.” 
“I’m fine.” 
“Why would you hire a charter if you’re prone to get sick?” 
Ebon looked up, toward the horizon the captain swore would make him feel safe and maybe settle his stomach, and took in the small cottages dotting the shore, the brown beach beginning to turn gold as the sun peeked between the clouds in the narrowing distance. Nothing seemed to have changed, so far as Ebon could see from a mile or two out. Nothing at all. 
He turned. The captain was standing in front of a wheel mounted on a freestanding console in the fishing boat’s center, one hand on the big chrome circle and another wrapped around a beer, meeting Ebon’s eyes with an amiable expression. Ebon didn’t know any of the nautical rules. Were you allowed to drink and steer a boat? If you weren’t, whom could tell you otherwise? 
“I’m really not seasick,” he said. Then, to assuage the captain’s concern, he sat in one of the revolving fisherman’s seats upholstered in white plastic fabric, mounted atop chrome posts like a barber’s chairs. The driver’s name was Jack, and he’d introduced himself as Captain Jack. Like in the Billy Joel song, he’d said with a commercial-worthy smile. At least the captain hadn’t offered to “get him high tonight” like Billy’s inspiration — although given the turbulent emotions Captain Jack had taken for seasickness, maybe Ebon would seek him out later and ask.
“No shame on it, buddy.” Ebon watched the man tug on his white captain’s cap. He had a scraggly white beard and a yellow rain slicker that looked exactly like the one on the Gorton’s fish sticks boxes. No wonder Ebon couldn’t think of him simply as “Jack.” 
“Really,” said Ebon. “I don’t get seasick.” 
“I was just wondering why you’d hire a charter if you knew it happened. Or didn’t you know?” 
Ebon looked up again. Apparently the captain had determined that he was seasick and wasn’t about to change his mind. Ebon decided to lean into it. New town, new life, new friends … might as well start deciding on the other aspects of his new personality while he was at it. He had a cornerstone now: He got seasick. Not much to build a new life around, but at least it was different. 
“Have you ever taken the ferry to Aaron from the mainland, Jack?”  
“Ayuh. Of course.”
“Well, you talk about seasickness? When that thing hits rough water, it’s like … ” 
“Ayuh,” Captain Jack repeated, now nodding enthusiastically. “You’re right. Someone like you, you’ll barf harder when a tub that big gets to swaying. I forget. Not that I go to the island often. But you’re gonna go broke hiring me to run over and get you whenever you want to make a run to Costco or something.” 
“I can afford it.” Ebon watched as the captain leaned the wheel a few degrees to the left (to port, he amended; he was nautical now) and watched the shoreline swing around to the ship’s starboard side.
“You been to Aaron before?” 
Ebon nodded slowly. He looked out across the water, seeing the way Aaron wrapped the large semicircle of land at the boat’s side like stitching on a saddle’s horn. 
“I used to stay with my grandparents here when I was younger.” 
“So you ain’t as sea-green as I thought. Just a queasy stomach is all.” The captain seemed to brush the topic away, declaring himself okay with the embarrassment if Ebon was. “I got relations on the island myself. Where was their place?” 
“East Shore. Dead opposite West Dock.” 
“I know it.” He paused, then added, “Why’d you want to pull in at Pinky Slip? West Dock is easier, y’know. Closer too.” He pointed, and Ebon could see a long concrete-and-wood pier jutting far out into the water behind them. The ferry was docked in place, reminding him of what Jack had said earlier. But as with everywhere on Aaron, Ebon had memories of the ferry too. There was a lot to the island — a lot to reacquaint himself with — but he had to start small, like dipping a toe into cold water before leaping in. One semiprivate dock, one familiar house, and one person other than the salty sea dog guiding him to shore. No one from the mainland knew he was here. Ebon could grow a brand-new life from those meager seeds, given time.
“Yes, Pinky Slip.” 
Captain Jack shrugged as if to let Ebon know it was his time and money to waste. “When were you here last?” 
A sigh rose in Ebon’s chest. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about this trip. Part of him was excited for the unknown, but another part (this one regrettably much larger) felt crushed by his recent past. He felt both in love with the nostalgic idea of Aaron and bittersweet about its place in his memories. The expression said, “You can’t go home again,” but while Aaron had never truly been “home” for Ebon, his childhood perceptions of the place were delicate, colored by whimsy as much as reality. Maybe you couldn’t go
home again, but could you return to
your cherished place of innocence? Maybe not. Maybe all he was about to do, by landing on the island’s shore, would be to pop the idealized bubble Aaron had always held in his heart. 
“Sixteen years. I was fifteen.” 
Ebon exhaled with the weight of time. How different had he been back then? How much had happened since? It was sobering to consider the number of chapters that had opened and closed between his last view of Aaron’s shores and now. If his life were spliced between those two spots (if God the filmmaker were to place his last departure beside his new arrival and cut out all that had happened between), Holly Moone wouldn’t ever have existed for Ebon Shale. Sixteen years would drop to the cutting room floor, soon to be swept up as if they’d never been. And to think they’d thought themselves old souls, destined for an eternity together. 
“It’s a nice place, Aaron,” said Captain Jack, oblivious to Ebon’s conflicted emotions. “People complain about the long boat ride, but that’s what keeps the island small. Ain’t no reason for developers to come over. Plenty of dirt roads left, but so what? That’s a small price to pay for quiet.” 
Ebon felt divided down the middle, both eager to arrive at Pinky Slip and guilty for the desire behind it. He’d pined for a return that summer at age fifteen with his old friend, Aimee (and his two other island summers at thirteen and twelve), more times than he could recall, but wanting them back, especially now, felt wrong. The dueling sensations warred in his gut, his finger trailing like a magnet to the bare spot where his wedding ring belonged. He was supposed to pay respect to the present, but the past felt so much warmer. And besides, there was so little left in the present to pay respect to. Penance solved nothing, but something deep told Ebon it was his duty to flog himself anyway. 
“I’m definitely looking forward to the quiet,” he said.
Captain Jack nodded, apparently satisfied, then turned back to the wheel.
The boat was buzzing along at what was probably top speed, but they were far enough out that the shoreline passed slowly. As they moved farther north, clusters of cottages appeared looking like small dock-connected cities. Ebon wondered how they’d survived. In especially cold winters, ice sometimes crept up as high as the rocks past the beach. He seemed to remember his grandfather calling the dock cottages “touristy bullshit” and railing against the local taxes that went into their maintenance, essentially giving the people who owned them free repair. But although Ebon had heard all of the railing and ranting, he’d been a kid back then. And Pappy no longer had to worry; he and Grams had moved back across the bay to a spot on the mainland that was easier for their aging hands to maintain. 
“Is that Fortford Circle right there?” Ebon pointed to where he thought he could make out some familiar buildings, but he barely remembered the home that he’d gone to once with Aimee’s friends. He hadn’t held onto that particular memory very tightly. He’d always liked it best when it was just him and Aimee, no hangers-on in tow. 
“Ayuh, I think so.” 
“And that’s Dick’s Marina.” 
“Used to be,” the captain said. “I guess you do go back.” 
“‘Go back?’” 
“Dick’s hasn’t been open since maybe ’98 or ’99.” 
Ebon nodded, thinking. Yes, he seemed to remember that. Dick’s Marina held no real significance to Ebon other than being an island feature, not unlike Redding Dock or Hobart Bridge. It had gone out of business before his final summer, but Ebon kept forgetting that, as if it had actually mattered.
He continued to scan, now feeling that something was, contrary to first impressions, different. He couldn’t put his finger on it. And then he did. 
“Shouldn’t Aaron’s Party be around here?” 
“The Party?” Captain Jack laughed. “Fella, they tore that place apart years ago. Guess it really has been a while for you.” 
Ebon looked toward the out-jut of land ahead, now feeling strangely empty. If he remembered his geography correctly, Pinky Slip was nestled in the dish-shaped section of shoreline beyond, around a rocky outcropping. They’d dock before reaching the second out-jut that once housed the shoreline carnival and its giant Ferris wheel, but seeing even the first outcropping now, knowing the absence that was ahead, made his heart ache. Of all the island’s many mental anchor points, Aaron’s Party was heaviest for Ebon. He’d left Aaron for the final time still a virgin, but in a very real way he’d become a man on that spot — at the top of the big red wheel bedazzled in lights. The idea of its being gone hurt, as if someone had reached into his past and cut something out with a blade.
“When did they take it apart?” But that wasn’t the real question in his head, so he quickly added, “And why?” 
“Not sure on exactly when, but as to why? Wasn’t no percentage in it, I imagine. Downside of being where it was — on Aaron, I mean. Hotels don’t want to build without the traffic, and that’s good for the people who like it small and intimate. But no traffic means not so many tourists either.” 
“But it was always packed!” As the boat steered around the point and began to enter the bay, Ebon found himself wanting to argue with the captain. It was as if he’d been at fault for the absence of Aaron’s Party — and could, given adequate persuasion, fix what had clearly been a colossal mistake. 
“When were you here as a kid?” Captain Jack asked. “Seasonwise, I mean.” 
“Summers.” 
“Ayuh, same as everyone.” Ebon thought he detected a sour note, as if the captain were blaming Ebon and others just like him for being fair-weather friends. “Memorial Day to Labor Day, the Party was hopping. But they still had to maintain it for the other nine months too, I suppose, plus pay rent, and probably insurance, I dunno. Tough to run an island outside of the tropics. Summers, everywhere’s packed. But look around now. And hell, it’s not even mid-September yet.” 
Ebon looked at the shore with new eyes. He’d always arrived on the ferry, coming in to West Dock near the island’s south end. Only once before had he seen the shore from the bay, so nothing had seemed strange. But now that he really looked he could see how the beaches were mostly empty, many of the cottages under the just-now-coloring trees boarded and closed for the winter. Bright-orange snow fence had been strung across some of the beaches. On the island’s ocean side, where beach gave way to jagged cliffs, there would be less snow fence, but almost every house would be boarded. Ebon had never spent a winter, spring, or fall anywhere near Aaron, but thinking of it now, he imagined winter wind could be brutal. Would be brutal, he amended, considering he planned to stay.
“Aaron loses something like 90 percent of its summertime population once the ferry hits the weekends-only schedule,” said Captain Jack. He was steering them toward a small set of docks at the foot of a long, rickety staircase winding down from a beachless rise. “I imagine it must lose more once the boat stops running entirely, what for the ice near shore. The island couldn’t support a proper grocery store, you know. There was one for a while, but same as the Party, it did its business in summer and couldn’t survive September to May. The co-op is all that manages, but that’s mainly because it has government crutches. Everything’s more expensive on an island. You ever ponied up the price of an ice cream at Coney’s?” The captain laughed. “Ayuh, you gotta pay a premium for ice cream that needs to survive a long ferry ride without melting. You know what survives just fine, though, through all four seasons with a tidy profit?” 
Ebon turned from the approaching slip to face the man in yellow. 
“The liquor store,” he said. 
Ebon could connect the remaining dots on his own, but found himself wishing Jack would continue anyway. Despite the motor — now throttling down, entering the no-wake zone — the place seemed too quiet. The air felt crisper than it had even at top speed, and for the first time Ebon realized that he had never worn long pants or long-sleeve shirts when stepping onto Aaron’s shores. The air smelled like autumn already. It should have been a refreshing scent, but wasn’t. To Ebon, who’d always known Aaron as a green place of warm sun and hot sand, it smelled more like endings and decay. 
He could see a lone person descending the weathered staircase from the bluff, now the size of his thumbnail on an arm held straight out. For the first time, Ebon’s guilt rolled his excitement over and pinned it down, suddenly dominant. 
Was this a mistake? he wondered. 
You couldn’t go home again, or turn back the years. Time changed everything, and Ebon was no longer the awkward kid he’d once been. All this time he’d been looking forward to seeing Aimee again, but he’d been focusing on how she might have changed and forgotten the many ways in which he definitely had. He’d barely begun puberty when last she’d seen him. Yes, they’d “seen” each other online after Aimee had found him on LiveLyfe, but casual snapshots weren’t the same as in-person impressions. Aimee might think any number of unflattering things about Adult Ebon. She might find him too quiet when he wasn’t speaking or too mumbly when he was. She might not like the lips he thought were too large, the eyebrows he found too bushy. Sixteen years was an eternity, even without the fragile balance lent to cherished memories. They’d had three beautiful summers together and many messages since. He might be about to break what they had, polluting a pristine past with an inferior present. 
As the boat throttled down, Ebon thought of Aimee as she’d been at seventeen — fully blossomed into a young woman from the child he’d first met, her smile the same, her wavy sandy-blonde hair always riffling in Aaron’s ever-present breeze. Her smell, when they’d kissed those few times, had always been pleasantly infused with salt. As he’d seen Aimee in her online photos, few things had changed now that she was in her midthirties. She barely looked twenty — far younger, in fact, than Holly had looked at the end. Aimee had somehow remained vibrant and young. Ebon, however, had aged — a lifetime with another woman come and gone in the interim. 
She’d stayed on the island, weathering those off seasons in her home on the opposite side of Aaron from her father’s place. Ebon, never a resident, had gone and never returned. He could have come back once he’d turned eighteen, but by then the past had turned sepia, safely sealed in yesterday’s capsule. You didn’t reopen old boxes until time and souls were ready. If you did, you risked disturbing their delicate contents.
According to her online profile, Aimee had stayed true to her scattered artistic interests, still involved in a hundred creative projects but offering no evidence of a single one finished. Ebon had sold out his childhood interests, moved into the heart of the city, and begun making deals. If he’d become an entrepreneur or even a generic businessman, that might not have felt like a betrayal, but he’d become an agent. Instead of advancing his own desires, Ebon had spent his career pushing the longings of others for around seventy hours a week. What would Aimee think of that? They’d been idealists together, once upon a time. Now he was a cog in a machine, while she remained free. 
The boat drew closer. Captain Jack remained blessedly quiet. Aimee had reached the bottom of the steps and was already halfway down the main dock. Ebon watched her, now able to see the color and length of her hair, her slim and almost spare body, and her aging air as she leaned against a weathered wooden pylon. Even from the remaining distance, Ebon could see how she stood with her legs crossed at the ankles as she’d always done. I’m a Pisces, she’d told him once, rolling her pale-green eyes with trademark condescension. We stand like this because it makes our legs look like a tail fin. 
Ebon found himself wanting to shave. He wanted to suck in his gut. He wanted to duck below, into the tiny ship’s head, and attempt to thin out his eyebrows in the mirror. But at the same time, he didn’t want to do any of those things because he was here to start new and forget, and nothing more. At least not yet. 
The boat pulled behind the breakwater. The captain lined up then throttled briefly back to arrest his forward momentum, leaving them to drift slowly toward the pilings. He reached past Ebon and grabbed a blue-striped line that had one end already secured to a cleat at the boat’s side. Aimee had come forward to greet them, but she’d barely looked over before Jack tossed her the line. A moment later the boat was secured temporarily in place, the single bow line run through the dock cleat and then looped back and cinched as if Aimee greeted nautical visitors all the time. But then again, Ebon told himself, she’d grown up on an island. She’d spent her childhood only a handful of yards from a staircase to the ocean, with a father who’d kept a boat of his own in this very slip. 
It was a little emasculating to stand by while Captain Jack and Aimee shored them up for the few seconds it took Ebon to disembark. He did it with averted eyes, feeling like cargo: a damsel that two hearty seafarers needed to handle because he couldn’t handle himself. 
His feet found the dock, and the feeling vanished, replaced by a powerful wash of bittersweet nostalgia. He looked briefly over at Aimee. She tossed him a smile before untying the line, giving the fishing boat a shove, and throwing the line back aboard. Ebon waved goodbye, his business with the sea dog done and paid in full. The engine throttled up, and a few seconds later they were alone. 
They’d stood side-by-side for maybe two minutes during the docking and sending off, but only once Jack’s wake was cutting water from the inlet did Aimee turn fully toward him. She did look different. Still beautiful, but older than she’d seemed online. There were a few bits of not-unattractive gray in her hair and tiny lines at the corners of her eyes as she smiled. He was momentarily disarmed (how could the online photos have been so different?), but the sensation evaporated as she wrapped her long arms around him. 
She pulled away and assessed him, old light in her changed face. Ebon felt himself swept back in time, having caught a whiff of that salt scent on her skin. Time had passed, but she was still captivating. Ebon felt his heart respond, then guilt rise to meet it. 
“Who would have thought we’d ever have our fourth summer?” Aimee’s smile stretched from cheek to cheek as if trying to escape her face.
Ebon looked around, realizing he was actually going to talk about the weather. 
“I think summer is over,” he said, unsure how else to respond. Then, hating himself a little, he added, “But still, it’s such a beautiful day.” 
“You don’t think you’ll stay with me until it’s summer again?” 
For some reason, the words with me clanged deep inside. Of course he was staying with her; that had been the plan from the beginning. He was supposed to keep his hands busy refurbishing so his mind would have something to do besides dwell on the recent past. Still, it stirred his insides because the invitation had been open ended. They could, if they wanted, plaster and paint her father’s cottage forever. Maybe they could even repair more than walls. They could see what else, beyond a mere building, could be made young again. 
“Come on.” She took his hand. Then, rather than simply leading him to the staircase, she practically dragged him. 
The stairs, as Ebon climbed behind Aimee, held firm despite the tenuous way they seemed to cling to the rock. A few minutes later they were at the top, at the pair of white newel posts Ebon always saw in his mind when he thought of this place. Their destination was a quarter mile down the hill on the opposite side, where the shoreline hooked around and returned them to sea level. He saw the familiar beach before he saw the cottage. But before Richard’s place came into view, Aimee stopped, turned, and took both of his hands in hers. 
“I’m glad you’re here, Ebon. I missed you.” 
“I missed you too, Aimee.” 
“And I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry about Holly.”
“It’s okay.”
“But I know you need a friend. And I’m glad I can be that friend for you.” 
He nodded, his words uncertain. 
Then she turned, and they walked the final bit hand in hand. As they rounded the last dune, they found themselves facing her father’s house: their renovation project until it was finished, or Ebon felt himself healed.  
“Welcome home, Ebon,” she said.
The last time he’d seen the cottage, it had been bright and beachy, covered in gray shake cedar shingles. Richard’s cottage had always been Ebon’s embodiment of summer, its white-paned windows opened to the soft, sighing breeze. When she’d shown him photos on LiveLyfe (“so you know what you’re getting yourself into”), it had looked slightly dingy, a few shutters in disrepair and the interior somewhat pocked by unattended wear. 
But as he stood beside Aimee on the beach, the place from Ebon’s distant memory was nothing like what she’d shown him in any photo. Its insides were visible through the windows, gutted and hanging with gouged plaster, unrecognizable.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
A Moment of Vertigo 
 
EBON WASN’T SURE IF THE HOME’S decay was pleasing or not. On one hand, its extremity was jarring and made him feel as if he’d lost his center. But on the other hand, his memories of Aaron had been forcibly soured the last time he’d seen this place, and a part of him couldn’t help but feel that the old beach house had got exactly what it deserved. 
“I was surprised by how much he let it go,” said Aimee, walking from the kitchen into the living room. The familiar old furniture looked like it’d been shredded by animals — but not cats and dogs; more like wolverines and tigers. The bricks lining the fireplace, which Ebon had never seen used, were shattered or missing. She turned to face him, a few paces ahead, arms out like a realtor trying and failing to sell the place. “You remember how it used to be. Well … ” There seemed to be more but wasn’t. She sighed again, then continued toward a door off the living room that Ebon remembered as leading into her art studio. “And this? Remember how messy and scattered I used to keep this room?” 
Ebon was trying not to think about it. He’d eagerly anticipated seeing Aimee, and once he’d hugged her (or rather, once she’d hugged him), he’d found himself feeling inexplicably at home, recent pain smoothed like sand under water. The house, however, had punched him in the gut and knocked him from his reverie. This tour was already burning a sore on his childhood memories, making things better and worse all at once. 
Aimee pushed the door open to display a room that was blessedly, horribly scattered. But its wretched condition, in contrast to the rest of the house, hadn’t been caused by Richard Frey or Father Time. This room was — as it had always been — all Aimee. 
“It’s like I’ve stepped into yesterday.” Ebon wrapped his fingers around the doorframe, the metal of his wedding ring clattering on wood. Driven by an odd compulsion, he’d fished the ring out and put it back on as soon as he’d lugged his bag into the front hallway. 
“I know, right?” 
She crossed the room, her feet crumpling papers and stepping in puddles of paint that, based on the absence of footprints as her tromping continued, must be drier than they looked. There was a canvas on an easel to one side, several lumps that looked like failed pottery experiments on a side table, and a dozen or so 35mm camera lenses scattered about. The spectrum of in-progress projects made the place look more like a brochure of possibilities than an actual working studio. It was as if someone had announced: “Art goes in here,” and teenaged Aimee, all those years ago, hadn’t bothered to break things down any further. 
Ebon, fascinated, walked in and peeked around the room. He didn’t totally trust his recall (despite its reputation at work for being flawless), but he felt sure the studio wasn’t just similar to the room he remembered from twenty years ago. A lot of it, he thought, was exactly the same. There were somewhat juvenile but still-excellent pencil sketches of Aaron’s eastern shoreline in winter, shelves of ice broken and peeking upward from repeated cycles of freeze and thaw. She’d drawn the lighthouse over and over; there were a few paintings (and even a sculpture) of the modern-looking, flutes-and-whorls structure. Several of the pieces were familiar enough to steal his breath. 
He reached out and snatched a piece of stiff art board from the middle of what was either a collage or an explosion in progress. It was almost new-looking except for a slight curling at the board’s edges. The board was meant to be framed or used as mat in a frame, but Aimee, despite being an excellent framer (it combined her father’s wood craftsmanship with her mother’s flair for art, both original skill-holders now dead with their only legacy living inside Aimee), had never bothered. She’d simply stuck the small painting on a wall — or, more likely, dropped it onto the floor or into a box somewhere — before moving on to the next thing.
“I remember this,” Ebon said. 
In front of him, the small rectangular watercolor painting made a window. He felt as if he might fall into it, out of this ramshackle building and into the south coast in summertime, where gulls screeched and waves lapped the shore. 
“You might have been there when I painted it,” she said, shrugging. 
Ebon turned, feeling the most genuine smile he’d worn in weeks. 
“I might have been
there?” He laughed, then came and stood beside her, their upper arms brushing. “Aimee, I’m in it.” He pointed. Next to the modern lighthouse was an enormous pile of five-foot boulders, placed there by the island’s council as a breakwater to protect their iconic beacon. There was a form atop the boulders: longer and leaner than Ebon could believe he’d ever been. He wasn’t exactly stocky now, but was decidedly solid. The fifteen-year-old kid in the painting could have been an assembly of thin sticks. He hadn’t been strong, but Ebon remembered one acutely satisfying thing about that summer from his own photos, when he found the strength to look through them: he’d been lean enough and yet pre-adult enough to have a shadow of skinny-boy abs that, for that one summer, had been sexy more than merely prepubescent. They’d vanished by the time he was seventeen, when genetics and youth had finally been defeated by Nintendo-related inactivity.
In the watercolor, small and indistinct, the boy version of himself had his shirt off. Fifteen was young to capture anyone’s attention as a would-be Adonis, but Aimee had only been seventeen herself. He remembered trying to flex throughout the entire painting session, her ostensibly working and him ostensibly “chilling out” and probably “being cool.” He remembered how hard it had been to hold a pose that was both cool and sufficiently flexed. He also remembered thinking that if she could see his not-quite-washboard stomach, he wanted to make sure she got all the sexy right, and thought about every line as she painted. 
Looking now, he almost laughed. He was barely a smudge; she hadn’t given his physique a passing glance. All that clenching for nothing. 
Aimee looked over and laughed, her face close enough for her hair to tickle the side of his face. She took in the painting for a few seconds, then voiced a huge, not-at-all ladylike guffaw. 
“Oh, my God!” She took it from him, turning in a circle as if the light might be better from various angles. “I remember! We took a picnic. In an actual picnic basket. You insisted, even though I told you to just throw it all in a backpack. There was nowhere to spread out a blanket, so we ended up sitting on the lighthouse steps.” 
“Seagulls had shit everywhere,” said Ebon. “We pulled branches off one of the big cottonwoods and made leaf blankets to sit on so that we didn’t get gull shit on our pants.” 
“Didn’t one of them … ” 
“Yes,” Ebon said, the old memory suddenly vivid. One of the offending gulls had shit on his back. That was why he was out on the rocks in the painting; he’d ill-advisedly dipped into the choppy water to wash off and was air drying like a snake in the sun. 
It was a funny story, but as he looked at the small watercolor, the incident strangely felt as unamusing as it had back then. Ebon remembered being furious about that gull. He and Aimee had sizzled that final summer, and he’d tried entirely too hard to temper that sizzle with sugar. You have to treat a girl right, he’d decided. You have to be smooth. You couldn’t make dumb mistakes like letting gulls shit on you. When gulls shit on romantic picnics, it ruined the mood. That was true even when the picnic never really happened, when you felt stupid lugging a wicker basket through buggy, overgrown trails, and when the girl didn’t even realize that any of it was supposed to be romantic in the first place. 
Aimee laughed again, bringing the back of her wrist to her mouth as if trying to stifle a snort. Ebon tried to laugh for her, but those old feelings remained stubbornly where they’d lodged. They’d had a summer interrupted thanks to this house. Thanks to the place they found themselves returned to now, as if to correct the past. 
She took the art board and placed it on a worktable against the wall. The table’s placement was almost accidental. Ebon had the distinct impression that she’d needed a table out of the way, and “against the wall” had felt right. Then, with a new surface available in the studio, Aimee’s mishmash of unfinished projects had attacked like a plague of locusts and covered it. 
“Well, come on,” she said. “I’ll show you the rest.” 
Once they left the preserved studio and reentered the living room and kitchen, the oddness of the cottage reasserted itself. Ebon felt his senses conflicting, old and new overlaying one another as if seeing a double exposure. This part of the house, at least, he recalled as well as anything in his life. He could almost see the old place as they walked: a layer beneath a thick coating of dust, barely out of sight under what the house had become. 
The place looked like it had been abandoned for years, not so much as winterized and left open to the elements. It was hard to believe that Richard was just over a year dead — harder still to believe that Aimee herself had felt comfortable enough here to move back in. Why hadn’t she opened the windows to vent the musty air? Why hadn’t she swept the main room as she must have swept (and, now that he thought about it, dusted) the studio, which had been free of the living room’s fuzz? How could she live like this, even while renovating… and more to the point, how had he? 
He looked the cottage over as Aimee backpedaled through it, still waving her arms and pointing things out as if they weren’t in a place that Ebon’s formative years had committed to mental concrete. 
There was the kitchen, where the cabinets didn’t have fronts and where you had to remember to turn the glasses upside down lest they fill with tiny bugs. There was the kitchen window that you had to prop open with a small rod. That window looked out on an old garden — rarely attended even all those years ago — where Richard had buried compost. 
As Ebon followed along on the redundant tour, it was like his eyes were adjusting to the dark. The deeper frequency that shone beneath this ramshackle hut was still fresh, and he could see it better by the moment even though most of what he saw had vanished years ago.
There was a TV cabinet that nobody ever opened, so sufficiently fastened that Ebon wasn’t even sure there was a TV inside. He could see the ghosts of driftwood sculptures Aimee had made, resting on shelves. He could see the dishes of smooth-edged beach glass she’d filled in their youth, piece by piece, and the paper snapshots that were always tucked between knickknacks, slightly curled, legends and time stamps written on their backs in her father’s precise, blocky handwriting.
“When did you move back in?” he asked, interrupting her unceasing narration. 
“My lease was up at my other place six weeks ago. I was back and forth before that, but I’ve been here full time since I was otherwise homeless. Did you know my grandparents built the place?” 
Ebon nodded. Of course he did. The long conversations they’d had. The time they’d spent hiding and exploring around Aaron, traipsing through the fields and sneaking into the old quarry, hunting for arrowheads. The times they’d sneaked down to Aaron’s Party, sometimes above the boardwalk and sometimes below it. They hadn’t had a summer romance. They’d had a summer almost. But conversations — mostly one-sided and held from Aimee’s end — had never been in short supply. 
“They willed it to Dad, and he kept trying to get me to move back in. But after … ” She trailed off. “Well, you can imagine.” 
Ebon nodded again. She’d told him about the huge fight with her father in a letter. He and Aimee had sent letters back and forth despite the antiquity of paper exchanges, but that particular letter had had the feel of being CC’d on a significant email from someone’s legal department: Attention, Ebon Shale: you have been named in a dispute between Aimee Frey and her father, Richard, of the town of Aaron. Your attention is requested, but action is not required. 
“He kept trying to get me to move back in, but even after we patched things up, it never made sense. Since that last day you were here, given what happened, I’ve gotten a lot worse at denial. Started stepping up and Owning My Shit, you know?” The way she said it, Ebon could practically hear the capital letters in Aimee’s voice. “I’d gotten out, gotten myself together, and was making my own money. Living on this incestuous little island seemed like no reason to abandon individuality and live with my parents forever.” She sighed. “Anyway, after he passed away … ” 
She stopped, and Ebon wondered if he was supposed to wrap his arms around her to provide comfort. Then she snapped up and gave him her giant smile. Even now, that smile felt slightly fake, as if Aimee were putting it on. He’d always found her wild and carefree. It wasn’t until later, until after their conversations had died and before they’d resumed six months ago, that Ebon had finally seen how damaged she’d always been. Internal pain was said to fuel great art, and Aimee had always been the most talented artist he’d known. 
“Well,” she said. “You’re here now. So this is good. Change of guard, right? Out with the old, in with the new.” 
Ebon wondered what Richard would think if he knew Ebon would be living in his old house with Aimee — even if the arrangement was temporary, platonic, and entirely too emotionally tragic (from Ebon’s side anyway) to feel like a threat. Part of him sneered at the thought: Fuck Richard if he’d think anything. But that was a very un-Ebon thought, and disrespectful of the dead. Richard had been a good man and a good father, despite what had happened. He’d done the best he could for those he loved, using his available tools. Even now, it wouldn’t be fair for Ebon to fault him. 
“Yep.” He looked up and met Aimee’s shining green eyes, remembering the last breathless moments he’d stared into them all those years ago. “Thanks for doing this, Aimee.” 
“Of course. What are friends for?” 
“Still.” 
“You know,” she said, her face tentative, “whenever you’re ready to talk … ” 
“Sure,” he said.
She watched him for another moment, then turned back around. There was a narrow set of stairs off the kitchen that led up to the second floor at what was almost certainly a code-violating angle. She opened the door, and a primal part of Ebon flinched, slapped out of his moment of odd melancholy. He wasn’t supposed to go up there, upstairs where the beds were. And certainly not with Aimee. 
“Bedrooms are this way,” she said. “There’s also a bathroom up here, but the toilet is really temperamental. You’re basically peeing in a bucket.” 
“No, I’m not,” said Ebon, looking down. 
Aimee didn’t hear his joke and was already ascending the steps, her voice echoing slightly. Ebon followed. The staircase was even steeper than it had seemed from below, and he felt a need to grip the railing and keep himself from tumbling backward. But the railing, like everything else in the house, looked rotted beneath a carpet of grimy dust. The dust was fresh and undisturbed; it was as if Aimee never grabbed the railing. When Ebon did, the whole banister came out a half inch, the screws holding the thing unable to grip the rotted wood. 
“Gravity toilet,” she explained, not noticing the failing support as she reached the top of the stairs and pointed into a small bathroom. “Not to be indelicate, but if you need to go number two, do it downstairs. This is a glorified hole, and the flush doesn’t seem to be working correctly.”
The bathroom was more or less across from the top of the steps. Aimee led them into it, jabbing a finger at the offending toilet. It looked like a normal commode, somewhat dingy, but had a small pedal at the base. Ebon resisted a joke about whether or not you should “floor it” when you really had to piss. 
“Island living,” she said, shaking her head at the toilet. “Plumbing sucks because we’re right at sea level and everything below us is sand. At least we got rid of the old holding tank and put in a proper septic system. The tank backed up all the time. Once Dad had renters, and the tank overfilled, and the renters had to poop in trash cans. Didn’t even ask for their money back; it was like they enjoyed roughing it and found it quaint.” Aimee chuckled, then turned to the toilet as if meaning business. “So you just use this thing like normal — liquids only, remember — and then push this pedal to flush.” 
She demonstrated. Something behind the pedal seemed to slip or break, and the heel of her foot snapped one of the floorboards as she brought her foot down. It might have been Ebon’s imagination, but he thought he saw the whole works rattle, lid jiggling as if she’d pushed the toilet’s base deeper into the floor. He got a vision of her sitting on it at night, then breaking through the floor into the downstairs laundry room. He wanted to warn her (he could see the headline: “Woman Killed in Toilet Collapse”), but Aimee was already moving away as if nothing about the board’s crack or shifting commode had struck her as odd. The idea of warning someone about bathroom fixtures they used daily and that their father had used daily suddenly struck Ebon as bizarre. He was the guest, and she wasn’t a kid. He really shouldn’t tell her how to pee. 
“Shower kind of sucks.” She pointed to a tiny fabricated stall. “Never really worked right. It’s on our fix list.”
Ebon looked back at the floorboard Aimee had cracked with her foot while flushing. He looked at the mirror above the sink, which had been completely shattered, the reflective corners still anchored by stubborn hangers. How long was that fix list? And had she really been living this way for six weeks? She’d always been adventurous, but a tent would offer more luxury. And as a bonus, you couldn’t fall to your death from a toilet while camping.
Aimee brushed by him. Ebon found himself leaving the bathroom and following her to a small bedroom at one end of the upstairs hallway. It contained two bunk beds. The room was in the same shambles as the rest of the house, but one of the lower bunks had been dusted, and clean sheets bearing pictures of Sesame Street’s Elmo had been fitted on the bed.
“Room sweet room,” she said. “I feel a little bad about taking the good room at the end of the hall, but it was my dad’s and I just don’t feel ready — emotionally ready, I mean — to kick him out. Know what I mean? Especially since … well, anyway. I made that one up for you, but if you want to sleep on the top bunk, knock yourself out. I’ll just warn you, there may be boogers on the ceiling above it. My brother always took the top. Pretty sure he stuck things places because he was always casually gross like that.” 
“What’s Alan doing now?” Ebon didn’t care, but he felt the need to keep his foot in the conversation’s door.
“He’s an architect. But that didn’t stop him from being gross in the past. Pretty sure he was doing all sorts of other things up there at night too. The bunk was always shaking. Sure you don’t want to sleep up there? We also have Big Bird sheets. I could make them both up, and you could alternate. What any boy wants from his beach house, am I right?” 
Ebon looked at the bunk bed. She’d made up the less rickety of the two (the other looked like a carpentry experiment), but sleeping in the “better” one still felt like a damned if you do, damned if you don’t situation. His choices were to sleep on the top and probably collapse the structure on his first night, or to sleep on the bottom and possibly be crushed from above. It was as perilous as the toilet. So much in this house involved falling while in the midst of something intimate.
Again, Ebon felt an urge to ask Aimee why she was here, how she hoped to restore this mess, and why the property hadn’t been condemned. But it was his first day, and despite their frequent emails and recent LiveLyfe chats, they were still just getting to truly know one another again. Criticizing her home maintenance habits while crapping on her family residence and inheritance seemed like poor first-day manners. Besides, Aimee wasn’t stupid and was good with her hands. She’d lived in Aaron all her life, had spent many years in this house as a kid, and had managed to live here alone for six weeks so far. Ebon, on the other hand, was more like hired company. Aimee would tell him what to do, but he was hardly qualified to figure out on his own which renovation projects were terminal versus which were merely ugly. 
“Homey,” he said instead.  
“Okay. Now for the big reveal. You’ve never seen my father’s bedroom, have you?” 
Ebon wondered if he was supposed to laugh, but as she brushed by him again, this time headed to the opposite end of the short hallway, he wondered if the question was legit. As they passed the bathroom, Ebon noticed plasterwork in progress that he couldn’t believe he’d missed when they’d entered a moment ago: a tub of joint compound and a few blades and taping knives laid more or less as tripping hazards near the doorway. Apparently Aimee was at work already. He dared another peek inside. He must be adjusting to the shock; the room looked better than he remembered it from all of sixty seconds earlier. There were fresh patches on the walls, and one corner had fresh paint, evidence that Aimee’s home improvement style was as schizophrenic as her attention-deficit art strategy. Why hadn’t he noticed that before?
The door at the end of the hall opened into a large room with an old and dusty dresser, an older and dustier end table, and a bed that looked as if it might have once been grand, before the vandals and gremlins had arrived. The sheets were clean (if thrown all over) and there was a light-brown comforter that had been kicked off onto the floor. It was far roomier than the other bedroom, and had held the ghost of its previous quaint beach style better than the rest of the house. The master bedroom was still rundown, but somehow different and more dignified. 
There was another door opposite the hallway. Ebon felt a moment of vertigo. He was usually decent at keeping his bearings and was fairly sure the door had to go nowhere. From what he could tell, they should’ve run out of house. Even a window on the same wall looked out over the water.
Aimee answered his unasked question by crossing the room and opening the door to a half-glass, half-screen door and view of the bay. Ebon could see Pinky Slip in the corner, invisible from the first floor. 
“Dad always intended to put a porch out here but … ” Aimee sighed.
Ebon nodded with understanding. Richard had been quite handy with a hammer and saw, but he’d also been a secret drinker. Before Richard had become wary of Ebon and his attention to Aimee, he’d been friendly, and played games with them on the living room floor. Even in the afternoons, Ebon could smell the juniper fumes on his breath. There were days when Aimee told Ebon they should play away from the house for no apparent reason, speaking brightly but with red eyes. She’d always pretended, for Richard’s sake, that she didn’t know how much he drank. But they both knew, and it didn’t surprise Ebon, years later, to learn that it was ultimately the drink that killed him. 
Ebon looked through the door, a corner of the deck visible at the bottom of the vista. He wondered why he’d never noticed the floating door from the outside. It was bolted shut, possibly for the safety of renters or to keep Richard from stumbling to his death in a stupor.
“We don’t have to build a porch, do we?” 
Aimee shook her head and laughed. “I’ve gotten used to it like this. It’s a Twilight Zone thing and messes with people’s heads.” She sighed. “But without a porch, the view is kind of wasted. Take a look. It’s like something from a postcard.”
Ebon moved closer to the door and looked out across the bay. He could see the mainland far in the distance: a dark strip delineating dark-blue water from light-blue sky. He could see the out-jut to the north that Aaron’s Party once made its home. Past it would be Redding Dock: a place Ebon had explored often on his own, keeping it a solo spot, private even from Aimee. It seemed like nobody walked the impossibly long, seemingly indestructible red dock to its end as he did, to watch the sun set with his toes in the water. Then he looked to the left, toward the south side of the bowl-shaped bay. Past the curve of land would be West Dock, the point, and the lighthouse. The island had a lighthouse on both ends, but the modern southern lighthouse, with the odd wrought metal shape like a curly T at the top, was the famous one. The one he and Aimee had visited once, for the romantic picnic that wasn’t. 
Ebon turned, fighting nostalgia. When he spoke, it was as if a small, young boy inside him were making the words and he was merely mouthing them. “It’s beautiful,” he said. He meant the view, but also the town, the time, the persistence of childhood and innocence. Aimee was just behind him, her presence more felt than heard. In that moment she was a teenager again, and his own spirit felt light with no life in between. No Holly, no marriage, no betrayal. No tragedy or sorrow. 
Surprised, Ebon felt his eyes watering. He blinked the tears away, then turned to look back into the musty room. It looked somehow different from this end than it had from the doorway, just as the bathroom had on second glance. Painting supplies had been prematurely stacked in a corner, including a long ceiling pole. He’d missed a cordless drill and a section of exposed lath on one wall that Aimee appeared to be in the process of repairing with plaster. Even the bed, which had seemed beyond repair when he’d first entered, had been laid with a new mattress that he hadn’t noticed. Had she ordered one from the mainland and had it delivered all the way up here? Why would she do that, when the room itself wasn’t finished? But then again, if Ebon was going to move into a renovation project, he supposed he’d want a comfortable place to sleep too. 
“If we get bored,” Aimee was saying, still looking toward the door to the ocean, “I’d love to see if we can put a big picture window in here. This thing’s a travesty.” She flicked at a small window near the bed that yellowed miniblinds had half covered. “How long do you have to stay here and help me, Ebon?” 
“I’m not here to help you,” he said, smiling. “This is a work-recovery project. Your renovations are a side effect of my convalescing.” 
“Hmm. Well, you’ll pay your room and board with sweat equity, side effect or not. But I can rephrase it if you want to pretend you haven’t signed into a forced labor camp: How long will you need to ‘recover,’ Ebon?” 
He chuckled, but Aimee’s face fell the moment the words were past her lips. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t mean to make light of it.” 
“It’s okay. I just did the same thing.” 
“I shouldn’t joke. That was really insensitive.” 
She was looking away, clearly bothered. He put his hand on her arm. “Aimee, it’s okay. Seriously.” 
“It’s not. I just lost my dad. I know what it’s like. I know you need time. You know I didn’t really ask you here to help me remodel, right? Take all the time you need, sit out on the beach, look at the waves, drink Coronas, whatever. Go on walks, like we used to. With or without me.” 
Ebon voiced a small, dry laugh. “The last thing I want is to meditate for days and weeks on end. I could have done that back home. Holly is gone, and no amount of sitting on the beach will change that. I came here to move on. Don’t you want to move on from your dad?” 
But of course, that was different. Aimee’s father might have drunk too much and might have had a hot temper, but he hadn’t cheated on her with some other daughter. He hadn’t died in a car accident, possibly with his lover’s dick in his hand. Or mouth.
“Sure. But I want to remember him too.” 
“I’ve remembered all I want to remember.” 
“Just like that?” 
“No, not just like that. It’s … ” 
“You don’t want to talk about it,” said Aimee.
He very much didn’t, but he wanted even less to tell Aimee that he didn’t want to talk about it. She’d take offense, blaming herself for some inarticulate wrong, if he did that. She’d opened the wound, and now he didn’t want to dress it. But it wasn’t fair to make Aimee uncomfortable, in her own house, while she still had her own grieving to do. 
He said, “It’s a tricky situation. I don’t know if I’m sadder that she’s gone or angry about what she did.” 
“Cheating.” 
“Constantly cheating. Looking back, I’m realizing now that she never stopped. But the worst part is I can’t even blame her. Not because there’s anything wrong with me, but because that’s who she was. It’s who she always was. Holly couldn’t settle; she was always looking for something new and adventurous. That’s why it took us so long to get married, I guess. I’d be lying if I told you that I was ever sure I’d be enough for her. I think I kind of always knew she was cheating even before finding … well, it’s not important. So: Should I be angry? Or should I accept it for what it was and couldn’t help but be? When you add in the accident and I have to add ‘Should I grieve?’ into the mix, it gets even harder. And I do want to grieve. I loved her, I did, and she loved me. I know she did. She was really the only person I ever loved since … ” He stammered. “ … the only person I ever loved quite that way.” 
“I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry you had to go through that, Ebon. You deserve better.” 
But even saying that seemed to make Aimee uncomfortable, as if she felt eggshells underfoot. Was she allowed to (or supposed to) buoy Ebon if it meant casting a sleight on Holly? Or was it better to respect his grief by not speaking ill of his late wife? He didn’t know what to tell her, because he wasn’t sure how he felt about it himself. 
He glanced out the window again, at the shoreline. Although Ebon wasn’t sure how to feel, he’d come to the right place to feel it. Aaron had been an unscratched mental itch for his entire adult life — a place of quiet recollections and unfinished business. If there was any place in the world that could give him a place to escape even himself, Aaron was it. 
“It’s my life, my wife, my sense of betrayal, and the inadequacy that comes with it — ” Ebon peeked at Aimee, wondering if he should have said that last. “— But the truth is that I don’t even know how to make sense of it all. I could walk along the shore and be angry as justifiably as I could walk the same shore the next day feeling sad. There’s no right or wrong, really. I’m allowed to feel any of those things — or all of them. But the fact that I seem to have to choose how to feel is a curse. The way I have to decide, knowing that feeling the wrong thing might make me an asshole or a monster? Hell, that’s just one more thing to feel. I’m overwhelmed, Aimee. I don’t want to choose. So right now, if I’m being honest, I don’t want to feel anything.” He rapped his knuckles against the wall, and plaster dust sifted onto his arm. He forced a smile. “Right now, I just want to cut boards and help you rebuild a house.” 
Aimee watched him, seeming to assess whether he was telling the truth or merely saying what he thought she wanted to hear. Surprisingly, he realized it was the former. He didn’t want to ruminate. He’d come here to bury himself in something new and to become someone else. More than anything, he’d come to Aaron to forget. 
“Okay,” Aimee said, apparently deciding to believe him. “Luckily, I have a home improvement project that will fit your needs.” 
“And we should add a picture window,” said Ebon. “For sure, not ‘if we have time.’ The view deserves it.” Again Ebon knocked the wall, looking out on the water. “This is a beautiful place, Aim. Do you even see it for what it is? Or is it mundane to you because it’s always been home?” 
She looked through the door to nowhere and sighed. “No. It’s beautiful.” 
Ebon nodded. Strangely, despite his litany to Aimee, he felt better than he had in weeks. Better than he had since the policeman’s call. Better than he had since seeing Mark from Work wheeled through the hospital behind Holly, his pants more open than you’d expect from a car crash. 
“Where are you getting all the money for this anyway?” Ebon fingered the crumbling plaster. “I’d have tried harder to hook up with you if I’d known you were loaded.” 
He probably shouldn’t have said that; their official story was that they were friends and had never been anything more. But Aimee smiled. “Dad had a lot of money, and his will only had the two names. Forget about my money. Where are you getting all the time for this?” 
“I’ve got time off. It’s not a problem.” 
“‘Time off?’” 
“Yes.” 
“Months’ worth of time, maybe.” 
“As much as it takes.” 
“That’s a generous work arrangement. Who will coddle clients and remember their dogs’ birthdays in your absence?” He’d told her that bit of miscellany — how keeping track of the most mundane details about his firm’s clients made him a superstar among otherwise mediocre performers — on LiveLyfe. No wonder she’d found it worth repeating; Aimee’s own memory for details was like a sieve. 
“I am being covered. I will be able to take the time you require without interruption.” He said it officially, deliberately avoiding contractions, as if reading from a pamphlet.
“How mysterious.”
“Yes. I’m known for my mystery.” 
Aimee watched Ebon for another beat, then turned back toward the hallway, leaving the nowhere door open. The top half was glass (or clear plastic — Ebon didn’t know; he wasn’t exactly the home improvement expert he was impersonating during his stay), and the lower half was a screen. A pleasant early autumn breeze wafted into the room behind them, tinged with the scent of salt and leaves. Before leaving the room, she put her hands on her hips and looked around, nodded with apparent satisfaction, and led the way back out. 
Ebon took a quick look of his own before following, wondering how she could be so blasé about the renovation project of the decade. But the floor wasn’t as bad as he’d thought, now that he looked again, and while the plaster was worn at least it wasn’t falling out in huge chunks. The bed would probably go or be replaced. All in all, it was rough but salvageable, and he wondered at his own first impression of the place as if it were an unfounded prejudice. The cottage had struck him as impossibly ramshackle (condemnable, really) when he’d first seen it, and the downstairs living area had seemed the same. But looking around now, at a room in slight disrepair (as if the occupant had become sick then died a year ago), Ebon wondered if he was being unfair. Maybe he was still blaming Richard all these years later, taking his remaining hatred out on the home that Richard had left behind.
Maybe. But wouldn’t that make him a son of a bitch?
Reentering the living room and kitchen, he found that his perceptions of the first floor had similarly reset. Plaster he’d thought to be in dire shape was merely battered and worn. Furniture that had looked ravaged by wild animals was merely old and beaten by decades of wear, then subdued through lack of attention as its owner grew ill. The room’s corners looked dusty and full of black mold, but even some of the apparent mold was just drifts of the tiny bugs that were as much a part of Aaron life as the sand. The carpet was threadbare, and spiders had spun thousands of webs. That, at least, was par for the course. Spiders on Aaron worked supernaturally fast. You could wake up and walk through a web spanning a doorway you’d used the previous night on your way into bed. 
He walked to the couch, noting several holes and cigarette burns in its upholstery that hadn’t been there in his youth. He smacked his palm into a cushion, raising a plume of dust. It was only dust. Just as the cracks and crumbles he’d seen all around the room seemed to be mostly the artwork of spiders and flies. 
It was an old house in need of attention. A father’s place waiting to be made into a daughter’s, one generation giving way to the next in life’s great circle. The cottage wasn’t in a state of advanced decay after all. He’d been surprised earlier, that was all. Since Holly, Ebon hadn’t been sleeping well. Now that he was here — now that he’d finally come home without any baggage except for one stuffed duffel — he could begin to feel right again. He could start to see things as they were, rather than through the rose-colored lenses he’d unwittingly worn for so long.
Ebon looked again at the couch, considered sitting, then decided that gross was still gross and pulled out a wooden chair instead. He brushed its seat to clear the worst of the grime, then sat. 
“I guess it’s not too bad,” he said. “We’ll just need easy access to a Home Depot. There are a few of those on the island, right?”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
A Girl He Knew From ...
 
EBON, REALIZING HE PROBABLY LOOKED LIKE a caricature of a man combing beaches to ponder his lost past, left the house wearing khaki cargo shorts that came to his knees with a long-sleeve shirt meant to cut the cool air’s bite. According to the weather forecast, Aaron was expecting heat later today — maybe rising into the upper eighties — but now, at an hour past sunrise, the slight breeze coming off the bay was cool. Ebon stuffed his hands into his pockets, feeling it ruffle his thick black hair, wondering if he should have worn long pants. 
Aimee wasn’t awake. He’d slept surprisingly well in the small bunk bed and had risen as the sun leaked down the hall from the window and open faux door in Aimee’s room, then made coffee and paced the house, wondering why he’d overreacted to its condition the day before. Yes, the place would take work. They’d need to re-glaze most of the windows and replace a few; they’d have to patch a ton of holes and caulk the tub; they’d need to tighten the shower head upstairs and, Ebon feared, break into the wall behind the inset and do some work on the copper to make the thing work right. The floor was worn in places and would need some TLC, and Aimee had already warned him that the pipes had frozen the prior winter and that only strategic emergency shutoffs were keeping the home from leaking like a kid’s sprinkler playground. The burst pipes, of course, were under the house. Richard’s house was supposed to be fully insulated below deck, but things had shifted over the years. Ebon wasn’t looking forward to climbing under the house, carrying wrenches and wearing a hat to keep the spiders from his hair, but it seemed like the worst of manners to make Aimee do it. 
The place was just old. Once the cobwebs were cleared, windows were thrown open to invite the breeze, and the detritus was all cleared (Aimee was a contributor to that detritus; her projects had attempted to stay in her studio but had failed and were now in every room), Richard’s home would show itself for what it was: an old cottage on the island shore, where the effects of weather were magnified. Even looking back now, as he paced away and onto the beach, the facade wasn’t nearly as bad as Ebon had thought on arrival. The shingles, which had been a quaint blue gray, had turned a sickly shade of decay, paint chipped to the brown and weathered wood below. Many had broken away in storms; shutters had come loose or fallen, and the dark roof was bare in patches. (That might explain the ceiling stain he’d noticed inside last night. Water always found a way in when you allowed it to, especially near the ocean.) Exposed metal was rusting in the caustic air. There were three or four thermometers mounted around the home’s exterior, on the large and yellowing porch, and the metal mounts had practically turned to dust. 
It was all cosmetic. All easily justifiable, given the place’s age, the fact that it had been abandoned for nearly a year, the ocean’s proximity, and the prior occupant’s inability, in his twilight years, to climb ladders or use a drill. 
He’d been foggy yesterday, was all. A rushed packing job, a long car trip, a boat ride with a choppy start, a return to a place and a girl (now a woman) from his past. The agency had let him take his “leave of indeterminate duration” way too easily too; his feeling that they’d miss him was less than convincing, given how scattered and half-there he’d been over the past weeks. Moving and death were both supposed to be major life stressors, and both were said to unseat people in the best of cases. Well, Ebon hadn’t truly moved, but in a way what he’d done was far more extreme. And death? He’d stared that in the eye. 
He turned to the right, heading north along the island’s west coast. He wouldn’t be able to see Aaron’s Party (or the out-jut where it used to be) unless he was willing to walk for a while, but a distinct part of Ebon felt drawn toward it anyway. 
Sand sifted between his toes, thanks to the foot-glove shoes that Aimee had seen in his bag and laughed long and loudly at. When they’d been kids, they’d done everything barefoot, but it was cold, and he might need to walk across shells. The breeze was kind. The sun was bold where it came between the cottages, but it was hardly oppressive. 
He walked and, without meaning to, fell into a meditative rhythm as his feet clapped the sand.  
After a few minutes, he met the piled-up rocks that sat on the apron of Pinky Slip, where Captain Jack (like the Billy Joel song; could he get you high tonight?) had left him. The path split and moved up the hill to the top of the steps he’d climbed just yesterday. After taking a few steps onto the lower path, Ebon remembered why they hadn’t come this way instead: the tide came and went, and when it was high the rocks were slippery and dying to break a walker’s ankle. He managed with effort, then was rewarded as the path returned to beach on the far side. 
Past more cottages. One had a floating dock on the water that appeared heavily damaged, and Ebon, who’d only spent three summers here, wondered why someone with a permanent home would do something so dumb. A floating dock? Really? It’d be dashed to pieces in the first storm. 
He passed another stretch of beach beyond the dock house, then had to clamber over more rocks in front of a blue house with a high porch. He felt like a trespasser being so close as he passed, but if you lined your beach with boulders, you had to accept that people would have to practically knock on your door when they walked past. 
He came down. More beach. A few dead fish and a quickly passing scent of decaying guts. Some garbage, which Ebon tried to ignore, lest his impression of the picture-perfect ocean be sullied by pollution. He already felt himself turning inward without meaning to, his consciousness rattling around inside his skull as if searching for treasure. It was the air and its smell that was doing it. The shifting feel of sand underfoot, and the waves’ hypnotic rhythm.
Ebon found himself ruminating on the most random of thoughts: 
His apartment in the city, frozen in suspended animation as he’d exited. Had he left a faucet running? Had he left a light on? He wouldn’t be back for who knew how long, and the water or electric bill would be a bitch if he had. 
His grandparents’ cottage, somewhere up ahead. He remembered the summery slap of the screen door and Grams’s always-accompanying shout, telling him to close the door slowly. The rattle of the little hook on the door as it banged shut, the hook that held the door fast in storms when the cottage was empty. 
Himself walking this same beach at age twelve, in the other direction, seeing Aimee for the first time. She’d been fourteen and had shown him how to build a sandcastle, despite the fact that at twelve he was perfectly capable of building one by himself. Ebon hadn’t wanted to stop walking, or get a lesson, but Aimee had called him over, then given him one anyway.
You have to get the sand wet, but not too wet. 
He’d known that, and it had been stupid of Aimee to assume that he was a dumb kid who didn’t, but her hair had become a tangled bird’s nest of spun hay in the breeze, and he’d been intrigued by the small beauty mark on her chin that he later discovered she hated enough to call a wart.
Getting ice cream at Coney’s near West Dock that last day at age fifteen, somehow knowing it was his last time. And he’d been right; until now he’d never come back. 
Letters exchanged with Aimee.
Kisses exchanged with Holly. She’d always loved him, truly and with her whole heart. But Holly’s constant hunger had been stronger than her heart, and he’d never been adventurous enough to meet her needs. Ebon thought of their good times: snuggled under a blanket, on vacation in Cape Hatteras, sitting around his apartment on their wedding night and joking about how their honeymoon would be spent watching Seinfeld reruns. But what the hell; Ebon wasn’t a slave to convention, and Holly outright eschewed it.
Finding Holly’s journal as he’d combed through her things. Resisting its pull. Opening it to find the first half empty and unused, the second half damning and sharp like a blade.
His father, a psychologist, asking somewhere in the back of Ebon’s mind if he was actually seeking a new start on Aaron, or just trying to run and hide from his problems.
Holly as she’d been back in college, both of them standing in line at the philistine box office waiting for advance tickets to see a concert by … who? He should remember that; it was when they’d met again, for the second time, the time that they finally stuck. But right now it felt as if Aaron’s waves were washing the memory away. 
Ebon found a stray boulder, leaned against it, and unstrapped one of his toe shoes to sift the sand from it. Who the hell had they been buying tickets to see?
Oasis. 
Yes. That had to be it. Ebon felt guilty for his uncertainty, just as he felt guilty for not being sadder. The thought made him angry, but then more guilt arose to smother his anger. His wife was dead. Shouldn’t he be sitting somewhere in a corner, knees to his chest, bawling into his whiskey? 
But it wasn’t Oasis they’d been buying tickets for after all, he decided. He was confused by the fact that someone, in one of the nearby cottages, was playing an Oasis song just loud enough for the beach to hear, like breath on the breeze. It was “Wonderwall,” from the (What’s the Story) Morning Glory? album. He knew the album well enough; it had been top of the charts for the first of his summers on Aaron, and the public fights between Liam and Noel Gallagher had topped the news during the other two. He and Aimee had listened to that album over and over on the small CD boom box they set in the sand beside them while they played and sat and read and talked. He knew the entire lineup by heart. If the cottage DJ nearby was playing the album instead of a '90s radio station, he’d hear “Don’t Look Back in Anger” next. Given the number of times Richard Frey’s CD player had run the album off for two kids over the course of three summers, Ebon’s mind had stitched the songs together as surely as if they were a single song in two acts. “Wonderwall” would be incomplete if its partner didn’t follow behind. 
Looking down, back still to the boulder, Ebon rubbed the place where his ring should’ve been and sighed. Holly had been a flirt and a liar and a cheat, but she’d never meant any of it. She hadn’t thought she was doing anything wrong. She’d been incorrect about that, of course, but she hadn’t been malicious. If Ebon had arrived at the hospital before the life had drained from her — if he’d held her hand as she’d died — Holly would have looked up at him with those deep-green eyes and said, I love you with all my heart. 
She’d have meant it. Ebon would have known, and meant it right back. 
He reached up and wiped moisture from his eyes. 
Instead of moving into the next song, “Wonderwall” repeated somewhere behind him. Apparently the cottage DJ wasn’t going to advance the album, but Ebon thought the brothers’ next song was good advice, even though it turned out they couldn’t take it themselves when it came to intra-Gallagher relations.
Don’t look back in anger. 
Unfortunately, that left only sadness and guilt. It felt so much better to be angry at Holly. Anger was a fortifying emotion. Sadness and guilt felt like the corrosive kiss of salt air, degrading the supports that kept him upright and moving forward. 
Ebon stood. 
Ahead was more beach, eventually wrapping to the end of the crescent-shaped inlet and around the bend to the shoreside carnival’s former location. He looked there now, seeing how the sun had already shortened the shadows on the beach, feeling the warmer air. He found that he no longer wanted to see the Party, or where it used to be. There were too many sharp-edged emotions there — for this early in his trip anyway. Would he be overwhelmed by its loss, feeling a part of his past erased? Would he pine for the kiss exchanged with Holly at the top of the … 
But it hadn’t been Holly he’d kissed on the Danger Wheel. It had been Aimee, more than half a lifetime ago. Now Holly was gone, and Aimee was merely a friend. His memory was rich with possibility and fresh starts, but his present was empty. Something had gone wrong. Promises had been broken. Who had he been, all those years ago, and who had he thought he’d become? Aimee had never truly returned his affection — not back then anyway — and even her most tantalizing offers had soured before blossoming. He remembered feeling that the best was yet to come, and now it seemed like the best was behind him. Somehow he’d been lapped without experiencing the middle: thirty-one with his life mostly over. What a gyp. 
Don’t look back in anger.
Ebon had lost another few minutes feeling sorry for himself (looking back in anger, to tell the truth), and “Wonderwall” was now playing for the third time. Distant. Tinny. Fragmented and indistinct, but definitely there. The water had a strange way of tossing sounds about, washing some away while pushing others forth like an hidden wave. The song could be coming from anywhere. 
Ebon looked back and forth along the beach, knowing he neither wanted to head up to Aaron’s Party nor back to Aimee’s. There was public beach access behind him, and he remembered Aaron’s geography well enough to know it would lead him into the row of stores and bed-and-breakfasts that served as the island’s downtown. The wide, cottonwood-lined span between cottages was ratty grass, but the access path itself had been trodden to sand. It was hard to pinpoint the sound as it bounced about, but it seemed like it might be coming from one of the cottages farther back. It was as good of a white rabbit to follow as any.
Ebon walked, his head stubbornly refusing to budge from the quiet and contemplative mood it had so easily found on the beach. He didn’t want to think; he wanted to forget. He didn’t want to process his emotions, or figure out what it all meant. He wanted to bury his head in the sand — and sand was something of which Aaron had plenty. There was nothing wrong with turning a blind eye. Apathy was underrated. He’d done nothing to trigger his situation. It had been done to him. One moment he’d been a man with a beautiful, sexy, fun, charming wife who loved him, and the next he’d found himself the guilty widower of a whore. A whore, it turned out, that he still loved plenty. It was too much. Too conflicted. He hadn’t asked for any of it, and he didn’t deserve … 
Ebon stopped as if snapping out of a trance. He was facing the front window of Sweetums, the candy shop that had claimed the island as home for as long as the liquor agency. Aaron couldn’t support a grocery store, but candy and liquor did fine. Sometimes, during winter’s shortest, grayest days, you wanted to get loaded and eat caramel nut clusters. 
The song was gone, as if it had never been playing. 
Ebon looked around, disoriented. Behind him was the beach access, but it was farther back than he thought it should be. He’d walked a long section of McComb Street, past the inn and tavern and the historical society that could close its doors and have no one notice. He had no real memory of passing any of them, but he’d been deep inside his head. Maybe if he went back, he’d hear Oasis playing again and could locate its source. But what would be the point? Had he been planning to break into whatever home was playing it and click Repeat to kill the circuit? Had he planned to chastise the occupant, advising him to quit burying himself in a loop and move on with his life … and with his album? 
Hello, hey now; roll with it, and don’t look back in anger. What’s the story, morning glory? Some might say there’s a champagne supernova in the sky.
A sign in the corner of the Sweetums window said, Salt Water Taffy on sale — take a piece of the ocean home before fall!” 
Ebon felt a chuckle rise. It was technically still summertime, but only the calendar held that ridiculous opinion. For Aaron, summer ended on Labor Day weekend, when the crowd winterized its cottages and the ferry schedule moved to its off-season schedule. The ferry was Aaron’s bloodline to the world. In the dead of winter, the only way off was via shaky prop planes. Luckily, Aaron didn’t need that blood for survival. It had a hard shell and accepted the outside world’s commerce without requiring it. It was a poisonous cone shell, perfectly capable of defending itself despite its pretty exterior. 
Ebon wondered if the salt water taffy was still on sale, given that the shopkeeper had clearly forgotten to remove the sign. All of a sudden, he very much wanted some. The craving was strong — almost a compulsion. They’d eaten it by the fistful over summers of Aaron past because it was a weakness shared by Richard and Ebon’s grandparents, both always boasting dishes filled for the taking. Aimee’s father’s place was nicer than his grandparents’ and the beach was less littered with seaweed, but even if Richard’s gazes forced Ebon and Aimee away, they could binge on taffy elsewhere. In his mouth now, the memory of taste was a beacon. You couldn’t go back in time, but your taste buds could.
Except that he hadn’t brought any money. 
Ebon rummaged, hoping he’d tucked a few dollars into one of his shorts’ many pockets a while back and forgotten about it. Nothing. He could run back to Aimee’s, but that would break the spell, and he wasn’t ready to end his meanderings. Aimee would surely be up by now (Ebon could barely believe she’d been able to sleep through the morning sunlight glaring through her room’s windows for as long as she had), and if he returned he’d feel compelled to sit with her and chat. He wanted to talk to Aimee plenty, but not now. Now, he wanted taffy. 
Maybe he could bargain with the shopkeeper: taffy now and payment later, like how Wimpy from Popeye would gladly pay you Tuesday for a hamburger today. The island was small, and its inhabitants tended to be trusting. He remembered his grandfather gassing his car at the south end once, then being sent north to the co-op for payment. They’d assumed he’d be a good boy and comply, and he had.
But that was absurd. Ebon was thirty-one fucking years old, and thirty-one-fucking-year-old men didn’t beg or barter for salt water taffy. Thirty-one-fucking-year-old men walked the half mile back to the cottage where they were platonically staying with the woman they’d always wanted to have sex with, grabbed their grown-up wallets, and paid with cold, hard cash. Possibly while smoking a pipe and reading the New Yorker. 
Ebon put his hands against the window. Then he turned away, feeling stupid for a reason he couldn’t identify. 
McComb Street was quiet in the early morning, and as he looked down its length, soon pacing a bit farther and gazing down Main where it intersected, Ebon realized that almost nothing had changed since his last visit. It was as if sixteen years had frozen in his absence.
There were only a few people milling about. None were really shopping except for two women making an early-morning beer run (Drunks, he thought; it was barely 9 a.m.), but a few people were landscaping, storing summer boats and toys beside their cottages, and sitting on decks and sipping their coffee. It was a pleasant morning that would have been at home in the height of tourist season. 
Smiling, Ebon began to walk, noticing Aimee’s family’s flower shop, The Stalk Market, on the corner, still closed for the morning but with a display window bursting with roses. Aimee wouldn’t go in today, of course, but soon one of her employees would arrive and fling the doors wide to greet the pleasant day’s breeze.
As he walked, Ebon found himself wondering if he was the only unfamiliar face these people would see today. Summer had faded; it was a mid-September Thursday, and even those who hadn’t completely closed for the season would only be on Aaron for the weekends. The population would have dropped precipitously, leaving the island as the exclusive domain of year-round residents. In a town this small, everyone sort of knew everyone. Ebon would be a familiar face after a while spent at Aimee’s (Weeks? Months? How long was he planning to stay?), but not yet. He wondered if he should make eye contact and wave, like people did during the summer. Even while driving Aaron’s narrow roads, people stuck their hands out the windows to wave. 
Ebon suddenly felt the need to sit. His stroll had been pleasant, but now that he was in town it was starting to feel surreal. He was still tired. Why was he thinking about taffy and being unfamiliar and waving? He was merely a man walking a street. Why did he feel the need to inspect his own behavior, and wonder if it was appropriate? 
Before he could find a bench — or better yet head back to Aimee’s for breakfast and coffee and conversation — he saw a flash of something brilliantly red. The splash of color screamed like a gunshot cutting through silence. The sky was clear and blue, but he hadn’t really noticed how the colors around him were somewhat muted until now, as if autumn’s hues left a different heat signature on Aaron than the summer palette he was used to. Ebon hadn’t realized it until that red flash, as strangely discordant to his eye as songs on the beach had been to his ear. 
Blinking, he saw it again. The blotch of brilliant color moved out from behind a planter, and he saw that it was a bright-red sundress worn by a woman with flaming-red hair tied up into a messy knot. 
Not entirely understanding why, Ebon turned and began to approach her. 
The woman was two full blocks down, her dress a beacon that cut through the streetside decay of grays and browns and suddenly non-vibrant greens and blues. She’d be impossible to lose. It was almost as if she’d worn that dress (and that hair, of which there seemed to be a lot, contained though it may have been) specifically to make tracking her easy. 
Ebon felt his pull for the salt water taffy wane as the woman’s pull began to grow. Strangely, the two stimuli had the same flavor. A moment ago, he’d been desperate to taste salt water taffy — not because he was hungry, but because he felt the dragging hand of nostalgia. Again, Ebon wondered if coming back to Aaron was a good idea. Everything around him was as it always had been, but that was somehow more disorienting than if he’d arrived to find six sky-scraping hotels, paved streets, and a FedEx sorting facility. 
As he had in front of Sweetums’s, Ebon kept wanting to remind himself that he wasn’t twelve; he wasn’t thirteen; he wasn’t fifteen. He was thirty-one years old; his proper place was in the city; he worked as an agent and was goddamn good at his job because while other agents faked networking Ebon was naturally gifted thanks to his excellent memory for meaningful details. Maybe he’d sometimes forgotten to wear socks in his teens or allowed soup to burn, but these days — here and now, where salt water taffy was candy and strange women were nothing more than the things they appeared to be — Ebon was a human Rolodex. He remembered whose aunt had a birthday approaching, which producers actually liked to be reminded of their divorces because they felt they’d “won” them, and who liked to pretend that their lover was, in fact, their wife or husband — and thought that Ebon wouldn’t know the difference.
The woman in red had curvaceous, swaying hips. He watched her retreat. As she walked, she fluffed her arms as if overly warm, then waved to other sitting or walking people nearby. Each time her arms left her sides, Ebon caught a glimpse of the sideways shapeliness of her top half, her breasts seemingly buxom enough to be visible at a from-the-rear three-quarters vantage point. He found himself intrigued, more entranced than aroused. Although there was some of the latter swelling below his belt too.
Who was this woman? Ebon felt like he knew her. That had to be why he felt drawn to follow. Because if he didn’t think he knew her — if his plan wasn’t to catch up and find out for sure — then he was just a creepy guy who’d seen a woman on the street and decided to stalk her. 
Ebon stopped. But then, despite his revelation that he was doing something odd (following a strange woman as if he were a freak or a rapist or a serial killer), he felt like he had an invisible hand shoving him from behind. His feet ceased their shuffling, but his upper half didn’t bother to arrest its momentum. Ebon teetered on those momentarily still feet, threatening to spill face-forward into the dust. He had to place his right foot to stop himself from falling. And then, with the right foot launched, the left followed, and he found himself walking again with barely a hitch.
He moved up Main Street, past the inn. There was a first-floor bar (it doubled as an appropriate-for-families greasy spoon before dark) and rooms above. Twentysomethings without cottages of their own always booked rooms at the inn. Big kids with credit cards and proper ID. The inn had always been a forbidden place for older people. The fact that those college kids were a decade his junior these days felt like a blurred funhouse mirror, too strange for reality.
An old man was on the deck, his face weathered like a sailor’s, hair almost gone but immaculately combed almost in defiance of its thinning. He was looking at Ebon in a very un-Aaron way. In the past, all faces had held wide, welcoming expressions of greeting. But this man’s was almost judgmental, as if he was keeping an eye on Ebon to make sure he didn’t try to cause trouble. It had to be his stutter step — almost stopping but then keeping on after the woman in red. He probably looked drunk. Intoxicated at 9 a.m., the man probably thought. Just like those fucking bitches at the liquor store. 
Looking away from the old man’s hectoring face on the inn porch, Ebon realized with a shock that he’d lost the woman. His heart skittered; he felt a shock of raw panic for only a beat, the feeling replaced with a sense that he might be drunk, that somehow the two casual beers from his night with Aimee had hidden in his stomach, waited, and had now dumped into his bloodstream all at once. He felt a beer bong’s worth of absurdity — not stumbling drunk, but decidedly out of his head. 
Why was he doing any of this? 
Another red flash from ahead. Ebon exhaled. The woman had stopped for a moment, possibly to peek through a store window. She’d come out shopping (there was a plastic bag hanging from one pale arm; Ebon had a thought that bothered him for some reason: that she’d picked up something for a husband or boyfriend) and was taking in the island’s ambiance, looking through the quaint shop windows with her eye peeled for a later return. Perhaps with the husband or boyfriend. 
Ebon was closer now, thanks to the woman’s dawdling and pausing. Close enough, in fact, that he could call out to her. He had no reason to, but he could pretend to think she was someone else — and really, that wouldn’t be much of a stretch. She seemed so familiar. 
As Ebon shuffled hurriedly forward, he searched his Aaron memories for the woman’s identity. Was she a favorite shopkeeper his topmost memory had forgotten? Was she a girl he used to see on the beach? Her set of stimuli — bright-red hair, pale skin, wide, smooth curves that did nothing to make her look even a little obese (so far as he could see from a block back anyway), and a face that for some irrational reason Ebon felt certain would be blushed and beautiful — were unique enough that she’d be hard to confuse for anyone else.
Maybe she’d been a regular beach walker in the ‘90s, back when Oasis had been popular and he and Aimee had stolen away to Aaron’s Party together. Maybe she’d been a girl in her late teens or early twenties then, porcelain skin visible above, below, and between the halves of a two-piece swimsuit. She’d stayed on the island and he’d found her again, now feeling the same pull he’d felt in the Sweetums window. He could ask Aimee if she remembered a red-haired walker from their past — or, hell, a red-haired resident from the present. This wasn’t the kind of woman anyone could forget or mistake for another. But for some reason, Ebon didn’t want to say a word about the woman to Aimee. It felt wrong, like a secret betrayed.
The urge to yell out was growing stronger. If Ebon yelled, she’d turn, and he could see her face. The woman’s hair was red enough to border orange, and he felt sure she’d have bangs hanging over a pale forehead that would be strangely devoid of freckles. Red-blushed cheeks, bright-red lips. She’d look like a sunset at Redding Dock, where Ebon used to go to be alone, where the island’s colors always seemed brightest. 
But she turned onto Raymond Street and vanished from sight. There was a thick clutch of vacation cottages down that way, plus a small canal with a bridge over it that, on a map, appeared to chip a piece of Aaron off into the ocean. Homes wound along the canal, along Raymond Street, and extended their boat houses and tall docks into the water. For Aaron, it was a dense area — practically a maze. If she got too far into it before he caught up, he’d lose her for sure. 
Ebon thought again of stopping, seeing himself from above. 
This is crazy. You’re chasing this woman. Other people are probably watching you do it too, knowing you’re unfamiliar, calling the police. 
But Ebon didn’t stop. He didn’t want to. Something had unhinged inside, probably because of Holly. He was distraught. He could walk into the liquor store right now, drink his fill without paying, and throw up all over the place and the local law would say, Poor guy just lost a wife who was cheating on him. Found dead with her hand on her boyfriend’s throttle, she was, just like Casey Jones in the Wreck of the Old 97. 
Ebon ran for the corner. No pacing, no speed walking. He made it at nearly a sprint.
Go back to Aimee’s, said a sensible voice inside him. You’re delirious. You’re stressed. You held yourself together on the ride in and on your first night with Aimee (well, not with her; that never quite works out, does it?), but now you’re untethered and starting to break. You’re in shock. You can’t experience infidelity, betrayal, and violent death all in the same day without snapping. You never mourned. You never grew angry. You sat like the passive, worthless, spineless lump of shit you are, because she always cheated on you; she never stopped; she fucked Mark and that guy Charlie from her journal and probably the mailman, while you sat back and let her, never being the man she wanted or needed, never stepping up, never … 
Ebon reached the corner, body-checking the corner of a curiosity shop called Rapunzel’s Tower more or less intentionally. He wasn’t here (on the island, and certainly not in pursuit of a beautiful red-haired woman) to think about Holly. He was here to forget. To walk the beach and rest. To stroll without worry and smell the salty air. To rekindle something that had almost been in the past, but had been broken by something (someone) that could no longer harm him. Or perhaps to chase women he was sure he knew from somewhere, if need be. 
The woman was ahead again once he could look down Raymond, but only for a second. Then she turned left, the red flag of her dress winking out of sight as quickly as it had appeared. The rows of houses were dim and plain in its absence. With the red gone, it was as if someone had turned down the saturation on the world’s TV. 
Ebon ran again, still very aware of what this must look like to anyone watching.
Now he was committed. You couldn’t chase a strange woman and not catch her — not after such a display. One way or another, he had to stop her and say something — anything — to break the tension. The people who were surely watching and about to call the police (such that Aaron had any) needed to see the dark-haired stranger catch the voluptuous redhead to prove that he merely wanted her conversation. That’s all Ebon wanted too: to reach the woman, nab her attention, and apologize. He wanted to save face by telling her that he’d thought she was someone else. Because if he quit now, he’d have to admit (to himself if to nobody else) that he might be losing his head, chasing a girl like that. He’d done too much running now to abandon his pursuit. He had to look the woman in the eyes and say, “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were someone from my office.” 
Except that he was simultaneously quite sure he wouldn’t say that when she turned, because he did know her. She’d look back, and he’d see that she had green eyes, full cheeks, and a way of smiling that was almost a sexy kind of smirk. A girl he knew from … from …?
Another corner. Another flash of red. Then gone. As if she knew he was behind her, and was leading him on a seductive game of follow the leader. 
Ebon ran. And again, just as he peeked around the corner, he saw her disappear to the left. He needed to see her face. He had to know. Who was she? Why was she so damn familiar? An itch that couldn’t be scratched, like a rash deep beneath an inflexible cast. And like scratching that itch under a cast, Ebon no longer cared if he had to cut himself to reach it.
He saw her again, and again she vanished to the left. A swoosh of bright red fabric, a tantalizing side-rear view of large breasts, then nothing.
“Hey!” Ebon called out. “Excuse me, Miss?” 
The blocks in the maze were short; she’d have to hear him. Except that the woman didn’t know him and wouldn’t think to stop. If she thought anything, it would be to run. 
He made the next corner. Saw her vanish again to the left. 
Left?
“Miss!” 
Ebon was nearly out of breath from the running, the exertion, and the anticipation. He’d become a strange brew of nerves, thrills, and arousal. But despite her ability to easily outpace him, whenever he saw the woman, she was walking casually as if gathering shells on the beach. She seemed to vanish from one corner and appear at the next without running the space in between. And, Ebon realized now, she’d taken at least four left turns in a row, more or less going in nonsensical circles.
“Miss! Excuse me!” 
Another corner. Another flash of red. Again: left. 
“Miiiss!” 
Aware of his panting, feeling more like a stalker and a maniac than ever (and a loud maniac; this was a summer-rental part of town but if anyone was still here they’d think him mad), Ebon drew several deep, panting breaths and felt his pulse thudding in his throat. 
This was absurd. This was wrong. 
“Miiii — ” 
Ebon cut off mid-vowel, finding himself staring into a dead end. Small cottages lined each side of the narrow dirt path, but the canal was straight ahead. There was a highway railing in front of it, three diamond-shaped reflective road signs in its middle so that drunks didn’t drive right into the water. The woman was nowhere. 
Breathing heavily enough for his shoulders to heave, Ebon looked at the cottages. She must have disappeared into one of them. But he’d been so close, and she’d had only seconds. Moving as slowly and carefree as she’d been, how could she possibly have reached one of the doors, unlocked it, opened it, gone inside, and closed it behind her? 
Ebon saw no movement, nor heard a door seating home. 
You’re losing it, buddy. 
But he wasn’t losing it. Never, ever, ever had Ebon had any sort of hallucination. In movies, stress made people crazy, but Ebon, looking at the cottages, had a hard time believing that stress over Holly and her baggage could create such a vivid, nearly touchable delusion. He wasn’t lying on a bed with his head in the clouds, seeing fields of pink mushrooms and caricatures of the queen coming to life. He was standing on a dirt road with the sun slowly making its autumnal way overhead, air crisp but warming, all of his senses as alive as they’d ever been. 
This wasn’t a mind trick. She’d really been there. Strangely fast. Lost enough to keep taking left turns. And deaf.
Ebon could knock on the cottage doors. 
But that was even more ridiculous than his pursuit had been. What was he supposed to say if she answered? What was he supposed to say if someone else was still down this way, in these non-winterized summer homes, and answered instead? 
What was he supposed to do if nobody answered, because every cottage was empty?
Sense descended like a hammer. Of course she’d slipped into one of the cottages, and of course she wouldn’t answer now. There was a perfectly sensible reason — and, come to think of it, a sensible reason for her not responding to his shouts and the way she managed to stay ahead: she’d been running away from the deranged stranger behind her. 
“Shit,” he said aloud.
He backed up a step. 
“Shit. Shit, shit.” 
Ebon almost wanted to run out the way he’d come, but running suddenly felt like folly. He’d done nothing wrong. Did people who’d done nothing wrong run? No. Of course not. They walked, like sensible people — like the kind of people who would never chase a woman from the center of town into the cottage maze along the canal. 
He retraced his last turn, then the one before it. But still, he couldn’t help but look back, feeling rebuked. His compulsion to catch the woman had felt red hot with anticipation, and he realized now he’d been very eager to at least exchange a few words. 
It was a familiar feeling: one he’d had for a girl in college, before he’d met Holly. That girl (her name had been Kirsty) hadn’t been interested in Ebon’s affections, but he’d felt compelled to keep trying anyway. Every time he found ways to bump into her, he thought she’d finally find him interesting. Her face always twisted, clearly finding issue with his refusal to take a hint. But Ebon could never leave things on a bad note, so he’d always try again. If she was going to reject him, fine. But their last encounter couldn’t leave him feeling like an annoyance … but, of course, it always had.
He blinked the feeling away, both summoning thoughts of Kirsty and pushing them back. That wasn’t what had happened here. And even if it was, the woman in red hadn’t had the chance to truly reject him, right? 
Ebon shook his head. Why did he care about the red-haired woman? 
His feet stopped, and he looked at the rows of summer cottages around him, most of which were already boarded for the off-season.
And where the hell was he anyway?



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
Lost
 
EBON FOUND HIMSELF THINKING OF KUBRICK’S version of The Shining, where Jack is chasing Danny through the hedge maze, wielding an axe. Where Danny, to elude his homicidal father, retraces his footprints in the snow, following his own prints back and out, while Jack freezes to death. 
 Ebon had traced his last turn, then had taken what he was pretty sure had been the previous turn. Even after only two turns, he felt unsure that he was on the right street, or the proper path back out and into the main part of town. Nothing looked familiar — while, at the same time, everything did. 
The cookie-cutter cottages were, save minor details, too similar to tell apart.
He didn’t remember the green door on the cottage behind him, but he’d been watching the woman coming in, barely paying attention. He didn’t recall seeing the three enormous terracotta pots on the porch ahead, but he’d been in a sprint, frantic as if trying to catch the last bus out of town.
Even if he’d remembered those details, though, Ebon suspected he’d be lost. The canal area — including everything on the slivered-off mini-island beyond it — had been purchased wholesale in the '60s by a developer and made into a kind of island subdivision. The company hadn’t paved the streets, but it had laid the place out in curved dirt roads that formed cul-de-sacs and dead ends. The area was called Canal River (a redundant name if Ebon had ever heard one), and all of the streets were a variant: Canal River Place, Canal River Court, Canal River Majestic, Canal River Magnolia. Within a few minutes of trying to extricate himself, the place had begun to feel like a Chinese finger trap: the more Ebon struggled to free himself, the more tightly ensnared he became. 
He thought about knocking on a cottage door and asking for the way out, but that was ridiculous. He was on a small island, on a smaller island beyond a canal. Who got lost a few minutes from the paint-by-numbers town center? He couldn’t accept that he was lost. There were places you got lost and places you didn’t … and this definitely was the latter. 
Despite being a small neighborhood, the roads in Canal River proved to be more serpentine than Ebon would’ve thought possible. He took Canal River Boulevard (which wasn’t a boulevard) to Canal River Ophelia only to find himself back on Canal River Beach, which he’d left a few turns earlier and which had no beach. He took Canal River Beach to Canal River Gorge (no gorge either). That seemed encouraging because Canal River Road, which he found next, sounded like the logical path to grant entry and exit to the labyrinth, but even that one somehow dead ended in both directions. There were five branches off of Canal River Road. One was called Canal River Entranceway, but it led to a trio of boat docks instead of an entrance. 
Again Ebon thought of stopping at one of the cottages, but they all looked vacant and boarded. Worse, many — in this part of Canal River anyway — looked abandoned. 
How many “parts” did Canal River have anyway? Ebon had passed its main inroad a number of times during his summers gone by and had always assumed the place was rather small. On maps, it looked like it could only hold a dozen houses, maybe twenty or thirty at the outside. But as Ebon wandered through it, the place felt sprawling. He couldn’t see the horizon enough to orient himself, and was no longer sure even of where the red-headed woman had disappeared. Cottages in that section had seemed nice, like how Aimee’s father’s home had once looked. But the shacks around him now looked like it did in the present — or even as bad he’d fooled himself into believing Richard’s place to be when he’d first laid eyes on it. 
He looked from one cottage to the next down the row. He hadn’t thought much about it before, but now that he assessed each he found they looked ready for a wrecking ball. They would all be empty no matter the season. Besides, despite it being a sunny midmorning, he kind of didn’t want to approach the creepy things anyway. 
He had to find the water, then follow the beach. 
But the sound of water seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. He’d got past his obedient refusal to tromp through people’s yards in finding his way, but if he were to tromp to the beach now he at least had to know which direction to go. But Ebon hadn’t a clue. 
The sun rises in the east. Aimee’s father’s house faces west. Find the sun. 
He could do that, but something else was bothering him. He’d seen the stark morning sunlight coming from Aimee’s room before he’d left. From the west.
Ebon shook it away. Summer had advanced into fall; the sun was always in the southern sky and would be more so as green trees bled to autumn’s hues. It must have been coming from the south. The house wasn’t perfectly situated on a compass grid, that was all. No question it was on the island’s west side — bay side, not ocean side — and that that was the beach where he’d heard Oasis. He had to be nearer to that beach than the other; the island was a few miles wide, and he hadn’t come far. Unless Canal River had extended beyond the canal in recent years and its expanded size — perhaps now spanning half the island’s width — was what made it feel strange. 
Find the west. Find the sun, then walk in the opposite direction. 
Ebon could see a bright area, but it was hard to pinpoint the sun’s precise location because thin clouds had obscured it and Canal River was thick with trees. He ran up and down the streets, on display for the nobodies not occupying the rotting cottages around him, trying to get a peek, closer and closer to an odd kind of panic. 
Who gets lost on a small, populated island in the middle of the day? 
And yet Ebon was lost, hungry, and thirsty because he’d run and been sweating. He had no money even if he did find a place with liquids for sale. He didn’t have his wallet or ID. Ebon was a man in cargo shorts, a shirt, and sandals on his feet. Nothing more. 
He picked a bright spot in the sky, then walked in the opposite direction, heedless of property lines, fences, and garden walls. If someone wanted to come out and yell at him, great. He could ask for a way out — to hell with feeling foolish. 
After a few minutes, Ebon encountered a swamp that he hadn’t known existed. It didn’t stretch to the ocean, so far as he could tell. It blocked his way, but then Ebon looked back at the sun and realized that not only had he inaccurately pegged its location; he’d forgotten to account for it being southeast instead of more or less due east this time of year. 
He suddenly felt twelve years old all over again. Part of him wanted to sit in the middle of the street and cry. Another part wanted to storm through this stupid fucking subdivision in this stupid fucking part of town on this stupid fucking island, breaking things because any fucking person with a fucking brain would run streets east-west and north-south, not in loops and nonsensical whorls. Any stupid developer without an idiot’s dick for a brain would have given the place more than a single exit and would have connected a few of the streets to each other. 
Goddamn, was he thirsty. 
Ebon looked at the swamp, considering walking to its edge, testing it for salt, and drinking despite the threat of bacteria and parasites. His sensible mind reset something inside, and he again decided there was no way — no cock-sucking, dick-brained, shit-headed way — that he would be beaten for one minute longer by a subdivision. 
The air felt oven hot. Ebon felt sweat bead his forehead, and he stepped back into the shade, looking through a clutch of leaves and wondering why they hadn’t begun to turn. It felt like a summer day in bloom, and the leaves had summer’s lush. Hadn’t Aaron got the memo? Labor Day was gone; days were shrinking, and the sun was supposed to peak lower in the sky. You should be able to walk around, chasing redheads if you wanted, without sweating to death. Leaves were supposed to be turning to auburns and coppers. 
He wondered how dehydrated a person could get before mirages came to plague him. 
But that was crazy; he hadn’t been out that long. Yes, his shirt was wet from sprinting, but that didn’t mean he was dry inside. It didn’t mean his blood was thickening like sludge. You could go days without drinking.
“Fuck it.”
Adjusting a few degrees for the sun’s location as best he could, Ebon entered the swamp. It was wet but pocked with small relatively dry islands. Natural catwalks. The damp ground tried to suck his shoes off, but Ebon kept trudging, gripping his feet into fists to hold them.
He was definitely heading west now. 
Ahead, Ebon could hear the beach. He turned around, saw the sun behind him and slightly to the left, where it should be. The wave sounds grew louder. He trudged, fighting to hold onto his shoes, now sure that this was a saltwater swamp fed by the nearby bay. He’d exit in its mouth and then scan the coast, surely seeing something familiar. Even if he didn’t see homes he recognized, Ebon had to get far enough from the Canal River’s confusion to flee its snare, then duck back between the more conventionally placed cottages and West Shore Road. Even if he was way the hell on the wrong end of that road, he’d at least know where he was and be able to find his way back. 
It might take an hour or more of walking. In the hot sun. With no water. 
He paused to re-grip his shoe in a puddle of muck and pull. It came out with a squelching. Yes, the sun would be hot. But he wasn’t in a desert; he was inside a community. He could knock on someone’s door and request a glass of water. That kind of thing had to happen all the time. Aaron had a quaint little town center and populous shores (in the summer anyway), but the outlands were mostly undeveloped areas and farmland.
The brush parted, and Ebon found himself standing at the rear of the bicycle rental shop attached to the Aaron Historical Society.
He blinked, making his way through the cut grass in a daze. The town center should have been behind him and to the south. Ebon was heading west, toward the beach. He’d even heard the waves. Minutes before the sun had been at his rear. 
He must have somehow crossed the island while fighting the tangle of Canal River. That hardly made sense, because he’d have had to cross the island’s center to the tune of several miles, then got turned around. He and Aimee had gone to The Wheel restaurant on the north end last night and hadn’t passed through a large swatch of east-west Canal River absurdity. 
And even that didn’t jibe now that Ebon thought about it. Coming out into the middle of Main Street to be sure, he looked north and realized that he’d come from the west, not east. The bike rental shop faced east; he could even see the way its front face was washed in sun as the clouds parted and blue returned to claim the hot sky. He’d come from the rear. From the west. From the direction he was sure he’d been going.
But the sun had been behind him, and now it was more or less ahead.
“Jesus fucking Christ.” Ebon rubbed his forehead to wick away sweat.
He looked up the street. Two women were emerging from the liquor store, holding cases of beer. A few people were watering their flowers and lawns. Several were putting small boats away at the sides of their cottages, removing the masts from one-man sailboats and laying their hulls against the houses at an angle to keep water and bugs out. A lot of people were sitting on their decks, sipping coffee. He could hear birds singing — mostly gulls, circling for garbage. 
Just up the street from the bike shop there was a public restroom. Ebon, feeling tremendous gratitude, walked briskly to it, entered the men’s room, and began to drink from the sink by handfuls. Too late, he wondered if the water was potable, but no signs were posted. Safer than dehydrating anyway. 
The bathroom was air conditioned. Ebon splashed water on his head, let it sit without wiping it away, and waited for cool air to lick heat from his skin. He drank more and, with a clearer head, reemerged onto the street. 
Well. Whatever. He’d got lost, but now he knew where he was. He was hungry, but he could be back at Aimee’s cottage in ten minutes. He wouldn’t try to take any shortcuts, or pursue any women in red dresses. He’d head back down to Sweetums, then take the beach access like before. Soon he’d be walking up the sand toward Aimee’s, and if he knew Aimee, she’d probably have breakfast on the table by the time he arrived. 
Still, Ebon couldn’t help but stop at the Sweetums window. He still really wanted salt water taffy. He’d definitely have to grab money after breakfast and return. He’d get a bunch and bring it back for Aimee. Of course it’d be for both of them, reminding them of youth gone by, and somehow he doubted she’d had much after their final summer together. It hadn’t taken long after that, according to what Aimee had already told him, before she’d moved out. Eighteen and on her own; probably not a lot of budget for sweets. 
He wondered how much the taffy cost, but didn’t wonder long. A sign in the window’s corner crowed in all caps: SALT WATER TAFFY SPRING SPECIAL — JUST $1.49 A POUND!
Only $1.49? It seemed so cheap. Ebon remembered paying the same sixteen years ago. Now an adult, he wanted to buy a hundred pounds at that price as a joke, if they had that much on hand. One hundred and forty-nine dollars, and he and Aimee could roll around in it if they wanted. Why not? 
Ebon turned and walked back to the beach access. The same cottage DJ was still spinning “Wonderwall,” still apparently on endless repeat. He still couldn’t tell where the music was coming from, but he wanted to track it down. The entire album was great, and Ebon wanted to hear more evocative tunes from his youth. But there was no time for arguing with natives. He had to get home and refuel. Then he could head out again, probably with Aimee. 
Halfway down the meandering beach access, Ebon felt a small rock rolling around in his shoe. He couldn’t kick it away. He’d need to stop at the boulder where he’d sat before and remove it. 
But he came out on the beach and the boulder wasn’t where he remembered. 
This wasn’t even the same section of beach. 
Ebon hadn’t been as distracted when he’d come in (before seeing the woman), and was quite sure he’d had his bearings at the time. He should be where the half-buried boulder had been hunkered in the sand. Farther to the north was Redding Dock, where Ebon had spent much of his alone time — reading, writing in a journal, or simply thinking. Redding was long and winding. It felt like an adventure path in the middle of nowhere. But thanks to the sandbar nobody docked there, and Ebon never really ran into many people anywhere near it. It felt like his place. His refuge during those turbulent, uncertain years. Finding himself in the wrong place now was disorienting. He’d walked this stretch of beach over and over and over again as a kid. 
Well, not this stretch. He didn’t think he even knew this stretch. 
Ebon blinked into the bright sun, now realizing that its presence (higher in the sky; it must be after ten) meant he was on the island’s east side. But that didn’t make sense; he’d taken the path that came off of McComb, running up to Sweetums. 
He’d come the wrong way, that was all. He was still a bit dehydrated, tired, swimmy from lack of food. He sometimes got low blood sugar when he didn’t eat in the morning. He had to get home to Aimee’s. Which was in the other direction, so he turned back.
When Ebon reached the other end of the beach access, he found himself facing the inn, where an old man with thinning but coifed hair was looking at him in obvious disapproval. The public restroom building was across the dirt street. He’d come this way by mistake.
So hungry. 
Down Main to McComb. Past Sweetums, where he tapped the window with its entreaty to get taffy before summer ended almost superstitiously, as if to prove it was still there. He heard Oasis again, shoving aside his own certainty that he’d just heard it when taking the wrong/correct path toward the beach a few minutes ago, and made for the boulder because he still hadn’t removed the rock from his sandal. 
The access wound and doubled back, through trees and patches of poison ivy. The foliage was beginning to yellow as it died at autumn’s approach. He reached the end and found himself at a rundown cottage. To each side was a rundown shack that looked exactly the same, save for several small details, like the three giant terracotta pots. A signpost ahead showed BEACH ACCESS written on a faded white arrow pointing directly behind Ebon, down the path. The cross street, according to the same signpost, was Canal River Holly. 
Ebon blinked. He must be dehydrated. He hadn’t drunk enough water in the restroom. He might have been out here, in the sun, for hours. Maybe he’d passed out somewhere from the heat. That would explain his weak mentality and the fact that a few handfuls of water weren’t enough to erase it. It could happen out here on Canal River Holly, where all the cottages had been abandoned decades ago. Or on the crossroad to the right: Canal River Regret. 
Sigh. Exhale. Eyes closed. 
Begin again, and stay calm. 
Ebon had to reach the restrooms behind him. He could get more water, splash more coolness on his face. 
He opened his eyes and found himself standing in front of the public beach access across from Sweetums. Oasis was no longer playing, and the beach was quiet. A cloud had again stolen across the sun and turned everything grayish. Now it was possible to believe that even these homes were empty, despite the fact that year-round residents owned them. 
Another deep sigh. 
Feeling as if his world had gone slippery, Ebon took deliberate steps down the path. He neared its end and looked at his feet, unwilling to see where he was going lest he find it wrong. He watched sand-strewn grass surrender to pure sand, and only then did he slowly raise his head. 
The boulder was before him, exactly where it should be. Its shadow was short but pointed toward the lapping water, because it was morning and Ebon was on the island’s west side. 
Now back in the correct neighborhood, part of him wanted to race up the beach to Aimee’s. But he made himself stop, sit on the boulder, and fumble the rock out of his shoe. He breathed slowly, taking in the waves and the water. 
He must be more unhinged than he’d realized. His life had ripped at the seams, opening like a bloom to show its blight. Nothing in Ebon’s life had turned out as it seemed. His apparent security had been an illusion. His lovely wife had actually been a cheating whore. His new family had exploded in glass and steel. It was appropriate that he’d wanted Aaron to help him forget because what was so recently behind him was now all gone. He probably didn’t even have his job anymore, and if he let his apartment rent lapse, he’d have no place to live. He could be a part of Aaron’s small community forever instead, and become one of the locals. He could make sandals or baskets for shells, then sell them to summer tourists. 
Ebon stood. One step at a time, both literally and as part of his larger, fucked-up life. 
He passed the cottage with the rocks out front, again feeling entirely too close to the home’s front porch. There were people moving around inside. That was good. People grounded everything. Proof that you were where you needed to be, because they’d notice if things were wrong and let you know. When you were cracking up, paths might sprawl in the wrong places, east and west might even swap spots, but at least right now there were others with him. Others who might not be stressed out, juggling six traumas at once. Others with an opinion about the beach being more or less sideways. 
Ebon almost came to a halt when he saw the slanted beach ahead, but wouldn’t allow himself to stop completely. He had to get back. Home. Where he belonged.
He hurried on, fighting a delicate line between forced normality and a suspicion that he was totally losing it. If his feet stopped moving, he felt certain, the sense of tipping horizon would assert itself as literal. Right now, the people in the cottage behind him didn’t seem bothered by the way the coast had turned sideways, and right now his feet were still sticking to the beach, the rocks remaining rooted in the sand. It was only his head spinning though; if the world had really tipped, the water wouldn’t stay put. It would spill down toward the new gravity source, draining the ocean. 
Ebon made his feet go faster, edging closer to panic. He’d taken high school physics, but wasn’t sure if that had been a month ago or half a lifetime before. He understood Gravity 101. There was no true up or down in an objective sense. Water, sand, and beachcombers losing their shit would all stick to the planet whether it seemed to be below or not. 
Ebon closed his eyes, clawing for equilibrium. 
He was exhausted, and thoroughly stressed. No wonder he couldn’t figure out which streets led where and which way was up. His life no longer had those touchstones. He was Ebon Shale. He’d always lived on Aaron, with Aimee. There had never been anything else worth remembering. 
He opened his eyes, and found that everything was back to okay. He sighed an exhale, then kept walking. He passed Pinky Slip, again going the hard way and regretting it, staying close to the water. He had to reach Aimee’s. He needed to sit and get some food and caffeine into his body. Then things would be fine. He could unload some of this mental baggage that — of course, he saw it now — was weighing him down because he’d been stubbornly keeping it inside. He’d given Aimee the kiddie version of his life in the city and what had happened with Holly (how she’d had an unfortunate car accident, nobody’s fault and tragic) but not the details. He hadn’t even told her much about his job (he worked at a movie theater collecting tickets after school), his apartment (above the garage) or anything else. 
But before Ebon could straighten all of that out, he had to get back. 
Ebon came over the rise in the dunes and saw Aimee’s cottage as it had always been: gray-blue cedar shingles, a roof that almost matched, charming windows with shutters that were hung with welcoming drapes, stretched canvas furniture out on the wide porch, one chair occupied by a broad-shouldered visitor with reddish-blond hair who must have arrived while Ebon was away. The color of the scene was bright and fresh, the windows polished to near invisibility. The sandy grass, such that there was any behind the dunes, was neatly mowed; the shed to one side was pristine, secured with padlocks at both the top and bottom. It looked brand new. Brand new. 
The door opened, and Ebon saw Aimee emerge, running toward him with her feet bare, her messy blonde hair somehow longer than it had been when she’d met him at the boat. That made sense because it wasn’t actually Aimee coming forward; it was a girl in her early teens who’d been staying with Aimee that Ebon had forgotten about, and the girl wasn’t coming to rescue him or offer him coffee; she was coming to play. And it wasn’t really morning; it was late afternoon, and the vibrant blues and hot yellows had surrendered into evening’s inevitable oranges, Ebon’s shadow stretched toward the cabin rather than away from it, the sand tangerine in the light rather than the color of mud, the face of the cottage and the girl almost washed away in a spray of near-sunset sunshine that hit the world head on, the girl’s smile wide, one tooth crooked and a beauty mark on her chin. As she came closer Ebon wanted to greet her (of course he did; he always did) but he felt the air flee his lungs, and the last of his footing slipped away. He fell facedown on the dune, one eye open and able to count individual grains of sand as he watched the way they moved under his smashed nose’s exhale. 
“Ebon, you’re back!” said the girl, coming to stand above him.
He tried to roll over and reply, but he was rooted, unable to blink. All he could see were her small, dirty feet at the edge of his peripheral vision.
“Let’s build a sandcastle,” she said. 
She ignored the way he’d fallen, the way one arm had awkwardly bent beneath him and been pinned by the sand, and the way the coastline had again tipped and was now revolving around them both. 
Ebon watched her legs cross as she sat near his crumpled form, Indian style. He groaned, somehow delighted.
And then there was nothing.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
The Meaning in it All 
 
EBON SAT CROSS-LEGGED IN THE sand, seven dollars in the pocket of his slippery black gym shorts (the ones his mother had packed — perfect for soccer practice, kind of wrong for the beach), using his fingers to make long parallel furrows like a miniature, arid farm. Seven bucks was enough for two carnival admissions (that was intentional; Grams had thought he might have, make, or run into a friend), but Ebon didn’t know a soul on Aaron. He’d pay $3.50 for a solo ticket, then use the other $3.50 for a hot dog or cotton candy or an elephant ear, whatever he could afford. That had been the plan until he’d met this bossy girl on his walk to the pier. Now that he was apparently stuck here, he might have seven bucks to himself — or none, if he admitted the truth to Grams and had to give it all back, unused. 
“Go get more wet sand,” said the girl. 
Ebon considered telling her to get it herself, then decided there wasn’t a point. The sandcastle they were apparently building together (he hadn’t agreed to do it and so far hadn’t really participated, other than being her gofer) needed wet sand if it was to turn out spectacular, and the girl — “Aimee with two e’s” — was busy sculpting. Besides, she was fourteen, and he was only twelve. She had the bloom of proper girlhood all over her, small indentations peaking her shirt where the girls Ebon knew at home had none. She certainly acted like she was in charge. 
Ebon stood, approached the water’s edge, and used a garden trowel to fill the bucket with the exact kind of wet sand she needed: the hard-packed stuff where the water had washed up a while ago and then retreated, not the sopping goop down by the lapping waves. He’d made the mistake of bringing her the wrong kind before and had been sent back to get it right. 
Ebon returned and sat beside her, then took a moment to look up at the girl, knowing her focus was on the sand. Her straw-blonde hair was an absolute mess. He’d mentioned it before, and she’d said that her dad wanted her to brush it but that she didn’t give a S-H-I-T. She’d spelled it defiantly, eyeing him to make sure he understood that she was serious about such S-H-I-T whether he was or not.
“If you don’t pack that tower tighter,” she said, pointing at a section of the castle that was under Ebon’s assigned jurisdiction, “it’ll fall apart and ruin everything.” 
“Those are the ramparts,” said Ebon, pulling a term from his abundant fantasy reading. “Where the dungeon is.” 
“That’s stupid. Why would the dungeon be rundown, while the rest of the place is strong and new?” 
“It’s a dungeon. Prisoners don’t care.” Ebon knew a lot about dungeons and castles — far more, surely, than she did. He searched for impressive miscellany, then said, “Do you know how an iron maiden works?” 
“Just pack it tighter. And you can start working on the moat too.” 
Ebon looked up the coast, toward where the carnival was around the bend. Then he looked at the porch of Aimee’s cottage, where a big, solid-looking man with reddish-blond hair sat not quite reading the newspaper. Every few seconds, the man’s gaze flicked around the paper and fixed on the kids playing in the sand. Ebon had seen that gaze earlier and knew the cool blue eyes behind it. Aimee’s father’s words then had seemed kind, but Ebon couldn’t shake the feeling that he was waiting for the new boy to kidnap his daughter.
“I don’t even want to make a sandcastle. I want to go to the carnival.” 
Aimee looked up and rolled her eyes at Ebon. They were soft green and somehow insulting. “No, you don’t. You just don’t know any better.” 
Ebon felt annoyed. He knew what he did and didn’t want to do. He certainly “knew better.” She was treating him like he was six years old. She wasn’t merely refusing to go to Aaron’s Party with him (he hadn’t asked — though he could, given his pocket of wealth); she was telling him that the carnival was off limits even if he went by himself. He’d been walking past, minding his own business, on his way to ride the famous Danger Wheel and whatever else the boardwalk had to offer. She’d stopped him and asked him to hand her a turret mold that was slightly outside of her reach. He’d been her slave ever since, lectured about the error of his carnival-seeking ways.
“I ‘know’ just fine.”
“You’re just a summer kid,” she said. “You’d get it if you lived here.” 
Ebon didn’t know where to begin his rebuttal. He wanted to ask the girl how she could possibly know he was a summer kid (he began to compile lies in his head to convince her he was a year-rounder, if needed), but he also wanted to attack the repeated idea that he’d “know better” if the carnival wasn’t new to him. Why did the year-round availability of something make it mundane, in and of itself? Couldn’t a carnival be amazing and ever-present? Maybe she was the jaded one. 
Ebon considered arguing for the carnival’s amazingness, but Aimee had a distinct advantage. She had been to it before, and although he’d been looking forward to visiting it himself since springtime, he’d never gone. Anything he said about how great it was would be talking out of his butt, and she’d easily lap him if it turned out to be less amazing than Grams, Pappy, Mom, and Dad had made it sound. 
“Why is it so lame, if you’re so smart?” 
Aimee looked up at Ebon, then put her hands on her hips. He wanted to flinch back; the gesture was like a peacock fanning feathers to display dominance. His eyes flicked to the protrusions in her shirt again, and he was reminded that while he was still just a kid, she was a bona-fide teenager. Obedience in such situations had been firmly embedded at home and in school, through subtle social interactions and a few good-natured beatings. 
“Let me guess: your parents or whoever told you all about the carousel.” 
Ebon sensed a trap. Yes, they most certainly had told him about the carousel. Grams had gone on and on about it, going so far as to show them a book of photos that displayed the old thing from every angle, eventually derailing into an even more boring discussion with his mother about how the horses were all hand sculpted and lovingly touched up regularly by the Aaron council. At that point Ebon had gone downstairs to play Sega. 
“What if they did?” 
“They like it because it’s the kind of thing they did as kids, not because it’s what we want. My dad too. He goes on about it like things were better ‘in my day!’” She mocked her father’s apparent know-it-all tone. “But whatever. He watches all these old TV shows too, so it’s not like he’s with the times.” 
Ebon said nothing. He didn’t watch modern TV shows at all either. He’d found a station that played black-and-white reruns from the '50s: Mr. Ed, Donna Reed, My Three Sons, Leave It To Beaver. He liked them a lot better than contemporary television but wasn’t about to bring that up now, with this girl leading the conversation. She’d either think his worldview was quaint and babyish or lecture him about how women shouldn’t spend all their time clacking around in heels, cooking for their husbands while the men of the house smoked pipes and wore cardigans. There was no way to win that argument, good old days or not.
“My great-gramma and grandpa paid for it, you know.” 
Ebon looked over. 
“The carousel,” she clarified.
Ebon turned back to the sandcastle. He wasn’t interested in the castle, but it had just become the lesser of evils. He’d only known Royal-Aimee-of-the-Sand for a half hour, but she’d already blabbed on about the island’s illustrious history and how her family had carried it forward. The great-grandparents in question had practically owned the island; her grandparents had built the cottage just up the sand from them now; the whole family (including, apparently, her father) seemed to be quietly wealthy in an island sort of way — well beyond the dreams of mere mortals like Ebon anyway. And now they’d bought the carnival. Ebon didn’t want to hear it. 
“They were just starting to get the Party up and running,” she went on, “but knew it needed a carousel because little kids like them. They figured they could get parents to buy them rides or whatever.” 
“But you don’t like it,” said Ebon. 
“It might have been okay when I was littler, but it’s whatever now. They’re even talking about taking it apart. Something with the gears and stuff inside. They don’t want to fix it because it’s too expensive. I heard they’re going to do an auction for the horses on it.” 
Ebon blinked. His grandparents talked about the carousel like it was the heart of Aaron’s Party. And the way they talked about Aaron’s Party — having spent their own summers here long before Ebon was around — it was like the Party was the heart of the island. 
“Well, whatever,” Ebon said. “I’m more into the Danger Wheel.” 
Aimee shrugged. Ebon sensed a tiny victory. Her small movement hadn’t held any real condescension, almost as if she hadn’t yet grown too cool for the Danger Wheel.
“It’s okay,” she said. “My dad hates it.” Aimee turned halfway toward the man on the porch across the sand, who then peered around his newspaper. “He says it ruins the spirit of the Party or something.” 
“How can a Ferris wheel ruin the spirit of a carnival?” 
“He says he’d be okay with a normal Ferris wheel, but not a ‘fancy, newfangled’ one.” Ebon found himself doubting that Mr. Frey had said it exactly that way, but Aimee continued. “Maybe if it were made of old wooden cars and played oldies all the time.” She rolled her eyes again, her crooked tooth reasserting itself as she half smiled, half grimaced. The way Aimee usually held her face, Ebon could tell she was self-conscious about the tooth, but he found it interesting. Just like how he found the mole on her chin interesting. Despite her bossiness, a lot about Aimee was interesting. 
“Is it scary?” Ebon had walked past the boardwalk before, during the daytime, when the colored lights weren’t flashing as a distraction. The huge red-metal structure, wheels on wheels, had still looked terrifying. He was old enough to not be scared by rides, but secretly wasn’t sure he wanted to ride it. Or rather, he both wanted to ride it and didn’t in equal measure. 
Rather than making fun of his question, Aimee returned her attention to the castle, stirring dry and wet sand together and lumping another wing onto Ebon’s side of the palace. Without looking up, she shrugged. “A little. But I don’t know, like, I guess it’s not bad.”
Ebon didn’t say anything. His gut wanted to ask Aimee if she wanted to go there with him — just to ride the Danger Wheel, of course; the rest of Aaron’s Party was lame and for babies — but he was sure it would come out wrong. He wasn’t asking her to go on a date or anything and didn’t want her to think he was. But she’d said herself, after she’d accosted him walking the beach, that Aaron’s Party was only fun if you went with someone else. That was how they’d met: with her coming inches from inviting herself along on his errand, using his money for admission. 
“Maybe we could go later,” she said. “Just because, for something to do. You know. So by the way, what are you going to do for work, like when you grow up?” 
Ebon felt he’d missed some of the conversation. Aimee had switched course like a train off its tracks. 
“Um … ” 
“I’m going to be an artist. Perfect for living here, you know? Lots of artists live on islands.” 
“Like who?”  
“Oh, I don’t know. But lots of them. Because you just kind of look out at the ocean and get inspired. Like my mom. She was an artist. Not my dad though. She drove him nuts. He still talks about her, like he’s giving me a tour, as if I might forget her and he wants to make sure I don’t.”
Ebon was looking mostly down, digging the moat, unwilling to engage in what sounded like an uncomfortable topic. 
“It’s been seven years, and he still cries sometimes,” she said matter-of-factly. “I think it’s why he gave me her old studio and doesn’t care how messy I keep it, even though he always likes things neat.” 
Ebon thought of what she’d shown him, unasked, a few minutes after he’d met her. She’d taken him on a whirlwind tour of the gray-shingled home behind them. They hadn’t gone upstairs (Mr. Frey had followed them inside to observe the tour from a distance, and Ebon got the distinct impression that heading up toward his bedroom or (God forbid) his daughter’s would have been six kinds of forbidden), but he’d seen the downstairs in full. Every room but one had been immaculate and laid out with a mathematician’s precision: every corner squared, everything in its place. The final room — a large, open space filled with in-progress sketches and sculptures and garbage everywhere — was either an art studio or a hobo’s nest.
“Anyway, it’s not like I’ll need to make money, and that makes it easier. I suppose I could refuse to accept Dad’s money when I’m older, but why? Did you know my gramma started a flower shop?” Ebon opened his mouth, wondering if he was actually supposed to answer, but Aimee forged on before he could. “It’s downtown. But it’s not for money. It’s because she loves flowers and needs something to do. Or needed anyway. She and Grandpa moved to the mainland a year ago when they started having to go to a lot of doctor’s appointments. But don’t worry. They’re doing fine.” 
Ebon gathered that he was supposed to be relieved, but remained mute. 
“So she hired some kids to work in it. I work there sometimes. It’s cool. Mom liked flowers too. But it also gives me something to paint. I like gerbera daisies best. Because they’re so bright. Have you ever painted fresh flowers — like, professionally arranged ones, not just some crappy bouquet someone threw together?” 
“I … ” Ebon began. 
“Even if I don’t need to sell art to live, though, I’ll still want to. My dad threatened to send me off island to work at a McDonald’s if I didn’t ‘learn to appreciate the value of money.’ It’s funny; my rich side is his side, and Mom’s side is the poor side — well, not poor, but you know, not like rich or anything — but he’s still the one who acts like having money isn’t all that great, like it’s not everything, you know?” 
“Mmm-hmm,” Ebon agreed. 
“So that’s pretty beaten into me. I started working at The Stalk Market (that’s what it’s called, but ‘stalk’ like ‘stalk’ — ” enunciated carefully, so that Ebon could almost hear the l, “ — not ‘stock,’ get it?) and being responsible and stuff, but I still want to find a way to sell paintings and sculptures and things. Do you do the World Wide Web?” 
Ebon shook his head. He had no idea what she was talking about. 
“It’s computers and stuff. Dad thinks everyone will shop there eventually, like instead of stores. So I figure, why not find a way to do that? With art and stuff?” 
“How?” Ebon asked, not really caring. 
Aimee shrugged. “What about you?”
“Me?” 
“What are you going to do when you grow up?” 
Ebon bristled. He didn’t like the implication that he wasn’t as grown-up as her. Then he wondered if playing Sega counted as a career choice. He didn’t have family money, but thought that a warning job at McDonald’s was a real possibility. 
“Dunno.” 
“Well, what are you into?” 
Another shrug. 
“You have to be into something. Whatever you like, that should be your job.” 
Ebon thought about his parents. According to Aimee, both of them had done it wrong. His mother was a lawyer, and his father talked to people about the thoughts in their heads that bothered them. Neither seemed to have much fun other than on weekends and infrequent vacations. 
“I like working with people.” Then he added something his father had said once, offhandedly, after watching Ebon organize a group of sparring kids into a team at a science fair. Dad had said it as a joke, but Ebon had thought about it later, mulled it over, asked around, and decided he found it interesting. He repeated his father’s sarcastic phrase to Aimee now, this time straight-faced: “‘Making connections.’ Getting the best out of people, so they can do cool things together.” 
She almost laughed. “But you’re so quiet!” 
Ebon felt himself gain the upper hand. So there was something on which Aimee of the Sand wasn’t an authority after all. But still, as much as Ebon wanted to show off, the sandcastle suddenly felt more important than holding the spotlight under her insistent gaze. 
“Do you think it needs another wing?” He pointed across the sand. “Over there?”
Aimee seemed disoriented, but then shoved the molds at him and pointed to a different place. “No. There.” 
“Why?”
“There’d be a main house, wouldn’t there?” She’d already argued for a realistic sandcastle several times. Ebon suspected it came from a desire to frame the endeavor as sculpture rather than childish play. He liked to putter, and had made several failed sandcastles near his grandparents’ place, where the cottage-dwellers shared a common public beach. He was aimless when he worked alone, content to see where things went. Aimee, on the other hand, was clearly more focused and intentional … at least until her focus and intention inevitably drifted to leave another unfinished project behind.
“Okay,” said Ebon. 
The career conversation forgotten, Aimee again became the overbearing foreman. She pointed and nudged, commanding Ebon to do all the work while she sat back and squinted, making a film director’s framing fingers as if assessing a shot. She ordered him to mix sand, add sticks into the molds for support, told him where to dig sand away and where to leave it lest it cause a collapse. She had definite opinions as to what should go into an otherwise arbitrary castle and what shouldn’t. 
“Good enough,” she finally said, looking down. 
Ebon followed her gaze. It actually wasn’t very good at all. The castle had a lot of sprawl, but it was clearly unfinished. Aimee had grown bored. He’d be free to head down to Aaron’s Party now, if he still wanted to go. She’d flit to something else, her itch scratched enough to leave him alone, their work completely incomplete.
Ebon was up on his knees, molding one of the keep walls. He sat back down then looked up and said, “So when you work at the flower shop … that’s just like tossing a bunch of roses together, right?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Well, you’re just reselling stuff. I was wondering why you’d like it if it’s just, like, being a clerk. Especially if you don’t have to be there. Wouldn’t you rather stay home and make art or something?” 
Aimee blinked. “Arranging flowers is an art.” 
“Like how stacking books in a pile is an art.” Ebon half laughed, then looked up and saw that Aimee was serious. 
“No, really. Do you know what ikebana is?”
“Icky what?”
“Ikebana. The Japanese art of flower arrangement. I don’t like it, really, too many straight lines and rules for me. You’d probably like it fine. But they get the idea right, and they understand what I guess you don’t. It’s more than just shoving flowers in a container, you know. It’s a way to get closer to nature by doing art, so long as you’re paying attention. It’s just like any art though. You get some basic materials, which happen to be branches, leaves, grasses, and blooms. And then the artist — ” she put her tented fingers against her chest, “ — has to find the right color combinations and stuff. You know: the most organic shapes, the most graceful lines. And most importantly, the meaning in it all.”
“Oh,” said Ebon. 
“A lot of people don’t know that.”
Ebon sure hadn’t. Nor did he care. But she’d been moving her hands in the sand as she’d been speaking, making subtle corrections to the castle without conscious thought, shifting elements by millimeters until they were nearer to perfect. As she’d been working the castle, his hands had been behind hers — refining edges, adding just the right shell accents, following her lead with improvement.
“Now,” he said, “I think it’s done.” 
Aimee looked down. She seemed surprised. “Oh.” Her fingers trailed the wall, along the parapets, down into the large sandy courtyard. Watching her, it looked like she was seeing something new, something she’d never seen before. But Aimee’s hands had shaped most of it while her mind had been elsewhere. Ebon’s eye had made it better. 
“Do you agree it’s done?” 
She nodded slowly. 
“Better than before?” 
Another nod. Then she looked up. “How did you do that?” 
“Do what?” 
“It’s so much better even though so little was changed. I want to grab Dad’s camera and take a picture.” 
“You did most of it.” 
“Right, but … ” she trailed off, clearly mystified by her own process. 
Ebon smiled, their ages seeming to have equalized in a moment. She’d been the professor throughout the build, but now they were two kids in the sand, equal as peers. 
“The best way to get cool things to happen is to be quiet,” he said. “I don’t need to talk a lot. I just needed to get you talking, and the rest came out without even trying.” 
“Oh,” she said. 
He looked up at the porch, at Mr. Frey. Aimee’s father been watching them, but when Ebon glanced over, he returned his attention to the paper. Ebon found him both impressive and a little frightening. He wasn’t going to find the strength to suggest they go to Aaron’s Party under Mr. Frey’s heavy gaze right now, but it would happen in time. What Grams had anticipated had somehow actually happened: he’d made a friend. They could build while they waited to see what came next. Fix what was broken and make it better, improving what was already good. 
Aimee stood and looked down at the sandcastle. 
“Now that we’re done, I kind of want to destroy it,” she said. “Like, kick the crap out of it.” 
Ebon stood. 
“Okay.” 
So they did.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
Apples and Lemons
 
EBON AWOKE TO FIND HIS FACE stuffed full of downy pillow, almost as if he were being suffocated. For a moment he was totally lost, seeming to remember something about disorientation, sand, or both. But he must have decided against going to Aaron after all, because here he was, back in his own place in the city, surrounded by lush bedding. He could feel Holly shift beside him, a wall of pure white comforter between them. Down lower, he could feel the radiant heat of her skin near his. Holly always slept naked. It would have been a constant tease if she were remotely chaste, but Holly was hardly chaste, always interested in interlocking body parts.
The comforter shifted, and her arm slapped across his chest. Holly grunted, the porcelain-white arm sliding with the sleepy movements of her body beside him. 
Except that Holly didn’t have porcelain-white skin. 
And she was dead. 
Ebon sat up, forcing himself to stay centered. A deep part of him argued that he’d recently been through a lot, and that he’d had other strange periods of disorientation, like whatever he dimly recalled in the sand. The dream he’d just had had felt real, just like the dream of Aaron that had come before it: of staying with grown-up Aimee at her father’s place on the island. He even remembered sleeping in her old bunk beds, seeing the bunk above his where someone had carved initials as if in that old weathered bench on Redding Dock. 
Careful, something told him. 
“Get me coffee,” said a voice. 
Ebon looked over to see a huge mess of red hair. It was bright orange, voluminous enough to recall the guts of a disemboweled Muppet. Then the hair’s owner rolled to the side and showed him a beautiful face he was sure he’d seen before, even though she’d never turned to give him a look at her smooth, pink-blushed features the other day, when he chased her through Aaron. 
The strange woman smiled up at Ebon. “Morning, sunshine.” 
“Uh … ” 
“You’re going to make me coffee, aren’t you?” 
Ebon wanted to close his eyes and sigh, but didn’t dare. He should have been scared shitless, but wasn’t. Everything was too normal, as abnormal as it was. It was hard to be the only one running around the room screaming, while the unalarmed sat by and watched. 
“I … ” 
“And maybe you’re going to make me eggs.” She pressed her lips together, spreading them into a wide, satisfied, drowsy red bow. Those lips looked soft, and Ebon fought an odd desire to lean forward and kiss them. Despite their lack of gloss, they looked bright enough to have been recently lipsticked: red against white skin, like the soft pink creeping across her cheeks. “Mmm. Yes. I think you might just do that.” 
Ebon spoke without thinking, somehow knowing it was exactly what she expected because it was the sort of thing he always said. Because she always said things like she’d just said. It was a game between them, even though he’d never met her. 
Or, he thought, trying to decide why she seemed so familiar, have I? 
“I’m not your slave.” 
She wrapped her arms around his waist, the comforter like a cloud between them. Ebon’s eyes drew in the room, straying upward. The wall to the right of the bed was glass from floor to ceiling. The room was sparse, specked with a few pieces of furniture that were far too modern and expensive-looking to be his. The view through the window wall was phenomenal. They were somewhere high up, on Aaron after all, and the bay stretched below like blue gems, the trees fully in bloom with Aaron’s autumn colors. Given the hour and the lack of direct sun, Ebon decided they must be facing west, same as Aimee’s cottage. He could even see the same off-shore rig he’d seen from Aimee’s window, only from a higher vantage. 
Aimee. 
“Oh yes, you are,” said the red-haired woman, hugging him tight. She gave him another squeeze, her moan full of early morning sleepiness, then let him go. As she rolled back, the comforter fell away, and he saw that she was as nude as Holly would have been. She had huge, soft-looking breasts topped with small nipples as pink as her lips. She made no effort to cover up, as if Ebon had every right in the world to look — which he now did without shame, stiffening despite the mystery. “You’ll do whatever I need. Because I’ve got what you need.” Ebon felt a hand on his bare leg and jumped. He’d have to look, but he was pretty sure he was equally naked.
“Did I scratch you?” She pulled her hand out from under the covers and looked at five red-painted nails. 
“No, it’s … ” 
“You were just really eager to get out there and make the coffee.” 
“I … ” 
The woman’s hand had gone back under the comforter and was again on Ebon’s leg. It moved higher, her finger pads brushing an already hard member. Her fingers curled, and he felt himself encircled, more horny than alarmed. 
“What?” she said, watching his face. 
“Nothing.” 
“You don’t want to?” 
Ebon swallowed. “Maybe we could just talk.” As he looked at the woman’s large soft breasts, they were the five hardest words he’d ever had to say. 
The hand left Ebon, and the woman shrugged, now sitting up herself. She fluffed a pillow and shoved it behind her back and they became a Normal Rockwell illustration: two people sitting up in bed, possibly preparing to read educational periodicals while smoking pipes. Except that the woman was topless, and as she sat up, Ebon’s refusal grew painful as he saw that despite her chest’s size, nothing sagged. 
“Oh. All right,” she said, her voice playful. She had the air of someone doing something absurd and knowing it, playing along to appease the insane. “Let’s talk.” 
He looked over, and the woman smiled, her expression pleasant. She was the most unique female canvas Ebon had ever seen. Her hair was so orange that it almost looked fake; her skin was pale, blushing into peach with no freckles; the accents on her body and face were so pink they seemed fragile. He wanted to push onward, see what colors lay below.  
“What should we talk about, Ebon?” 
He flinched at his name, but of course she had to know it. They’d spent the night in bed together, naked. In Ebon’s world, that kind of thing didn’t happen casually. Names were exchanged before any and all sexual incursions. Again he looked down, wondering with new vividness whether they’d actually had sex. If he was going to do something so odd and disorienting, he should at least be able to remember it for later mental replay. 
The woman was smiling broadly, a knowing look on her face. 
“What?” 
“Just indulging you. As always.” 
“‘As always’?” 
Again, Ebon wondered why he wasn’t sprinting away in terror. The woman’s pleasant mood (not her ample chest, though that was helping) was keeping him rooted. Her bearing was so ordinary, so unfazed, so day-to-day. It rang something in his chest, strumming the sense of magnetic familiarity he’d felt since first seeing her on Main Street. He knew this woman. Deeply. Intimately. The fact that he’d woken up naked beside her felt much more like a culmination — maybe even a reunion — than something brand new. His shock here and now came from a sense of missing time, he realized, not from the situation itself. 
And here she was, plugging hours gone missing with this implication of familiarity between them. Ebon always did this, whatever “this” was. Ebon always wanted to talk, and the woman always indulged him. They always made the same banter about coffee and eggs, and they probably usually ended up spending that breakfast time in bed, renewing bodily acquaintances. 
He was sure of all of it, yet could remember none of it. 
She was still waiting, wide pink lips in a pleased bow, chest bare. Ebon had an incredibly strong desire to ask for her name, but that probably wouldn’t go over well. 
“What do I always do?” 
“This.” 
“What’s ‘this’?” 
“This,” she said, now leaning over and running a pale hand through his chest hair, “is a fun time.” 
“Oh.” 
“Don’t ask me what it’s all about. It’s too big of a cliché. Besides, I’m supposed to ask things like that, because I’m the girl.” 
“Sure.”
“Good thing I’m not that girly.” 
Ebon looked her over, thinking she was girly to the tune of at least a double-D and maybe more. But when his eyes grazed the room, he saw how precisely it was arranged, how masculine the décor. The bedroom was large and open, sterile and spare. The bed’s headboard was against a wall covered in some sort of grayish cushion material. Ebon could see an off-white shag rug visible at the bed’s foot, the bed precisely set in its middle. Beyond the rug was a light-gray laminate floor. There was a single planter a few feet from them, off the end of the bed between it and a glass door leading onto a porch overlooking the ocean. There was a small tree in the planter, its leaves so waxy green they looked fake, though he could smell them and knew they weren’t. A small table and two modern-looking chairs were a bit farther into the room, near the door to a bathroom that, judging by architectural arrangement, probably had its own window wall overlooking the bay. On the table, at opposite ends, were two more vivid splashes of color amid the neutrality: a bowl of bright-yellow lemons and a matching bowl of fire-red apples. Ebon had heard about fruit being used as a decorator’s tool, but he’d never seen anyone do it. Except, he suspected, the many times he’d lain in this bed with this woman beside him. 
“Okay,” said Ebon. 
She punched him in the arm. “You’re supposed to say that I’m quite girly.” 
“Oh. Well, sure.” 
“You never get that right.” The woman vented an over-the-top sigh and, on its conclusion, leaned into Ebon and again ran her hand across his chest. 
“Sorry.” 
What’s her name? 
He knew it. Somehow, he knew it. Because based on the way she was acting, they’d been together for a while, making love in a room accented with lemons, apples, and a single bright-green tree. In the bathroom across the open room, he’d find a bathtub that looked like a porcelain gravy boat standing on a geometric black plinth in the dead center of the floor, its plumbing invisible save a sleek, angular chrome faucet that rose near it, not actually touching the tub at all. There’d be another tree in there, same as the one by the bed. Beside the bathtub would be a small chrome table, a set of towels folded so precisely atop it as to look more like a set piece than anything meant for bathing. There would of course be blinds in the bathroom, but they’d never be drawn. You’d bathe while looking across rocks and waves, knowing that if sea captains with telescopes cared to try and see you nude, they could have all the eyefuls they wanted. The toilet in there wouldn’t be partitioned off either, but that wouldn’t matter because even the commode looked like art. It was the kind of bathroom you’d feel like apologizing to after shitting in it.  
Vicky, he thought, new information barging into his brain space like an intruder. Her name is Vicky Kimble. When she told me her last name, I made a joke that it was the last name of Schwarzenegger’s character in Kindergarten Cop, even doing Arnold’s voice. She didn’t get it. I had to explain the joke, realizing how pointless and terrible it was the more I had to catch her up from scratch. Then she asked where I worked, just like that, as if I were charming her. She told me she works in the city too, as an interior decorator. We talked about the statue in the park that the pigeons covered in paste, called it a frosted donut. That made her laugh, and when she laughed I told her that my sharp sense of humor is my secret weapon. Just like it is with Holly. Like it was with Holly. 
But when had that happened? And where? Ebon could have sworn he’d just seen her for the first time yesterday, but a double set of memories was now streaming into his head, overlaying each other like two photo negatives. Something was wrong, but he didn’t know how to reconcile it. What would he even make a doctor’s appointment for, if he dared to voice what may or may not be amiss here? How would he even begin to describe his malady? 
Hey, Doc, I woke up with a strange woman who I knew the minute I saw her, and now I don’t remember our relationship. We hooked up after I chased her through town, forcing her to lose me like a spy with a tail. Eventually we started screwing — but see, I also came into town just yesterday, and moved in with my oldest friend, Aimee. So basically, none of it is possible. Who puts out a bowl of lemons anyway? Doc, you’ve gotta tell me: is that ficus tree real, or is it fake?
“You’re so talkative this morning,” said Vicky. 
Yes, it’s Vicky. Definitely Vicky.
“Yeah.” 
“It’s good that we’re ‘talking’ as suggested instead of you getting me coffee and eggs.” 
Ebon took a chance. “You always say that.” 
Vicky laughed. It was cute, and he seemed to be navigating well enough, but he wasn’t really getting the information he needed. He looked out the window, again noticing fall foliage that he now realized had been summer green yesterday. 
“What day is it?” he asked. 
“The eighth, I think?” 
“September 8?” That couldn’t be right. The eighth was a few days in the past.
“November 8,” Vicky corrected.
Ebon faked laughter, pretending to have mixed up his months, feeling cold. His last crisp memory had been in mid-September. Best-case scenario: He was now emerging from two months of amnesia. But a deep part of him worried that it had been longer, maybe a year and two months. Or two years and two months. He wouldn’t know until he looked at a calendar. 
“What day did we meet, again?” 
“I’m not girly enough to remember things like that.” 
“Sometime in September.” 
“Usually, you’re girl enough to remember exact dates.” 
Ebon did remember. It had been September 11 that he’d chased her through the town. He remembered partially because September 11 had been a strange day ever since 2001 had made it famous. And he remembered it the rest of the way because, a deep part of him argued, it had only been yesterday. 
Ebon rolled sideways. “Have you told anyone about me? About us?” 
Vicky laughed. “Now that’s a manly question.” 
“Just curious.”
“Okay, fine. Sure. I’ve told people at work about my island lover. The one that’s got me hauling my ass over here this late in the year, when I’ve usually shuttered down by now. They probably think you’re all swarthy and sweaty, like a native.” 
“Aaron natives are swarthy and sweaty?” 
“Well, you are.” 
“What else do you tell them?” 
“Are you digging for compliments?” 
Ebon shrugged. 
“I told my secretary that you stalked me into submission. I didn’t tell anyone else that though. Because sure, a lot of the male decorators I know are gay, but some aren’t, and there are reps and other uncouth gents who I figured it would be unwise to encourage re: stalking me to earn my affections.” 
“Is that what it felt like? Stalking?” 
Vicky nodded. “Oh yes. Let’s not sugarcoat your obsessiveness. It’s lucky you’re cute.” 
“I was shy,” he countered. It was half-true, at least during the stalking session he remembered. What he’d felt had been closer to obsession (a stalker emotion if there ever was one), but at least obsession shared the spectrum with shyness. He’d wanted to see her, to meet her, to be in her radiant presence. For a reason Ebon wouldn’t have been able to articulate, he’d felt that she was his missing piece — as if she’d been dislodged from his psyche and was required, at that moment as his psyche struggled, to get back in there and prop it up. That had been a crazy day. She’d felt like an anchor, and when he’d lost her everything had turned upside down and sideways. 
But if that day really had been two months ago, maybe he’d healed a bit from it. Maybe he’d told Vicky all about Holly, unburdening and stitching himself together. Maybe he was more on an even keel these days. Well, except for his pair of missing months. 
She leaned in and kissed him on the lips. Ebon felt a current run through him. It was the strangest, most hybrid sensation. The kiss felt deeply familiar and comforting, but also brand new. He was simultaneously kissing her for the first and thousandth times. It was the best of both worlds: the depth of an established relationship combined with the thrill of infatuation. Despite his intention to remain distant and gather information, he found himself propping up the bedspread again in his lap. 
“Well, hon,” she said, “let me give you a tip. In the future, when you want to meet a girl, don’t just tail her for days. Most would have you arrested. Luckily I was curious. And maybe a little bit foolish to finally confront you. But I had to know what in the hell you wanted.” She snuggled closer. “You got lucky. I almost never come here during the week, but it was the only time they could deliver my new bathroom sinks from the mainland.” 
“Definitely.” 
She was looking up at him with light-blue eyes, a sighing expression despite the offishness implied by her story. Maybe he’d scared her away that first day and the days she’d implied followed, but he’d managed to woo her eventually. Vicky might not be girly, but right now she was definitely a girl. One who liked Ebon plenty. 
“You’re going to have to come back to the city with me though. Do you know how much of a pain it is to get here in the winter, once the ferries stop running?”
“I’ve never been here in the winter,” he said.
“This is supposed to be a summer house,” she said. But even as Ebon looked around he realized how strange that was. Who built a home so modern and refined in a place where sand and bugs invaded every corner, and even the most fastidious person couldn’t keep from sullying furniture with sweat and sunscreen?  
“This house isn’t winterproof?” With the question, another flash of disconnected memory leapt into Ebon’s mind. He was suddenly sure that there was a fireplace in the bathroom, on the wall between it and the bedroom. Peering over the bed’s foot, he realized he could see a matching fireplace on the bedroom side of the wall, but couldn’t recall whether it truly straddled the partition or if they were two separate units. A summer home, yes … but still built for comfort when the mercury dropped.
“It is,” she said. “But flights from the city? I don’t mind the cost, but … ” She shivered. “I just hate those tiny little planes. Feel like God is going to swat them out of the air like gnats. Or that they won’t clear the runway and we’ll skid off into the water. It’d be so much easier to meet in the city. I have a great loft downtown. It’s … ” 
“I don’t want to leave the island.”
Vicky’s shoulders fell, and Ebon realized they’d had this discussion before — perhaps many times. She’d overstayed her summertime and fall on Aaron so far, and Ebon always refused to trade back by visiting the city. But even that raised another set of questions: If Vicky only came to Aaron on the weekends, where did he stay the rest of the time? Was he still at Aimee’s? And what must Aimee think about it all? He and Aimee had traded tons of messages leading up to his arrival, and he was supposed to be helping her fix up her father’s house. He was supposed to be rekindling an old friendship, both of them seeming to hope it would grow into something more. He felt a strange sense of having broached a loyalty by siding with Vicky, and of leaving an old wound untreated. Part of Ebon was desperate to forget Holly … but in the doing, he’d forgotten Aimee too. 
“Just for a weekend. Just come away with me.” 
But Ebon had stopped listening. Now that he’d thought of Aimee, she was a rapidly inflating balloon inside his mind. He slid sideways on the bed, dropping his feet to the floor. His clothes were there in a pile — very Ebon — whereas he was quite sure that Vicky’s clothes would be on a small end table or tucked into a stainless steel bin. Perhaps she’d undressed in the bathroom and come out in a terrycloth and microfiber spa robe, colored Indian ivory to match the rug.
“Are you leaving?” 
Ebon turned. “Well … ” 
“You always bolt out on me.” She said it playfully, a pout on her lips. Apparently he did always bolt out on her, but it was a quirk — one she accepted, understood, and maybe even liked. 
“I just want to take a walk.” 
“Are you going back to Aimee’s?” 
Ebon stopped, his back to Vicky, then turned slowly. 
“Well … ” 
“I keep telling you. You can stay here while I’m gone.” She crawled forward, then lay on her chest with her smooth back bare. “And you can stay here while I’m here too.” 
Ebon wasn’t sure how to respond. He felt a ticking in his mind, realizing he hadn’t seen Aimee in two months by his most present clock, and for an indeterminate time by the real one. She might not know where he was, despite Vicky’s obvious knowledge of where he spent the rest of his time. Aimee might be worried. Or worse: She might not be worried at all, because she understood exactly what Ebon and Vicky were doing. For some reason, the second notion — that Aimee would understand and not care — squeezed Ebon’s chest like a giant hand. He had to go. He had to get back to the house on the sand, away from this place. He had to see Aimee and hope she’d be worried, or angry, or both. 
Ebon wasn’t sure what he might have told Vicky about Aimee, but he needed something to say, so he said, “I promised I’d help her.” 
“I know. I guess.” 
“I’ll call.” Ebon realized that not only was it the most standard of male brush-offs but that he didn’t have her number. Vicky shrugged and rolled away, neither angry nor pacified. He was leaving her neutral, like the creams and grays in her home’s color palette. 
“Sure, sure. Leave me unsatisfied.” 
Ebon turned. She was on her back again, top half still exposed, hands under the comforter. Whether they were moving or not, he couldn’t tell, but her eyes were on him, play-seductive. 
“Um … ” 
“I’m kidding.” 
But she wasn’t. He could leave her satisfied. It was totally within his rights and responsibilities as her apparent lover. And in fact, he very much wanted to. But he’d just met her; they’d exchanged a handful of sentences and had, by his clock, a mere fifteen minutes of history. He didn’t know Vicky at all. It would be a self-serving violation, like taking advantage of a drunk. 
He thought of Aimee, and how none of this might bother her. Somehow, the idea was growing more and more oppressive, as if a cherished part of him was being suffocated.  
“I … ” Ebon began. 
“I’m kidding, Ebon. Go, go. I know you need your walks.” 
“If you’re sure that … ” 
“I’ll just take a bath.” 
Ebon paused with his pants halfway zipped. 
“And use the spray attachment creatively.” 
Ebon felt lost, suddenly unsure how pants worked. 
“I’m kidding, I’m kidding! Seriously. Go, okay? I’m still sore from last night. What did you do to me last night?” 
“I have no idea.”
She watched Ebon dress. He leaned over the bed and, feeling like a traitor, kissed her. 
“Do you want a ride over there?” she asked.
“I know the way.” 
“I know you know the way. It’s a straight shot. I just wanted to know if you wanted a ride. It’s chilly outside.” 
“I want some time to think.”
“Oh, yes. You always want time to think. You always leave me so that you can think.” 
Ebon stopped, again meeting her quiet eyes and sly smile. Her manner was stuffed with seduction, and he was finding it nearly impossible to turn away. He didn’t know this woman, but he’d felt a strong enough draw to pursue her across the island, apparently several times. 
There were two men inside him, one right and the other wrong, each wanting to approach the moment in opposite directions. He didn’t know which was which, and had no memories to guide him.
“Go for your walk, Ebon. Jesus. I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.” 
“Sure.” 
“And I intend to.” 
“Um … ” 
She kissed him. “You are so easy to fuck with.” Then she gave him a shove. 
As Ebon left the bedroom, passing through the equally stark living room on his way to the front door, he heard bathwater begin to run behind him and wondered if he was making the wrong choice.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Wait and See
 
VICKY’S HOUSE WAS PERCHED ON A set of rock cliffs beneath which Ebon had walked the western beach many times. It was south of Aimee’s, maybe a mile from West Dock, roughly equidistant between the cottage and the southern lighthouse. He’d noticed glints of glass high on the rocks in the past, but from the beach the source of those glints was hard to see. Vicky had given herself the utmost in privacy up there — snatching a magnificent view without allowing anyone else the chance to peek inside. 
Ebon left the glass-fronted house and made his way down Vicky’s private drive, seeming to intuit the way while following the setting sun. He could see the cliffs’ shadows draped over the bay as he descended the gradual decline, then walked in shadow along the beach until the sheer stone grew shorter to the north, the mostly vacant cottages returning to eye level. By the time the high bluffs surrendered to low dunes, the morning sun had climbed above the trees and begun to warm the air. Still, it was chillier than Ebon ever remembered being on Aaron. He hugged his chest. He really needed a jacket, but didn’t seem to have brought one. 
The way to Aimee’s cottage — familiar now that he was on a known path — was more than “straightforward,” as Vicky had indicated. It felt greased. There was a southwesterly wind coming off the bay, and Ebon could feel it behind him like a hand, shoving him north and away from the water. He didn’t need to know the way to get where he was going. All he had to do was stumble forward, no map required.
He thought of Aimee, himself, and what had gone missing. 
The truth was obvious, though he had trouble admitting it: He’d clearly had some sort of a breakdown. Somewhere inside, a faulty gear had slipped its mate and gone haywire, tossing clockwork into his mind and causing something to sunder. But what did it all mean? How would he deal with it? And most importantly: would it happen again? 
Unbidden, he thought of the time he’d hurt his back. 
Ebon had never been remotely athletic, but plenty of the kids in his college dorm had been. One spring day, he’d been dragged into a game of flag football on the quad. Within ten minutes, he’d been knocked into a bench by a tackle that shouldn’t have been a tackle, wrenching something hard and leaving him struggling to stand. Whatever it was soon loosened enough for him to act blasé, and he’d sat out the rest of the game, pretending it was no big deal. But it had been a big deal, and he’d woken the next morning curled into a painful comma. He’d been laid flat for the next few days (and left hobbling for weeks after that), unable to reach for the back edge of a counter without crippling agony. He’d never gone to see a doctor because he was sure they’d tell him he’d slipped a disc and would require surgery. But he didn’t want surgery. He wanted to pretend it was okay and wait for it to get better. Eventually, slowly, it had. He’d taken six months to slowly writhe, stretch, and massage his way back to completely pain-free health, but he’d done it, and he’d done it without doctors. 
He’d either beaten the system, proving that quick medical fixes weren’t always the answer … or he’d been stupid and lucky, ignoring a problem that should have destroyed him because he’d been too afraid to face it.
Whatever had gone wrong in his mind felt the same.  
I’ll be careful. I’ll see how Aimee reacts, then play along. I’ll take a few days to reacclimate, get my bearings. Maybe whatever went wrong will untie itself. That happens with memory loss, right? They don’t DO anything when you lose time, right? No, they don’t; I’m sure of it. They just tell you to hang tight and see if your memories return. That’s the way it always is in the movies. And sure, movies are movies, but those writers must do their research. A day or two of “wait and see” won’t hurt. If it’s still a problem by midweek, I’ll go see a doctor then. But not now. Not yet. 
Sure. That made sense. It’s how he’d approached his damaged back: As long as things slowly improved, he’d stay away from the hospital. He could always reverse course and seek help if it got worse, but even the smallest improvements meant you were going forward. And besides, movies had established that emotional trauma sometimes caused spontaneous problems with memory. He’d had plenty of emotional trauma lately, but it was over, and he’d come here to let it pass. The movie solution was to keep walking around, hoping that everyday stimuli would catch something and trigger his memory’s return. So that’s what he’d do.
I can trust Aimee too, if I have to trust someone. Which I totally will if I need to. At any point, I can (and will!) fess up. Tell her what’s wrong. She’ll help. She’s there to help. It’s the reason I came here. Well, that and so I can work on her father’s house, which I might also be neglecting while running out to get my pole waxed. 
It was true. He might not have been helping with the cottage at all. Vicky was seemingly weekends-only on the island, and she’d basically told him he was at Aimee’s during the weeks. But anything might have happened during those two missing months, and neither woman would necessarily know what it was. He might have gone off on some sort of bender, spending weeknights at the inn and frittering away hours at the tavern. He might have done any number of things to offend or bother Aimee. He might even have been an entirely different man for the past two months, causing problems, drunk despite his typically seldom drinking. Or he might merely have seemed drunk, his brain rattling loose and making him rough, rude, or chronically forgetful. How could he be sure of any of it? Vicky hadn’t known the old Ebon, and would have no baseline to tell him if he’d changed.
Ebon shivered, his insides suddenly icy. 
Had that happened? Had he snapped? Could you be normal one day and out of your head the next? He might have been having spells without realizing it all this time. Maybe he’d been Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde ever since he’d answered that call from the highway patrol — the call that had ended his old life not with an exclamation point, but with a calm and obedient period. 
The moment was a photograph, forever frozen in his mind. 
Sitting in front of his computer. Music on in the background. Sprite in a clear glass to his right, on a coaster, condensation sweating on its outside. Bubbles (like a champagne supernova) in the glass, clinging to the inside with a firmness of memory that his prior two months were missing. He remembered the officer’s words and the way he’d said, “I see” when the officer had finished speaking. He’d wanted to take those two words back as soon as he’d said them, to erase this faceless person’s first impression of him as callous, but he’d only been able to stare at his Sprite, wanting to flick the glass and set the clinging bubbles free. 
I see.
He might have broken right there, right then. It happened that way in movies. It even made sense. He remembered very little of the rest of that day. There was no memory of standing to leave the office, no memory of the drive over. All he remembered was ID’ing Holly (and, unofficially, the car’s other occupant nearby) as she lay on a chrome table, his every cell numb. 
Or maybe he had very clear memories of the last two months, but they were trapped inside his Mr. Hyde. Mr. Hyde would have seemed alien to Aimee. Ebon had no idea what he could be walking back into. He might have shouted at her. He might have been strange or violent. He might have been pathetic, whining about having always loved her, begging her to love him back. He might have been cruel, throwing Vicky in her face. She might have been hurt, and that would be awful. Or she might not have cared at all, and that would be far worse. 
Ahead, Ebon saw a rise of dunes between a line of boulders. A peek of gray-blue roof. And then it was gone. 
What was he walking into? Was this a bad idea? He was suddenly certain it was. He should have called first to test Aimee’s temperature. When you lost your head and went on a bender, no good could ever come from it. He’d been sure about Vicky’s name (and he’d been right; he’d peeked at the mail in her mailbox on the way out) and about the layout of her bathroom, which he hadn’t visited but had seen behind his eyelids like a snapshot. 
And he was right about this. About his bad behavior. About how he’d ruined things with Aimee.
He stopped in the sand, then turned around and began walking back toward Vicky’s, determined to think further before acting. But as soon as he turned south, he found the going as rough as his northward trek had been smooth. Wind slapped his face, making it hard to breathe. It was still blowing out of the southwest, shoving him away from the water and toward Aimee’s. 
The more steps he took to the south, the harder the wind seemed to push against him. He lowered his head, but the wind seemed to take offense at being avoided, and a wet gust — feeling like the ocean’s will itself — rocked him sideways, sending him stumbling toward the rocks.
More steps. Another gust, this one almost flattening him. 
Ebon turned, subconsciously nodding his obedience as if the wind and ocean were conscious beings. They were right: He had to face Aimee, and sooner was better than later. He couldn’t just keep putting it off, hoping the problem would go away without confrontation. That strategy might work for back pain and amnesia, but it was worthless for afflictions of the mind or soul. 
The wind pushed at his back, now rough. Now spiteful. 
Go, it seemed to say. Go on, and be done with it.
The dunes loomed closer. This time Ebon allowed their approach, the wind nudging him forward like a shy boy shoved onto the dance floor by well-meaning friends. 
He stood in front of the small, blue-gray, immaculately painted cottage, its facade somehow different than he remembered. His feet ceased their plodding. Again, a gust rocked him forward onto his toes, the wind’s breath repeating Go into his frosted ears. 
So he went.
He could see Aimee’s silhouette puttering around inside. Somehow he’d hoped she’d have gone to the store or the flower shop and he’d be able to procrastinate. But there was only now, and only the cold November wind between them.
Ebon marched forward, unready to face whatever he’d done. 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Renovations
 
EBON FOUND AIMEE IN THE KITCHEN, holding open the door of a cheery-yellow antique refrigerator he didn’t remember at all. She turned at his footsteps, and there was an awkward moment while he waited for her to speak. He wasn’t sure what might have happened between them, so it was best to let her go first, and set the tone. 
He stood with his legs together, feeling like an intruder in the place he’d been invited to stay through the winter, and tried to read her face. It was impassive, unreadable. Her dark-blonde hair was a mess, as always, and she was wearing what looked like a yellow scarf around her neck, its ends invisible behind her back. The scarf matched the refrigerator. She had a cut-off sock on her right hand, thumb protruding, like a glove without fingers. It was a thing she always wore while drawing, so as not to smudge pencils with the oils from her hand. She’d crossed her feet at the ankles as she stood, because she was a Pisces. 
“Well,” she said. “You’re back.” 
No help there. Neutrally: “I’m back.” 
“Where have you been?”
“Out.” It was an evasive answer, but it was also trademark Ebon to be cheeky, to answer the given question and nothing more. The one-word reply bought him one exchange; she’d either ask “out where?” as a follow-up or get mad. But Ebon didn’t know in which sea he was swimming, nor the depths of its water.
“Right,” she said. “Well? Did you have a good night?” 
“Um … ”
“Was it all you’d hoped for?”
Just tell her. Tell her you’ve had an episode and that you’ve no clue where the last two months went, or what you did during the missing time. She can help. She’ll want to help. 
“I guess?”  
“Wasn’t it cold? Did you get bitten?” 
Ebon blinked. 
Aimee looked around. “And come to think of it, where’s your gear?”
“Oh. I … left it?” 
“You left it? Maybe I should rephrase that: Where’s my
dead father’s gear?” 
Something wasn’t right. Again Ebon considered spilling, and was again stopped by some internal defense. He realized, quite suddenly, that he felt ashamed. He was weak; he’d wanted Aimee to think he was strong; he’d told her he could handle his own problems, but clearly he hadn’t. And now, it seemed, he’d been lying to her as to his whereabouts. He couldn’t half admit the truth. If he spilled, he’d have to spill everything. He’d have to tell her where he’d just been, because he now had a deep suspicion that she didn’t have a clue about Vicky. Was that good? Or was it bad? Were they still as platonic as they’d been when he’d arrived? A definite part of Ebon didn’t want that, had never wanted that. It was possible he’d merely lied, and equally possible that they were a couple now and he’d cheated. He didn’t like that option. It was too much like a certain deceased wife for comfort. 
Ebon went for broke. “What are you talking about?” 
Aimee closed the refrigerator door, then put a hand on each of his shoulders. Behind the refrigerator, the walls had been patched and painted. Had the quaint little kitchen always had crown molding? 
“I know you’re distraught, Ebon,” she said. “But if you seriously left Dad’s tent, sleeping bag, lantern, and everything else out at the lighthouse, I’ll have to knee you in the balls right now.” She glanced down, making a show of raising her right foot onto its toe, ready to strike. Her feet were bare at the end of long blue jeans, each of her toenails painted a different color. “So let’s try this again. Did you bring everything back, or did you just decide to run up here and grab the car so you can go get Dad’s stuff before the wind blows it all out to sea?” 
“Oh. I … ” 
Aimee stopped his reply, her eyes flicking to the doorway behind him. A hallway ran next to the kitchen, and she was looking at its floor. He turned to see for himself. A large hiking backpack leaned against the doorframe, strapped with a rolled tent and what looked like a winter sleeping bag in a blue drawstring bag. A lantern was beside the pack. The gear was strewn across the floor, impossible to miss. He hadn’t carried it here, but how could it have always been where it was without Aimee tripping over it all night?  
“Okay, good.” A small smile formed on her lips. “You had me about to knock your nuts into your throat. Don’t do that to me, Ebon. I love you too much.” 
He had no idea what that meant. They’d always signed their many emails and LiveLyfe messages (not to mention their letters, back when they’d been kids and Aimee had sent them by the covert dozen) with Love, but it had always been friendly. Now she’d said it more pointedly. But when Aimee took her hands from his shoulders, she didn’t kiss him in play, and hadn’t kissed him hello. They were still only roommates — as recently, apparently, as last night, when he’d borrowed the gear and left it in her way to somehow not be noticed.
“So how was it?” She turned to reopen the fridge, this time pouring herself a glass of orange juice. “Was it freezing?” 
“That’s a good sleeping bag.” Ebon hadn’t lied yet and would keep with it for as long as he could. The bag, from here, was indeed a good one. 
“And you did your solo thinking? Man style? Did you make a fire and cook freshly killed meat? Did you turn the tent into a sweat lodge and smoke herbs to have a vision quest?” 
“Uh, sure.” 
“Did you get it out of your system? Can you sleep inside again tonight like a normal human being?” 
“Yeah. I’m all good.” 
Aimee looked at Ebon for an assessing second, seeming to ponder whether he was messing with her. Then she sipped her orange juice, apparently concluding that he had his quirks and seldom offered deep answers to deep questions. 
Something caught his eye. 
“Is that a spiral staircase?” 
Aimee turned and looked directly at the wrought iron staircase in the corner. It seemed to lead directly up from the living room into her father’s old bedroom, which was hers now. 
“Very good, jungle man. And this is a glass.” She raised the orange juice. “Later, I can show you a wheel and fire.” 
Ebon wasn’t listening. He was slowly walking toward the staircase. He reached its bottom, put a hand on it, and looked up. How hard was it to put in a spiral staircase? Justifications fell into place: Two people working by themselves could probably cut a hole in the floor; the thing wasn’t plaster and hand assembled. But still, Ebon could see changes in the room above too, and even peeking outside he could see a new roof over part of the patio right where a deck off the mystery door above would go. Did it mean they’d built the deck too? That wasn’t simple. 
“What’s up, Ebon?” 
Ebon turned. Aimee was holding the orange juice in one hand and had the other on her hip. Looking past her, the entirety of the living room and kitchen area hit Ebon at once. The cabinets had all been replaced, including what looked like a few custom units nestled into the odd kitchen’s nooks and crannies. The bright-yellow retro refrigerator was matched by a much-less retro oven. The oven was no longer against the outer wall and had moved into the center of the kitchen, into a new island flanked by low, thin cabinets. There was a high-end cooktop (gas spider burners, a griddle, a warming well for sauces) above the oven, and a large stainless steel fume hood descended through the ceiling above it. Setting aside the logistics of adding a hood (the required structural work would be tricky and they’d have had to have cut through the roof), Ebon couldn’t reconcile its placement within the home’s floor plan. There should be a storage area and a corner of the bedroom he slept in directly above the hood. Was there now an insulated tube running through his room? What else had changed? 
“Ebon?” Aimee looked concerned, setting down the glass of orange juice and taking a tentative step toward him. 
Ebon was stepping forward, touching the stove as if to remind himself it was there. To move the oven itself, they’d have had to reroute the propane lines. They’d have had to re-mate the compression fittings and test for gas leaks. Did the thing run off a 220 electric line, or a normal outlet? Ebon didn’t trust himself or Aimee with relocating either. 
“I’m … ” 
“Hungry? Want me to make you something?” 
“This is … this is a hell of a kitchen,” he finally said. 
“Well … thanks?” She looked puzzled. 
“You always said you wanted to do the work yourself,” he said.
Ebon felt lightheaded. Something was backward. Something was wrong. He looked behind him, noticing the new living room floor and what seemed to be a brand-new doorway off to the left just past the couches. Where did it lead? It looked like an interior door, not one to a porch. There wasn’t a new room added onto the house, was there? 
“Sure,” said Aimee, not helping. 
The room spun. Ebon wanted to sit but didn’t trust himself to stand again once he did. The floor was unsteady beneath him (the new floor, real hardwood — not fabricated laminate tiles), and he seemed to be floating. This wasn’t possible. None of it was. Not in two months on an isolated island. 
“You couldn’t’ve gotten crews out here. Not this late in the year.” Ebon was still trying to say neutral things, but that was the last he had. He was seconds from ripping off his clothes and running around nude with his tongue hanging out and eyes crossed. Trying to hold on was hard. Surrender would be so much easier. 
“No, I couldn’t have,” Aimee told him. “But I said from the beginning that I wanted to do it myself anyway, like a working meditation. What’s wrong? You look like you’re about to pass out. Want me to pour you a cup of coffee? Get you a bowl of cereal or something?” 
Ebon sagged into a kitchen chair, losing the battle with his legs. 
“This is a lot of work for two people in two months.” Even as he spoke the words, Ebon knew he was lying. Even the bit he’d seen wasn’t a lot of work; it was flat-out impossible for all but a professional contractor’s most motivated crew. They’d cut through the roof? They’d put on a second-story porch? They’d lugged appliances, staircases, and supplies into place, rerouted propane, electricity, and plumbing lines? Had it all been inspected? It must have been; their work would be visible from the outside, the neighbors were nosy, and the township was strict and in need of permit money. 
Aimee shrugged.
“I think I need to lie down,” said Ebon. 
“Makes sense. You just came back from sleeping, so why not sleep some more?” Aimee pouted, her expression somehow devilishly cute, accented by the bright-yellow almost-scarf around her neck. “Here I’ve been all night, alone in a dark house, eager for someone to have coffee with. But yeah, whatever.” 
Ebon looked up, his inborn sense of obedience triggered even above and beyond his disorientation. It was the same trigger that almost kept him at Vicky’s (Did Aimee really not know about Vicky? Did he need to keep that a secret?), although that encounter had offered temptations that Aimee, so far as he could tell, wasn’t going to. 
“Oh. Of course. Let’s have coffee.” 
“I’m screwing with you, Ebon. Go sleep if you want to sleep.” 
“Maybe I’ll just change my clothes and splash some water on my face.” 
“Whatever blows your hair back.” Aimee returned to the coffee pot and pressed a button to pour herself a cup. The old coffee pot had become a brand-new Keurig, near a freshly installed window box in front of a custom tile backsplash. Looking up, Ebon also saw a pair of skylights that hadn’t been there before. They were long and boxed, with the glass a few feet above the kitchen ceiling. The skylights weren’t far enough forward to interrupt his room above like the fume hood, but constructing them couldn’t have been easy. Or fast. Or possible in eight weeks. 
Ebon stood, trying to breathe deeply. He wanted to say something — or maybe scream — but what good would it do? None of this was strange to Aimee. He was the faulty one. He was the one who’d hooked up with a strange woman and helped remodel (reinvent) a house without remembering a single hammered nail.
He walked to the kitchen’s original staircase, noting with a glance that Aimee had painstakingly preserved the carved-in dates left by her grandparents when they’d been building the place. He paused with his hand on the doorframe, turned to his oldest friend, and said, “Aimee?” 
She looked over, dirty-blonde hair whipping around in a knot. 
“How has it seemed, since I’ve been here? Weird? Normal?” He swallowed. “Surreal and supernatural?” 
“It’s been great.” Aimee smiled a large white smile, her crooked tooth quirky in her mouth but somehow not marring her beauty — to Ebon, at least. She hated that tooth, but her hatred was more apathetic than vain. She had a no-win situation on her hands, because restoration of a snaggletooth would fly in the face of her oft-stated policy of rarely (if ever) giving a shit. Or a S-H-I-T.
“Oh,” he said. It wasn’t exactly the kind of answer Ebon had been hoping for. 
“How has it been for you?” she said. “Is it still strange? It felt to me like you thought it was strange when you arrived. I know we’d been talking online forever, but … you know … being under the same roof again.” She looked up, then half laughed. “Well, not again. We’d never spent a night together before you came back.” 
The simple sentence, even amid the unreality, hurt Ebon’s heart. She’d said “spent a night together” innocently and meant it literally, but what she’d said was true on all levels. They never had spent a night together … and not, all those years ago, for lack of trying. 
“It’s been … different,” he said, knowing it to be a half answer.
“But you’re feeling better? Healing your troubled past, and all that?” 
No. 
“Sure,” he said. 
Aimee came closer, then reached out and put a hand over his as it lay flat on the wood. He could smell beach on her, despite the fact that neither of them could have been doing much ocean play as the weather grew colder. They’d met over a sandcastle, but that was so long ago. Things had been simpler then. 
“I wish you’d talk to me about it.” 
“I’m not ready,” Ebon said. It just came out. 
“It’s been almost six months.” 
“Two months.” 
“I meant since she … since the accident.” 
“Oh,” he said. But Aimee was wrong anyway. For Ebon, it had only been four months because he’d skipped the last two. And really, what should they be counting backwards from? From the day Holly died? From the day he first suspected her cheating — this final instance anyway? From the day he’d got his confirmation, purging his place of Holly’s belongings and discovering her journal and the hidden folders on her computer? She’d always been a party girl, and he’d always loved her. It shouldn’t have been a surprise that even after Ebon had settled into domesticity, the party would have kept going for Holly. She liked thrills (he knew she sometimes shoplifted to get those thrills), and would never stop needing them. Well … not until six months ago anyway. 
“I feel like you’re holding it all in. It can’t be good for you, Ebon.” 
“You always said I was quiet.” 
“Well, sometimes maybe you shouldn’t be.” 
Ebon wondered at his ghost-self … the version of Ebon that, from Aimee’s perspective, must have puttered along behind her over the past two months, doing small tasks like adding extra wings onto her father’s quaint beach cottage. 
His eyes peeked up the staircase. Leaning forward, he could see that it was different up there — a splash of sunlight from a direction where there should be only wall. It looked as if the hallway above must now fork in a new direction, as if the entire second story had been reworked and expanded. That ghost-Ebon had done some of that work, despite current Ebon barely having the know-how to crank a wrench in the right direction. Was he, as he existed right now, related to that phantom? And if he were, what had it/he thought while it/he had been working? Had he thought of Holly? Had he been bottling it all inside, letting it fester? Aimee was right; it couldn’t be good for him. But it still wasn’t enough to explain a structural overhaul, given that neither of them were professionals, had a crew, or had access to a time machine. 
“Why did you come here, Ebon?”  she asked, watching him.
“To reset. To forget.” 
“Why else?” 
He looked down at her hand atop his, gripping the doorframe. He blinked. For a second, both hands appeared smaller, less scarred by life. Then he blinked again, and they became normal adult hands, tired from a lost decade of holding burdens.
“I wanted you to come here so I could help you,” she said when he didn’t answer. “But that only works if you let me.” 
“I don’t need help.” Boy, was that a lie. 
“Strong and silent,” she said, smiling, now lightening her grip, looking down, running her fingers over the back of his hand with a feather touch. “Just like the boy I used to know. Except back then you always let me be in charge. I needed it, I guess. For that first year, it’s probably why I liked you best: you gave me someone I could actually feel bigger than.” 
“Thanks.” 
“That changed. Obviously.” 
Her fingers, light on his hand. 
“If it weren’t for my dad,” she continued, “things might have turned out differently for both of us.” 
It was true. They might have become something. They would certainly have kept in closer touch, instead of Ebon being afraid to return Aimee’s letters lest they fall into the wrong hands. Eventually he’d let their communication break like an ornament dropped from a Christmas tree. He might have returned to Aaron in his sixteenth year, his seventeenth, his eighteenth. He might have chosen a different college, majored in something unimaginable. Maybe he’d have become an architect, as she’d often supposed. He never would have met Holly, nor lost her. Never would have been crushed to a thimble’s size and reminded of his banality. Holly had always wanted excitement, Aimee had lived her entire life on a tiny island, surrounded by ocean and sameness. Aimee didn’t need to move her feet because she traveled in her art. It was enough to seek her mother’s spirit through ephemeral means, rather than feeling Holly’s brand of wanderlust of thought and deed. 
“Maybe,” said Ebon. 
“You can talk to me. I want you to.” 
“Okay.”
“Later,” she said. “Promise?” 
Ebon looked up. Her eyes were on his, uncharacteristically serious. Aimee always flitted from place to place, forever in motion and typically clumsy on account of moving too fast. To see her so still was disarming. She was right; things might have turned out differently for them. Maybe now, they would. 
“Promise,” Ebon agreed. 
She gripped his hand briefly and smiled, then moved back to the new kitchen island, to her orange juice. 
Ebon walked up the narrow, steep staircase toward his bedroom, noticing with a renewed sense of unsettling unreality that it wasn’t nearly as narrow or steep as it used to be. He wasn’t sure how that was possible. Without the entire second story somehow shifting backward, there was simply no room. He could see the same hallway above that he’d seen from the doorway below, the same strange splash of light indicating a new room (or at least window), as if a new section had been added. But the bathroom (new tiles, painted) was still across from him, and the same hallway walls (re-plastered, hung with several of Aimee’s paintings he hadn’t seen before) were in place. He could even see more carved dates repeated in the wood of the bathroom doorframe. So how could the staircase leading up to it have added more run to each step’s rise? How could the whole thing be longer, grander, and safer … yet still meet the same second story in the same place? 
He emerged into the hallway, pausing to inspect one of the new paintings. It was Aimee’s, without question; he knew her unique style and had been badgering her for years about selling them — possibly online, as she’d once predicted, years ahead of her time. The painting was of a room being repaired by a workman wielding a spackling trowel while a beautiful island vista peeked through an open window. Aimee’s style was abstract, but it was clear that the workman was Ebon. So she’d painted it recently, along with the rest of the entire, thematically linked row of five. 
He peeked into Aimee’s bedroom. There was a huge picture window right where they’d imagined someday adding one (apparently handling that small task had been no big deal), and the screen door to nowhere had been replaced with a glass slider. Beyond the slider and picture window was an expansive blonde-wood porch. 
The room had been completely remodeled: hardwood laid, rugs in place, molding added, fresh paint applied and still fragrant in the air. Ebon’s eyes strayed toward the new bed. It was huge, with four posts at the corners and a canopy overhead. It should have seemed cramped in the small room, but looking up Ebon realized that it didn’t seem cramped at all because the ceiling was now vaulted, three skylights pocking the peaked ceiling. The huge bed looked soft and comfortable. Looking at it, he found himself thinking of the light brush of Aimee’s hand on his, downstairs. He found himself thinking of the summer of his fifteenth year, the summer of Aimee’s seventeenth. Maybe he could let his past go after all. Maybe he could fold the worn fabric of his recent years back, then stitch past to present as if there had never been errant threads in between. 
With a nostalgic, bittersweet sigh, Ebon turned away from Aimee’s new bedroom. He passed the bathroom (the gravity toilet had been replaced by a sturdy porcelain unit and — of all things — a bidet) and peeked into the bunk room on the hallway’s other end. It was no longer a bunk room. Now there was just one bed, a queen, in the middle of a room that had been rendered unrecognizable beyond having the same approximate size. 
Turning again, Ebon’s attention fell toward the spot opposite the bathroom where there used to be a storage area under the roof’s slant. But instead of a small storage door and a blank wall, he found himself facing an open room without a door, its center awash with sun, its double-wide entrance broad and cheery. The room was easily as large as the master bedroom, maybe larger. It had windows on three walls. Apparently it jutted far enough from the adjacent rooms to act as a giant dormer, unencumbered by the original cottage. The walls were white and clean, but the floor and every surface was an unholy mess — not of construction or supplies, but of paper and clutter. 
Aimee had somehow moved her art studio upstairs. 
Feeling disembodied, Ebon walked into the room. He wasn’t intruding; the lack of a door invited passerby to enter and soak up some culture. She had paintings on two different easels, both characteristically unfinished with mixed paints still slopped on nearby glass countertops, as if she’d become bored or distracted midflurry. In one corner was some sort of a clay sculpture. She’d draped it with a clear trash bag, probably to keep it from drying out between sessions, but telltale cracks where it had already desiccated told Ebon that it had been neglected for weeks.
One of her guitars had been tossed onto a settee. Ebon approached and found handwritten sheet music tossed about like litter, as if Aimee were working on several new compositions at once. He couldn’t read music, but there was a laptop nearby hooked to a small Xenyx mixer and a microphone. The machine was on and asleep, possibly idling forgotten for a month. Ebon touched the thing to wake it and saw that Aimee had a program open and waveforms on the screen. Music in progress. Ebon pressed play and listened. She’d recorded her music inexpertly, but what he heard was haunting and beautiful. Aimee had always liked music and was as good at guitar and composition as she was crap at writing lyrics. Everything he saw (a dozen or more tracks in a collection) seemed to be instrumental. 
She’d recorded an album. A goddamned album. 
Maybe it had been a year and two months rather than just two months. It couldn’t be true (both Aimee and Vicky had more or less confirmed the passing of sixty-odd days while he’d fumbled through conversation, searching for bearings without raising flags), but still he began stalking around the room, looking for a calendar to be sure. After a moment, he felt something move in one of his many pockets and reached inside to fish out his phone. Gazing at its face, he saw that it was the eighth of November just as Vicky had said. Halfway through autumn. The year was correct, and only two months had passed. 
Inspiration struck. Ebon began pawing frantically through the phone’s history, looking for calls made and Internet searches performed. But all of his histories were blank, as if erased. There were only two people in his contacts: Vicky and Aimee. Not even any of his old friends, coworkers, or family. 
Ebon re-pocketed the phone then went into his altered bedroom, numbly changed clothes, and walked downstairs. He wanted to see what had become of Aimee’s old studio off the living room. He found her in it, arranging flowers. The floor was scattered with plant clippings, stripped leaves, and flower petals of all colors. 
“I guess you’re happy to have a floral room,” he said, gazing at her and feeling vacant. 
“Oh. Yes. It’s fantastic.” 
“No greenhouse?” There was something percolating under his collar, threatening to climb up onto his face and into his brain. That thing was almost sinister, certainly mischievous. After seeing the house in its entirety (well, almost; he still hadn’t seen the rest of this level, where there was probably a mud spa and a grotto), Ebon found he wanted to stir trouble to get a proper reaction out of her, even if it meant causing damage. 
“Like I said before, if there’s time.” 
Ebon looked around the room. It was the same studio, no major structural changes. In a way, the place felt like an island in a storm. Other than the abundance of flowers and the absence of art, it could have been the same room he’d first seen nearly twenty years ago: the play land of an artistic and flighty mother taken over by her artistic and flighty daughter.
“Is this for the shop? Are you arranging flowers for The Stalk Market?” 
“A little, maybe. Mostly these bouquets are just for me.” 
“You’ve never had a lot of flowers around the house before,” Ebon said, realizing he had no idea if that was still true. He’d spent twenty-four hours with Aimee by his clock, but during that span there hadn’t been as much as a bloom in a tall glass. She had potpourri, but that was different. Potpourri was where flowers went when they died, like keeping a loved one’s ashes in a dish to make a room feel and smell sweeter. 
“So is the store on Main Street pretty much on autopilot? You never seem to go there.” Again, no idea if that was true. Again, kind of hoping he’d step on a land mine, causing her to ask him what had gone wrong, what had broken inside. He felt an odd grimace trying to claw its way onto his lips, but she was looking down, fluffing roses. 
“It’s just a business,” she said. “You know flowers.” 
“I don’t know flowers at all,” he said.
“After all I’ve yammered on to you over the years? Has none of it sunk into your head?”
“No,” said Ebon.
“On an island like this? Especially in the winter?” She laughed. “People want reminders of spring. The shop’s profits are intense this time of year. The only more profitable time of year is Valentine’s Day. My grandparents hired all the staff the store needs to run without me needing to keep sticking my nose in. It’s not like it’s a very demanding job. I go in when I want, but we’ve been working so hard around here and … ” She trailed off. “Although I do like them.” 
“The staff?” 
“Flowers.” Again she fluffed her arrangement. It was all red roses, baby’s breath, and greens. She rolled it into a paper cone and put it in a corner. There were several other bouquets already there, stacked like cordwood. 
“Just like you enjoy recording guitar tracks.” 
“Love it.” 
“And painting.” 
“I have a new idea for one. How do you feel about posing for a portrait?” 
“And remodeling.” 
“I don’t love it, but it has to be done.” 
“It looks like we’ve finished.”
Still looking down, Aimee snickered. “Right.” 
“What do you want? The Taj Mahal?” 
“I’ll settle for a place that isn’t falling down, thanks.” 
“What the hell are you … ?” But he stopped. He turned to indicate the new kitchen, but at the end of his gesturing arm he saw a metal card table with two legs, rusty, barely staying upright. He saw old hardwood splintered at the corners, black with mold. He saw a cracked kitchen sink, a landscape painted in dusty grays. The new kitchen and remodeled living room had become a grand mansion at the end of two hundred years of abandonment, finery neglected by the hand of time. The stainless steel fume hood was buckled and scratched; the cheery yellow fridge was hanging open on a single broken hinge, mystery foods inside long since gone bad. 
Aimee looked up at Ebon. Then she looked down, and he saw a clutch of dead and dried flowers, her fingers stripping and crumbling petals into a shallow dish. “I’m so glad you came to help me,” she said. “I never could have done what needs to be done to this old place by myself.” 
Ebon watched Aimee move in circles around him, except that she wasn’t moving in circles at all. Nor was the floor moving below him like a funhouse. 
His knees unhinged. By the time he hit the floor, the world had gone from gray to black.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
As if Pulling the Colors Themselves
 
EBON OPENED HIS EYES, FINDING HIMSELF lying on his back. Above him, the bunk bed’s frame was dark-brown wood, stained so thickly as to almost appear plastic. There were small blocks around the edges, and the actual upper bunk (composed of a miniature box spring and a thin mattress all in one) sat atop them. For the seventh morning in a row, he looked up and wondered what it would be like to sleep on a bunk bed as an adult with someone actually up there. Only those little wood blocks kept the bunk up. What were the chances they’d break and you’d be crushed in the night?
Ebon blinked, trying to wipe the sleep from his eyes without taking his arms out from under the covers. He’d left a window open because the day’s heat had lingered in the upstairs room the prior evening, but the night’s cold had done too good a job and now his face was freezing. It would be warm again today, but not for a few hours. 
Hot days and cool nights: that’s September on Aaron, Aimee had said. For his part, Ebon didn’t know. The latest he’d stayed in the past had been Labor Day, and Labor Day was now over two weeks past. A new Aaron record for Ebon Shale.
He sat on the bed’s edge, tried to stretch overhead, and rapped his knuckles on the upper bunk’s frame — again, as he’d done each of the seven days he’d been on the island. He was definitely glad to be here, but he couldn’t wait until they reached the part of renovation where he got an actual bed, without a top bunk above him. He was thirty-one fucking years old. He could accept the childish sheets, but a man needed his space. And his headroom. 
Ebon stood, took a moment to properly stretch as the sheets billowed down around him, bending to touch his toes despite knowing better. You really weren’t supposed to flex your spine until you’d been up for a while. Something to do with spinal fluid. His chiropractor had told him that, but he couldn’t help himself. 
Ebon walked to the window, put his hands on the sill, and was about to close the window when he decided to simply let it be. The air outside was already warming, and closing up now would only trap the cold inside. He smelled the air, closing his eyes at the slight tinge of salt, taking a moment to appreciate what had happened and where he was. They said you couldn’t go home again. But fuck them; he had. 
Ebon felt like a big kid in big-kid pajamas. Down the hall was the girl he’d been infatuated with since childhood, both of them having grown older without growing up at all. He could almost go over and climb into bed with her, because doing so would feel so innocent. How could it not be? They were kids. Nothing had changed. He’d known Aaron at age twelve, Aaron at age thirteen, and Aaron at age fifteen. There had been nothing other than summer, forever and ever. The rational part of Ebon’s mind knew full well that he and Aimee had recently rediscovered one another on LiveLyfe and had decided to do this project as they’d done others before — to rebuild this largest and grandest of sandcastles together. But his heart didn’t feel that truth at all. He felt like he’d had a bad dream of a life away from the island that had ended poorly. In that dream, it had been Aimee’s job to pacify him and help forget those bad times — to keep him safe and remind him of the truth. And here and now, fully awake and smelling salt air in the place from his lost memories, he felt as if there’d never been a life in the city. Just life on the beach, with her.
Ebon shook the thought away, feeling ridiculous. His old life hadn’t been a dream, and he wasn’t fifteen anymore. His stiff muscles and aching back — evidence of yesterday’s hard work climbing ladders and ripping out linoleum — were all the proof he needed to know it.  
As he came out of the bunk room and into the hallway, he peeked through the ajar door and saw Aimee’s sleeping form on the big, barely-held-together bed. He felt both thirty-one and fifteen — and, for that matter, thirteen and twelve. He was all four ages at once, and the idea of walking in and climbing into Aimee’s bed, though ridiculous, still sounded delightful. They’d laugh. Maybe they’d have a pillow fight. It would be all in good fun. 
The moment passed. Ebon turned into the bathroom instead, his foot striking the broken plank near the gravity toilet like always. It made an alarming crack, but that was just the same board smacking against its neighbor; it wasn’t a new or deepening fracture. He hoped. He still hadn’t had the guts to stand too near the toilet at night; he usually peed from a safe distance so as not to fall through the floor, then contented himself knowing he’d need to clean up a few inevitable drips. He hoped Aimee took similar precautions. But the thought of Aimee peeing, even with precautions, was wrong on a few levels (and also inappropriate, due to the pants-dropping aspect), so he forced himself to stare at the sink, reaching big adult hands toward the chipped knobs to start the water. 
He brushed his teeth, using his free hand to grab a tissue and wipe at a spot on the mirror. It was a scratch rather than a smudge, and went nowhere. Another something to replace. It wasn’t a big deal; Aimee had what must be an insane amount of money now that her father was gone, and her wealthy grandparents and great-grandparents before him. During his week on the island, she’d simply been stockpiling a master shopping list, and the plan was to call or place an online order with Home Depot each Friday — one of two days the ferry ran on the fall schedule. The store would deliver her order to the mainland dock and put it on the ferry for her to pick up on the other end. The same protocol would hold with all the specialty shops too. All they needed, when new repair jobs cropped up, was a credit card and a truck. 
There had only been time for one delivery so far in the week that Ebon been on the island, but he felt sure it would become a weekly ritual. On Friday, they’d taken her father’s truck (pulling a rather large flat trailer) to West Dock to retrieve their wares. The errand had been hard — lugging supplies off, then strapping them down only to lug everything back off at this end — but the work, as with all of the renovation so far, had been strangely cleansing. When Ebon’s muscles were aching, he didn’t notice aches in his heart or mind. There was only the push of the lift, and the hammer’s heft while striking. 
His favorite day so far had been the one he’d spent roofing, replacing a swatch of blue-gray asphalt shingles with new ones. There was a beautiful rhythm to roofing that he’d never known, having grown up without a single callus on his hands. The section in need of replacement was pitched shallow, with no peaks or valleys. Aimee had shown him how to clear the damaged shingles, lay down paper, then place the new shingles, starting low and working upward, driving small, large-headed aluminum screws into tar strip above the split between tabs. He’d spent hours in working meditation, seeing the ocean whenever he looked up, feeling psychic wounds slowly healing. 
Wounds from Holly’s death. Wounds from Holly’s betrayal. Wounds he’d made himself forget from his past, with Aimee, that last summer he’d spent here. With each driven nail, he stitched the old gash a bit more tightly, repairing those old injuries as his hammer rose and fell.
Ebon spit into the sink, rinsed his mouth, and looked up into the mirror. Time had marched on, but the same old questions lived in his eyes. 
Who are you?
Who were you, and what have you become?
Why did any of this happen to you? Why did she hurt you? What did you do to deserve it?
Some of those questions had answers. Some didn’t. A few had once had answers … but the longer Ebon spent on Aaron, the more those old and troubling answers faded, drifting away like blown smoke, leaving the air clear and clean for him to breathe. 
He came downstairs to find deep quiet like a tomb. The house was closed to the night chill, and the beach deserted outside. Aaron thrived until Labor Day, but then the island’s population fell to a fraction of its summertime bustle. He looked at the calendar nailed to the side of a kitchen cabinet. Ebon laughed as he looked. Was it September 18 or September 19? Wednesday or Thursday? It didn’t matter. He was on island time now. 
Ebon walked through the living room, opening windows. He had to dodge plaster and trowels (and strange art miscellany that had oozed from the door of Aimee’s studio like guts from a smashed pumpkin) to reach most of them. Renovating with Aimee was a bit like doing any project with Aimee; she flitted from room to room, starting the next shiny stage of the process before completing the first. Every room had ended up under construction at once, just like every project in her studio was in progress at once. But what the hell; they had all the time in the world now that Ebon didn’t have a job or a wife. And he was having fun just being with her, stitching that old wound tighter by the moment. 
With the windows open, small sounds slowly filled the room with life. The glass was dusty from construction, and lifting the sashes allowed purer light to spill in and brighten the colors. Aimee was an artist, and even her mess held its own strange beauty. There was a can of red paint, left open by mistake and ruined, in one corner. She’d set a deep-purple orchid on the kitchen table despite the fact that the kitchen table was inaccessible thanks to the nearby presence of an air compressor. Once, when Ebon had taken a beach walk, he’d returned to find that she’d opened a can of yellow paint and used it to write on the old, peeling wall. It had read, DON’T WORRY, BE HAPPY. Seeing the message, Ebon had told Aimee that he was surprisingly happy already. But at first she hadn’t understood, because she hadn’t written the message for Ebon. It had been for herself, to make her smile as she worked. 
He went to one of the front windows, dodging a boxed kitchen cabinet that had no home or business being in the living room. He put his forearms on the window sill and stared through the glass, drawing ocean air into his lungs. He listened to waves beating the shore and the screeches of gulls flying above. There was potential in the air, bright in the early hours, promising another warm day. Those warm days would dwindle, and soon they’d vanish into chill and snow. He’d never seen a January on the island — not even in photographs — but somehow the idea intrigued him. He liked the idea of the unblemished white extinguishing all the colors he loved. He liked the idea of short days and dim skies, of being able to use the musty old wood-burning fireplace he’d never seen lit. He liked the idea of isolation, of knowing that even the ferries weren’t running. It didn’t feel claustrophobic. It felt beautiful, as if he were in a capsule of his making, defiantly determined to stay inside and ignore the world outside. 
The ocean air. The sounds of waves and gulls. 
In the distance — impossible to say how far; sound carried shockingly well out here — Ebon could hear someone playing “Wonderwall” by Oasis. The song always took him back. When had it been released? Nineteen ninety-five? That had been the year of his first summer on Aaron. The summer when life had changed — when it had marched into what it was supposed to be, what it was later derailed from, and what it was finally back on track toward becoming. 
He let the song finish, then listened as it began again. It was repeating on a loop. That was a shame, because he craved the next song. He and Aimee had listened to the (What’s the Story) Morning Glory? album over and over that first summer and the next, splitting a pair of earbuds between them when Richard was feeling stodgy, playing it through the small CD boom box’s speakers when he’d been permissive — or on the exceedingly rare occasions he’d gone away. 
Ebon sighed. Now that enough time had passed, his resentment toward Richard had mostly melted away. Every one of the man’s actions, no matter how ill conceived they’d sometimes seemed to Ebon and Aimee, had been taken in the pursuit of a single, pure-hearted goal: to protect his little girl and keep her safe. It wasn’t Richard’s fault that he’d been born as flawed as any man or woman. It wasn’t his fault that he’d been born human, with his own demons to wrestle. 
The song ended and began again. Ebon stood and turned from the window, frowning.
He moved back toward the room’s center, where the renovation debris was thickest. Twice now, he’d been forced to act as a reluctant foreman, reining Aimee’s renovations in and narrowing her focus. She was a hard worker and a knowledgeable handywoman (she must have got it from her father; Richard had been a talented carpenter once upon a time), but she was as flighty in remodeling as she was in the studio. Aimee could work, and Aimee could have all the grand plans in the world, but Ebon would need to do a lot of the necessary grunt work required to keep things moving, in scope, and achievable. He didn’t mind. All he had was time.
He’d need to haul the old plaster and paneling out to the trailer, then run it down to the dump. He’d need to take inventory of her projects and assess their practicality (Don’t order a picture window! We’ll never get that far!), then lay out the next few days’ work. After those few days, he’d need to do it again. At this rate, they’d get the kitchen done and the living room mostly patched by winter, but doubtfully anything else. There was no reason to tear up her father’s room yet or the bunk room or the upstairs bathroom with its perilous toilet. If Aimee really wanted to dedicate the time required to do the entire cottage project herself as she’d been saying for ten years or more (since back when she’d still mailed the occasional paper letter), it would take more than a single season. So he planned. And she dreamed. And so far, though only a week had passed, it seemed to be working.
Ebon looked around the room and laughed. If the project would take years to complete, maybe he’d take those years with her. He could let his apartment lease lapse, hire a mover to schlep his city belongings into storage. Maybe he should have taken those years with her from the beginning. 
He moved to the ancient white fridge, pulled it open on its broken handle, and decided on impulse to make them both breakfast. They’d had pancakes on Saturday (Why Saturday? It’s not like days of the week meant anything to either of them, they’d laughingly decided mid-meal), but breakfast was usually catch-as-catch-can. Today — perhaps inspired by looking with amused admiration at Aimee’s ambitious renovation plans — Ebon decided to break the monotony.
He pulled ingredients from the fridge as if pulling the colors themselves: green pepper, red pepper, red onion, white eggs from an organic island farm with their bright orange-yellow yolks. He cracked the eggs into a bowl and watched the fatter-than-normal yolks split and bleed as he hit them with a whisk. 
White sea salt. 
Black and white pepper. 
On some bizarre impulse, burnt sienna-colored cinnamon. 
He melted yellow butter in a pan, coating it by swirling. He added the eggs, soothed by the routine’s stark normality. He’d never had a normal routine before, and that made today’s normal feel abnormal. How often, in his life as an agent and city boy, had he taken the time to truly appreciate the sensuous process of making an omelet? Not just to make one, but to appreciate making one? To savor the scents of melting butter and sweet sautéing onions? To pause rather than rush because time was abundant and there was literally nothing else to do?
How had he lived so long away from Aaron? Why had he never returned? He made good money with his clients, but on Aaron he didn’t need much money. For less than a thousand dollars a month (and less in winter), he could rent an excellent house near the beach. Hell, he could make that much with a few hours of phone consulting. If he made more than what he needed for lodging and food and necessities, fantastic … but if he didn’t, who cared? The most valuable commodity was time. He wouldn’t need a big TV — or, really, any TV — here. He wouldn’t need a nice stereo, a fine car, or clothing with high thread counts and imported fabrics. Here he’d need shorts, T-shirts, jeans, sweatshirts, ratty shoes, and a pair of sandals. Here he’d need books and magazines and a chair to read them in. The rest would take care of itself. 
Boards creaked, and hinges squealed from the floor above, the small noises rattling down the kitchen stairway. He listened, counting the sounds of Aimee’s stirring as the pan offered a counterpoint: the sizzle of onions and peppers in butter, the small percolations of eggs forming the base of an omelet. 
Steps. A faucet. Water down the pipes. A gravity flush (a gush of water, with none of a normal toilet’s throat-clearing), but no counterpointing crash of the floor giving way as Aimee sat or stood. More water running in the sink. The metal-on-wood sound that the towel rack on the back of the door upstairs made whenever someone used a towel, followed by the squeak of wood against wood (almost a chirp, really) as the bathroom door opened. Then there were footsteps — tentative and slow, because you had to walk down the staircase almost sideways if you wanted your feet to rest fully on the narrow risers. 
The door opened. Aimee came out, her hair its customary mess. This time of day, Aimee’s dark-blonde hair had an excuse for disorder. It was what a woman was supposed to look like in the morning. The only difference by noon with Aimee’s hair, though, would be the time on the clock.
“Did you make me eggs?” she said, delighted. 
(Maybe you’re going to make me eggs.) 
“They’re for both of us. I got inspired.” 
Aimee came around him, wrapped one arm around his middle, and kissed him on the cheek. He felt her small chest press into his shoulder and felt his skin bristle. They’d been very platonic when he’d arrived, but there had been a couple of incidents over the past few days. Something seemed to be growing between them. Or something seemed to be regrowing. Repairing. Coming together, healing the past. 
“Is there
(You’re going to make me coffee, aren’t you?)
coffee?” 
“Not yet,” Ebon replied. “That’s all you.” He tipped his chin at the coffeemaker. They’d joked about the outlet behind it, which was halfway out of the wall where the backsplash had cracked and come apart, saying it would set their whole home improvement project on fire, erasing all their work but letting the insurance company do the job for them. But it was the only outlet nearby, so they continued to use it, Aimee pointing out laughingly that it was a GFCI and should cut out if there was a short. But they still unplugged everything the moment they were finished using it, just in case.
Aimee looked at the outlet. “Oh. I can’t use that. My life insurance isn’t paid up.” 
“If you’re not insured, I don’t want you getting electrocuted.”
Aimee plugged the pot in quickly, then made a show of stepping back, as if waiting to see if the outlet would shoot fire at her. It didn’t. She pumped her fist and began opening cabinets, typically unaware, even in her own disorderly kitchen, of where to find filters and coffee grounds.
“What do you want to work on today?” she said while rummaging. 
“It’s not about what to work on. It’s about what not to work on.” 
“You sound like Yoda.” 
“No, Yoda sounds like this: ‘About what you work on, it is not … ’” 
“Please don’t do the voice.” 
“We need to streamline. Hit pause on some of the stuff you seem to have squirreled into and focus on completing something.” 
“I’m trying to complete it in layers. All of the plastering first, then the … ” 
“Do you see how that leaves us with nowhere to live? Because everything is torn up?” 
“I’m thinking of efficiency.” 
Ebon rolled his eyes through a long stare. 
“Okay. Fine. We can move to a more boring room-by-room plan if you must, Grandma. But can I make a request?” 
“Does it involve sex?” 
Aimee looked at him. Maybe he shouldn’t have said that. What had been a joke in his head had come out sounding almost serious. Probably because it wasn’t much of a joke. But then Aimee laughed, and the moment passed. 
“Close. It involves the coffeemaker.” 
“Kinky.” 
“Call me crazy, but I’m thinking maybe ‘kitchen electrical’ should move up on the list. As a special case, if His Grand Poobahship agrees.” She gestured at Ebon. 
“You think I know how to rewire an outlet?” 
“Apparently not, since you think it needs to be ‘rewired.’ I’m sure it’s just the outlet itself. We’ll just swap it for a new one. I may even have a spare. It’s fine; I know what I’m doing. Turn off the breaker, take this one out, put a new one in. That may keep it from sparking at us anymore. I’d just tighten the screws on this one, but it looks like Dad was shoving toast into it or something, so I say we pitch it.” She jiggled the coffeemaker cord. The outlet didn’t spit sparks, but it did look filthy and rusted where metal protruded. Ebon knew enough about outlets to know it was grounded and hence more or less safe, but he suspected that the ground wire could be loose too. 
“Then we consolidate,” Ebon suggested. “Try to focus on one room.” 
“If you insist.” 
“I do. I also insist on working the whole fucking day, doing your work for you.” 
“Well, good.” Aimee took her half of the plated omelet from Ebon’s hand, then pulled two forks from a drawer and sat. “I can accommodate that request.” 
She took a few bites. Ebon slid into his chair and sat beside her. He couldn’t sit opposite because there was a circular saw and a heavy-duty jigsaw on the table’s far side. Knowing Aimee, one or both were likely plugged in. 
She looked over. “What else, Ebon?” 
Ebon looked over, his mouth full of eggs. “Mmf?”
“What else do you want to do today?” She raised an eyebrow. “Or maybe more pointedly, what aren’t you going to do?”
“Hrmm-mm.”
“That’s your answer every day.”
Ebon swallowed. “There’s no way I’ve said that every day. For one, this is the first day I’ve made eggs.” 
“When are you going to relax?” 
“I don’t want to relax. I want to work. We talked about this.” 
“Yes, we talked about it last week. But this is this week. I know it’s on your mind. We had a deal. You help me; I help you.” 
“You are helping me. By keeping my hands busy.” 
“That’s nice of you, but it’s not true. So fess up, Ebon.” 
Ebon looked over, meeting Aimee’s strong light-green eyes. For a moment they were two kids again, on the sand, arguing over a sandcastle. She’d liked him because he was passive and naive, and because she’d been able to boss him around. They’d matured and become adults, but there were ways in which that had never changed. 
“I don’t know. I don’t really want to talk about it.” Ebon’s eyes were back to his plate, but hers were still on him. 
“It was her stuff,” said Aimee. “You know that, right?” 
“What was her stuff?” 
“Every person needs to Own Her Shit and take responsibility, not slough it off on someone else. She cheated because of something inside her. It didn’t have anything to do with you.” 
That was only partially true. Holly had cheated because she couldn’t sit still, both literally and in life. Ebon had learned a lot about his longtime girlfriend and short-time wife as he’d guiltily read her journal in secret these past few weeks. The truth he’d found in those pages (the ones she’d actually written on anyway) had shocked him until he’d realized it shouldn’t surprise him at all. Holly had always been no more and no less than herself — a girl that, if Ebon was honest, he had to admit he’d known all too well. 
There had been Mark, of course, but Mark hadn’t been the first man she’d slept with even inside their six-month marriage. She hadn’t written as much, but Ebon was sure he’d simply bored her in bed. She’d continued to love him, but love and sex had always been separate things for Holly. Ebon had wanted to settle down, but he’d never wanted to participate in any of Holly’s proposed extracurriculars: fucking in public bathrooms, fucking in elevators, fucking in parked cars or trying to fuck in moving ones. But even if he had, Ebon would always be Ebon. And although “Ebon as he was” had remained dear to Holly, he couldn’t help being only one man. No single man could ever satisfy an adrenaline seeker like Holly. 
But Aimee was right; that was all Holly’s stuff. Holly had a lot of stuff, and not all of it had to do with sex. As it turned out, she’d also shoplifted. She had justifications for both transgressions, and homespun remedies to justify her behavior. Holly believed herself to be a good girl, so she saved what she stole for thrills and, every few months donated it all to the Salvation Army. As to infidelity, her journal’s pages read as if she found nothing wrong with it — nothing Ebon would even take issue with if he’d known. She kept her heart true to her boyfriend and husband while using her body with multiple partners, not much different from playing racquetball against several regular opponents. She even used protection as a justification: If the men wore condoms (which Ebon didn’t), they weren’t technically even inside her. She believed all of it too; she had to believe it if she were to look herself in the mirror each morning. Holly had been a master of self-deception. She’d always told Ebon that she had no filter, but that wasn’t true. She just had a very specific kind of filter: one that sifted out anything that contradicted her justifications, that might suggest she was doing something wrong. 
Ebon said, “I know.”
“Do you?” said Aimee. “Because when I went to therapy, that’s one of the things I had the hardest time understanding. What my dad did was about him, not me. He loved me with all his heart, and probably loved parts of you too. But he wasn’t just my dad, he was also plain old Richard Frey, and Richard was his own man outside of the father I knew. He had his own demons. It’s why he drank — and my demons were part of the reason I pretended I didn’t know about it even at the very end. 
“When I was a kid, I felt my mother’s death in this deep way that scabbed over in time, but it was still in me like a tumor, shaping who I became. But for Dad? Mom was his wife. She was his partner. I had no concept of that at the time, and still have a hard time seeing it — truly seeing it — even now: There was a time when it was just the two of them, before Alan and I were born. When Mom died, I took it hard and assumed it was the same for Dad. But I was narrow-minded and naive; the truth was he was taking it in a way I didn’t — couldn’t — understand. Her death changed him like it changed me. And it changed how we were together. He simultaneously loved me and was terrified for me — and terrified of losing me like he’d lost her. Love caused him to do all the things he did and to be how he was. It took me years to learn to hate some things about my father, while still being able to see the love behind them.”
“You’re saying I should feel loved by Holly.”
“I’m not saying you should feel anything. I’m making a suggestion.” 
“Hmm.” 
“And it’s not your fault, Ebon.” Aimee’s eyes were again serious, as if reaching a key point. “You need to get that.” 
“I get that.” 
“I realized I felt responsible for Dad because I left to live across town when I was eighteen. ‘Left him to drink himself to death,’ was how it felt. But that was his stuff, not mine.” 
“His stuff.”
“So just because you weren’t with Holly when she died, that doesn’t mean … ” 
“I really don’t want to talk about it.” Ebon put his hand on the table, near hers, to soften the words. “Just … not yet, okay?” 
“Sure. But whenever you want to. If you want to.” 
“Thanks.”
She looked down at her plate, neither meeting his gaze nor avoiding it. She really was just letting it go, moving on, and thinking about renovation. Ebon had never been able to do that. When he and Holly had had problems — the kind that came out into the open, rather than festering under the skin like a wound — Ebon had always wanted to dissect and discuss them for hours. To him, it was about facing issues and trying to puzzle out a workable solution, but Holly had seen it as beating a dead horse. She had no filter; she was a fun party girl; she lived in the now rather than in the past or the imagined future. She’d always wanted to let things go and not discuss them to death, but whenever that happened Ebon grew uneasy and vaguely angry at her — an excuse of wanting to “confront problems instead of turning away from them” that, if he was honest, was more passive-aggressive than proactive. It was probably why she’d kept so many secrets from him. Maybe Holly had been right after all. Just look at where holding onto the past had got him so far. 
Ebon watched Aimee, wondering if he’d taken a wrong turn. The thought felt like pooling acid. He’d loved Holly more than anyone, and thinking about Aimee now felt like betraying the dead. But still, it had a certain merit. What if those summers had never ended? What if Ebon had come back to Aaron all that time ago, and what had almost been between them had been allowed to bloom? How would life have been different?
Or … could it still be different? He’d closed the loop. All things came back around if you were patient enough.
“Hey, Aim.” 
She looked up, her messy hair practically in her food. 
“What made you stop me, that day on the beach?” 
She shook her head. 
“The day we met. I wasn’t looking to hang out with you and build sandcastles. I just wanted to go to the carnival. I didn’t ask for your opinion, yet somehow you forced it on me anyway.” 
Aimee shrugged, her mouth full of eggs. 
“You do that,” he said. 
“I do?” 
“Yes. For instance, why do I know your thoughts about my furniture? You’ve never even been to my apartment.”
“You just seem like you’d buy a lot of mass-produced, overly expensive crap because someone told you it’d make your place look more impressive.” 
“See? And yet you’ve never seen it.” 
“But I’m right, aren’t I?”
“I don’t know. I have some stuff from IKEA. It’s modestly priced.”
“Mass-produced.” 
Ebon swallowed a forkful of food, then said, “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You’ve got all sorts of opinions. So on that day, did you just kind of decide I was some dumb kid looking to ride the Danger Wheel and maybe the old carousel, but then you figured that was wrong of me, and so you …” 
“You were way too old for the carousel.” 
“The carousel is a historical landmark!” Ebon blurted. But then, recalling what Captain Jack had told him on the boat ride in, bittersweet nostalgia hit him like a wave and he added, “Or it used to be anyway.” 
“‘Used to be’?” 
“Until they got rid of it.” 
“They never got rid of the carousel.” Aimee stood to pour herself coffee. “Why would they do that? It’s a historical landmark.” 
“I meant when they got rid of Aaron’s Party. As a whole.”
Aimee gave Ebon an amused smile. 
“What?”
“Aaron’s Party isn’t gone, Ebon,” she said. “It’s still there on the pier, right where we left it.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
Double Exposure
 
BUT THAT WAS ABSURD. OF COURSE Aaron’s Party was gone. 
Ebon was walking down the beach, his feet bare in the still-warm September sand, waves crashing at his left side. The air was warming as he’d suspected it would, and though he’d left the house in a long-sleeve shirt, he was already pushing those sleeves up, feeling the ocean’s spray on his salt-kissed skin.
Aimee was still back at the cottage. Ebon had repeated what Captain Jack had told him, and she’d laughed and said, “Well, then I take it back. If the Gorton’s Fisherman said it, it must be true.” 
“He said that nobody went anymore, so … ” 
“It’s closed,” she said, nodding, “but it’s not gone. You either heard him wrong, or he was drunk. Or both. Probably both.” 
“But I … ” 
“Are you really arguing with me about this?” 
“When I went to the dump, I stopped at Redding Dock. I looked right at the pier and saw that it was empty. I saw it.” 
“It wouldn’t even make sense to dismantle it, Ebon. Seriously. Think about it. We’re on an island. They’re going to take all those big rides apart bolt by bolt, truck them over to the ferry, and pay to get rid of them? Does that sound like something you do when your amusement park is already bleeding you dry?” 
“Maybe the city paid for it.” 
Aimee nodded. “Okay. You’ve convinced me. I’m wrong, and you’re right. You have successfully argued Aaron’s Party into nonexistence. Impressive.” 
Ebon had been irritated when she’d said that, then had told her he was going for a walk. Aimee hadn’t been offended. She’d seemed more amused by his blubbering attempts to argue the existence of a carnival a few miles upshore in the town she’d lived for her entire life. 
“A walk to the north?” she’d asked, her voice singsong and mocking.
 Ebon had grunted, then headed out.
As his feet paced the sand, the past’s shadow hung low overhead. Oppressive, bearing down on him like a living thing. He felt caught somewhere between then and now, unsure even as his feet began to move what he might see when he reached the pier. Would he encounter the truth that Aimee knew for sure? Or would he encounter his own equally vivid reality, wherein he’d seen the empty pier with his own eyes? 
Beyond the crescent bay where Aimee’s grandparents had built their cottage, the shore bent back into a shallower depression. The town had built the Aaron’s Party pier inside that depression, protecting it at both the north and south ends by large stone breakwaters. Ebon knew it well; he’d walked the beach under that pier hundreds of times during his teen years. The carnival, though, wasn’t usually his destination on those walks. Because once it stretched beyond the pier, the shore again bent back and the cottage-strewn beach surrendered to a rock shelf. It was there that he’d always been bound, when he wanted to be alone. It was there that he’d found his solace time and time again, on the long expanse of Redding Dock. 
During those endless summers, Ebon had come to think of Redding as “his place.” It was anyone’s place, of course, but few — if any — others claimed it as Ebon had. It was farther north than most walkers walked, and inhospitable to boats and fishermen alike due to a shift in water depths, currents, or something else in the years since it had been built. As a result, the dock was always empty, with no one around. It wound impossibly far into the bay, built mostly atop a sandbar, its length meant to stretch into deeper water to compensate. As a kid, Redding Dock had been Ebon’s place for thinking — for musing on what was and what he hoped would one day be. He’d walk its length, dangle his toes in the water, stare out across the bay, and talk to himself. Out loud, most times, because no one was around to hear him.  
On his way back from the dump a few days ago, he’d stopped Aimee’s truck at the overgrown path between Redding and the road. He’d pushed through the brush, then followed the long, unchanged red dock to its end. He’d sat beside the same graffiti-carved bench he’d always sat beside and dangled his now-longer, now-adult legs in the water. He hadn’t spoken aloud. He hadn’t even really thought. He’d just stared across the bay, toward the mainland, toward the pier where Aaron’s Party no longer was. It had been exactly as Captain Jack had said. The pier was empty. He could see the ticket booth’s skeleton and the extra pillars engineers had added to support the Danger Wheel’s weight. But that was all. 
At least, he thought he’d seen the pier empty. He was almost sure of it.
He hadn’t stood from the dock until nearly full dark that night, mosquitoes beginning to bite and his imagination beginning to flinch at what monsters might swim in the black water that swallowed his ankles. He’d walked back to Aimee’s car by moonlight, refusing to turn his head south again toward the pier that had been scrubbed of memories. That night they’d played two-handed euchre with the television and radio off, mostly silent. She’d touched his hand once or twice, as if sensing his melancholy. 
Now, walking north from Aimee’s in the growing heat, Ebon felt strangely weak. He’d done his mourning for Aaron’s Party. His favorite pet had died while he was away, but Ebon, on that day at Redding, had seen its corpse and made his peace. The loss of Aaron’s Party was supposed to be behind him, and he was supposed to have moved on. But it seemed the Party wasn’t behind him after all, and now Aimee was toying with him. Her words had felt cruel. She’d told him that his beloved pet wasn’t actually dead. It was in the backyard same as always — old and decrepit and as good as dead, but there to mourn forever nonetheless. 
Ebon suddenly wondered if he wanted to see the carnival after all. 
He’d been fifteen years old the last time he’d seen it. The Danger Wheel had been new then, its shock-red paint as brilliant as blood on a stage. The whole place had been vibrant — the perfect embodiment of summertime. Its planks had radiated a dull heat, Sno-Cones and ice cream being the only antidote. The air above Aaron’s Party had always been filled with joy — the kind that wore swimsuits under clothing and sand between its toes. He’d never seen it in the off season between summers. He didn’t know what it looked like empty. Seeing it not just vacant, but abandoned and decaying, might break his heart more than not seeing it at all. 
He paused and fell a few steps back toward Aimee’s, realizing he didn’t really want to walk right now. If he simply admitted she was right rather than feeling the need to prove her wrong, this errand would be unnecessary. He closed his eyes, his face turned away from what he feared seeing. 
But: No. 
He had to see. He had to touch the entrance gate and hear the echo of absent noise. He had to smell the rotting boards, and sense the psychic squalor of a place that had always been bustling, but now had turned to bones. 
He sighed, then rotated to again face north. And began walking. 
Twenty minutes later, Ebon rounded the crescent’s lip. He didn’t need to look up once he was past the obstructions to sense what was in front of him. The carnival was as large as life, demanding his full attention. 
Even though he’d tried to steel himself, seeing the place in ruins unsettled Ebon’s core. He walked up the inclined fork of the path, away from the beach between the pillars, and made his way toward the entrance. His heart pounded double-time to his footsteps, booming like a tightly stretched drum. 
He’d been wrong. 
He must not have been looking at Aaron’s Party from Redding Dock, that was all. There must be another big pier around here somewhere, something he’d forgotten. It was that empty pier he’d seen, not this one. He’d just been a kid the last time he’d been to the Party, after all. He hadn’t been driving back then, and hadn’t experienced the quantum leap in orientation that came with needing to steer a vehicle from place to place without getting lost. Back then, his landmarks had been his grandparents’ place, Aimee’s house, Aaron’s Party, and Redding Dock. Whether there was anything else on Aaron (or whether his landmarks’ order on the coast was as he remembered, or whether he was wrong about the distances between them, or whether Aaron’s Party was even visible from Redding Dock or vice-versa), he couldn't be sure. 
Someone had erected a trashy-looking chain-link fence at the carnival’s entrance. Front and center was a large gate run through with a rusty chain, a similarly rusty padlock binding its links. A simple sign — faded red on dulled white — hung from one of the gate doors. It read simply, CLOSED. 
Ebon walked along the fence, touching it with a sense of unreality. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t being kept out; the carnival’s invisible occupants were being kept in. If he was still, he could almost hear them from a decade and a half in the past: the nonsensical chatter of children with nowhere better to be, the frustrated denials of parents who’d been dragged along, telling their wards that they didn’t need more cotton candy or to settle down and stop running. If Ebon closed his eyes, the day’s warm sun almost fooled his senses. The Party was still in full swing. He felt like he could walk forward and not encounter a fence. There would be a boardwalk and chatter, the noises of barkers and instrument calliopes, the grinding chatter of ride wheels against their structural members. Hollering riders, cheering their summer of freedom.
He opened his drooping eyes, focusing again on the fence. It wasn’t high or topped with barbed wire. Was there any chance the abandoned carnival hadn’t become a makeout spot for Aaron’s teens? Anyone could get over the fence easily. Even an old man like him.
Feeling his age, Ebon slid his toes into the chain links and, without tremendous effort, hopped over and onto the boardwalk. In one nook, he saw a trio of discarded beer bottles and a condom wrapper. Yep, the teenagers had found it just fine. 
He stood tall and looked back through the fence. The day was warm and bright. The shadows on the ground looked sharp enough to have been cut from the sun’s cloth by trees overhead. 
He looked back into the carnival and wondered why he’d hopped the fence. What exactly did he plan to do here?
He walked down the planks, passing the ticket booth. Inside, he could still see a dust-covered roll of orange rip-tickets — the kind that could be split down the center to leave the venue a receipt after the customer got his half. The roll was against a back counter, protected from the weather. The booth’s front, where the circle in the window hadn’t been shuttered, wasn’t as pristine. The counter had warped and peeled, its edges yellowed and black with mold. 
Ebon, looking at the tickets now, felt a commonplace sense of time travel. Nobody had touched that orange roll for well over a decade. The last time anyone had, there’d been a person manning this booth. A ticket seller (probably a kid of seventeen or eighteen) had ripped Aaron’s Party’s final ticket, then set the roll on the counter, probably not even realizing that that final rip would be the Party’s last. And there the roll still was, waiting for the next taker to buy his way inside. 
He kept walking.
The place was in deplorable shape. Most of the metal had survived beneath its paint, but much had flaked and rusted. What passed for the pier’s midway had once been lined with food carts and sham stalls where hucksters had operated games. The game runners at Aaron’s Party had been summer kids, like the rest of the carnival staff. Ebon remembered those kids as having a different (and, truth be told, less oily) feel than carnies at the fair back home. Here, anyone who played a game won. Prizes were worthless (dollar store junk, small plastic tennis sets, squirt guns that broke the first time you used them), but the runners had always given them out. When kids missed balloons with darts or couldn’t toss rings onto bottles, the runners let them try again. Games cost a dollar apiece, and prizes were worth fifty cents at most. Everyone came out on top. 
Ebon headed toward the Danger Wheel, its enormous shape down at the far end of the pier. He lingered at the whirling teacups (paint faded and peeled, the machine’s visible guts rusted rather than greased, hydraulic arms clotted and frozen) and the crappy little Tunnel of Love, which was nothing more than a fifteen-foot oval track that went behind a curtain on the return trip. Nothing had been properly stowed or put away. The games even had a few ratty stuffed animals still in their nooks and crannies, and deflated latex ghosts hung on the balloon-popping game’s pegs. Everything looked as if the staff had simply walked away one day expecting to return the next, but then the gates had closed and they’d never come back. 
He walked to the pier’s edge, then looked out across the water. In the summer, this area had been lined with face-painting tables and caricature artists working at easels. They, at least, had taken their wares home and left the space clear. Now, with the tables and booths gone, Ebon could see the water. But the ghostly absence of activity was as ominous as the open ocean beyond, and looking across it made him feel unsettled.
Again, Ebon wondered why he was here. He’d come to answer the question of the Party’s continued existence, but he’d verified that from the sand. He hadn’t needed to come up to the entrance, and he certainly hadn’t needed to trespass. 
He didn’t have an answer, yet somehow felt compelled to stay a while longer anyway. Being on the pier was like stepping through a memory. Everything around him was crisp and bright (though the vivid colors of the past had been traded for ghosts of their former hues and a forest of sad browns), and yet it didn’t feel real. He kept touching things to convince himself of its presence. He wasn’t a kid, and neither was the carnival. And yet it was as if he could sense all those lost summers still here just below the surface, their essences steeped into the deck like wood chips soaked in mesquite. A million sandal-clad feet had crossed these boards, their owners giddy with laughter, heads alight with joy and carefree mirth, stuffed with the thrill of immature romance. A million memories had been forged on this wood, among these rusted machines and dilapidated stalls. 
Turning around, Ebon sighed.
It wasn’t fair that the machines and stalls had quit on those old memories. The Party had a responsibility to endure forever — to remain an anchor point for the souls it had touched as they wandered into the mire of adult life and adult responsibilities. Aaron’s Party had been a place where people came to be happy and forget themselves. Old times decayed, but the Party should remain as a reminder of those times, keeping them alive beyond the veil. 
Looking around the deserted playground in the stark light of a dying summer, Ebon suddenly felt a bone-deep sadness. He shouldn’t have come here. He should have left Aaron’s Party decently buried. Gone forever, his peace already made. Seeing it now, like this, was like watching a beloved’s life slowly draining away. He’d had beautiful, pristine, innocent memories of this place, and now he’d remember it this way forever. It felt as if those old days were slipping away, their anchor untethered. It wasn’t fair. 
There was a ride called the High-Glider to his right. It consisted of overhead arms that revolved hanging benches like those of a ski lift. The thing looked pathetic now, its wooden seats splintered and cracked. The blue paint, once vibrant and joyful, looked sad and pocked with brown. Looking at it was like visiting a childhood space that had seemed large and realizing now that it was actually small. How had this ride housed the giddy thrill he seemed to remember? It merely went in circles, not even up and down. It was wood and iron, nothing more. 
He was about to sit when something caught his eye. 
“Oh,” he said, the word coming out as a whisper. 
His fingers trailed along the High-Glider’s wooden seat as his feet plodded toward the new sight, his finger pads somehow skirting splinters. When he reached the bench’s end, his arm flapped down to his side, slapping his hip like a corpse’s limb. 
The carousel. 
Ebon almost didn’t want to approach it, but he inched forward under the same phantom compulsion that had caused him to hop the fence. He was seeing something soiled — something treated harshly by a stranger who hadn’t realized the delicacy of what they’d been entrusted with. 
(Get off, you’re going to break it)
(Get away, giggling, it’s my birthright) 
He remembered Aimee riding the carousel, too old and too tall for the thing, her head practically brushing the underside’s brightly painted circus scene. She’d ridden a white unicorn. Ebon could still hear her laughter, the slow fading Doppler of her glee as she moved away from him, then its slow return growing ever louder as the tinkling machine brought her back around. There’d been a red-haired girl on the horse behind Aimee — a plain, roan-colored thing, no horn, no ride for a proper princess. Ebon remembered how the girl had pouted, and how Ebon had told Aimee to let the little girl have the unicorn. But Aimee had ridden the carousel just once in Ebon’s presence, as a joke, and had kept saying that she’d ride what she wanted, because the island only had the carousel thanks to her family, and that it was her birthright. 
You’re too big for that thing, Aimee. You’re going to break it!
Get away. It’s my birthright. 
Swatting at Ebon on every loop. The little red-haired girl behind her, face set, Ebon wondering if he should apologize for his too-large, too-mature friend, who’d reached the unicorn first. Who’d stolen it without shame or embarrassment. The seventeen-year-old girl who’d begun as a brat and grown beautiful. And as she’d circled around and around, laughing inappropriately and drawing stares from parents, Ebon had pondered the unfairness of her growing so beautiful. It wasn’t fair that she hadn’t simply remained his fun but boring friend. It wasn’t fair that, at only fifteen, he’d had to try and decide if he loved her.
The ride had finished. Aimee had come down, and the carousel’s operator had looked at Aimee askance, seeming to wish her away lest she ride again. Drunk teenagers, he’d seemed to think, but Ebon had never seen Aimee drunk — or, really, even seen her drink back then. It was just how she was. Like how she wore her long hair in a mess, her smile bright, her carefree sundress swishing above suddenly long legs, because she’d grown fast and hadn’t updated her wardrobe. Aimee had wanted to ride the Danger Wheel next, and they had, as in summers past — as they had time and time again since that first kiss, Ebon always hoping for (and sometimes getting) a repeat. But had she ever been as infatuated with him as he’d been with her? It seemed impossible. She had her off-season boyfriends, and had always crowed of her exploits. 
The unicorn was still here. Ebon touched it, feeling cold despite the warmth. She’d sat here. All those years ago, when it had been fresh and bright and newly restored. He wanted to feel her presence, to see his teenage footprints in the dust where he’d stood, his arms crossed, wishing she’d stop embarrassing him. How did time slip into something so thin? And why, once time sifted through your fingers, could you never reclaim it? 
As the sense of loss and malaise settled onto his shoulders, Ebon began to breathe shallower, plodding more slowly, savaging himself with a distant, tugging pain as if relishing its blunt agony. The unicorn had been scratched and chipped, its side marred by blue graffiti, but he found himself hoping that other mounts would be in worse shape. He wanted to see tragedy and sadness and decimation. The knife was already deep. He wanted to feel it deeper, to revel in the sorrowful catharsis. 
Even in Ebon’s final summer, the carousel had fallen out of favor thanks to the Danger Wheel’s newness, and some of the best horses had been sold off. Those that remained had been moved to the outer edge to create the illusion of completion, but now many that had stayed were cracked, broken, and missing hooves or ears. Sometimes both. It looked like thrill-joy vandals had gone through with a bat, smashing at random because nobody cared. Some of what he saw was simple neglect and decay: spindles broken from their top mounts as screws pulled from rotting wood, horses canted sideways and left with their sunward sides to fade, unpainted areas left to the weather. Mechanisms and members had been ravaged by the caustic salt air as time attempted to erase all that dared stand in its way. 
Ebon returned to the unicorn. The day was bright, but his mind saw only nighttime and multicolored lights, hearing only the delighted screams of the Danger Wheel’s riders. He imagined only the soft press of lips against his, the firm but yielding weight of a tender young breast in his palm.
He should leave. He had no reason to be here. The Party was here; it was dead; he’d lost half of his life and everything he’d acquired during it. He’d come full circle, now back on this old boardwalk without a proper apartment, a proper job, a wife, or ambitions beyond these splintered boards and screws. Back in the cottage was the girl he’d first loved, waiting for him to build something with her. They’d once made a castle together with sand — Aimee’s inspiration and Ebon’s flair combining to create something new from what had once been mere crumble. But even that beautiful castle had lasted only a day. 
Ebon sank, sat on the edge of the carousel’s deck, and stared across the pier toward where the caricaturists and face painters had once set up shop, gazing across the ocean that hadn’t changed. He could see Redding Dock in the distance, suddenly feeling its pull. He should go there. He should leave this old place. Richard’s cottage had fallen apart, along with Aaron’s Party. At least Redding, as he’d seen it just days ago, had remained the same. At least the dock had still been as new and fresh as his memory, still as secluded and alone as he needed it to be. 
He blinked. So you could see Redding Dock from Aaron’s Party. 
Which meant he’d be able to see Aaron’s Party from Redding Dock. 
He’d been at the dock just a few days ago (Two days? Three days? Four weeks? How long had he been on the island anyway? Long enough to make eggs and coffee for a red-haired woman with breasts like white pillows) and when he’d been there, he’d seen the pier. It had been empty. That was the reason he’d believed Captain Jack’s story about Aaron’s Party, and disbelieved Aimee’s. 
The thought was too obtuse. Too difficult. He didn’t want to think about it. He could walk to the rail and look at Redding Dock more properly, or he could hop back over the fence and walk all the way down to the dock and look back. Anything else was only theory.
Was it possible he’d simply seen it wrong that first time? That his eyes had fooled him? He’d been exhausted and mentally beaten that day. Ebon made his living in part due to an excellent memory (A great connector remembers everyone’s dogs’ birthdays, his standard joke went), but even his airtight memory was fallible. He recalled once arguing with his mother about a woman he’d seen by the side of the road holding a sign that said, I’m for rent. The picture had been vivid in his mind, and he’d seen every detail. The truth, when they’d circled back at Ebon’s insistence, had matched his mother’s version of reality: the woman had been sitting on a bus stop bench, and it was the bench (not the woman) whose sign had proclaimed its availability. He’d been so sure, and yet he’d been wrong. 
You didn’t really see an empty pier. 
But of course he had; the memory was as vivid as the woman’s sign. He could close his eyes and see every detail. He’d been floored by that mental image; it had made him feel sick and alone because it was so hollow. But still, the memory wasn’t like a photograph. He couldn’t pull it out to stare, and convince himself that his way of remembering was right. 
He must have seen it wrong, but just as wondering if you left the iron on can make you believe you did, wondering about his image of the empty pier was already making Ebon doubt its veracity. He was here, right now, standing between the carousel and the Danger Wheel. Two pieces of solid evidence to contradict one fuzzy memory from a few (days? Weeks? Months?) ago, around the time Aimee was adding the porch outside her father’s old bedroom and moving her art studio upstairs. If the house could have changed so much in that time, why couldn’t Ebon’s sense of recall?
Something seemed to move behind him. Ebon turned and saw that one of the broken-away carousel horses had shifted on the platform, rocking across the horse’s wooden flank. How long had it been since anyone had walked through the carousel debris to disturb whatever else had been precariously balanced? Probably not since the ‘90s.
Ebon looked back toward Redding Dock. He wasn’t remembering incorrectly, he decided. That sort of thinking (that it was no big deal to be standing in a place you were quite sure hadn’t been there not long ago) was like noticing a cancerous lump and convincing yourself it would improve if ignored … or possibly believing the same about a crippling back injury. He let the chilling thought settle, trying to see where it slotted in with the rest of his thoughts. He watched it like a deadly snake, handling it deftly and waiting for the strike. 
Ebon owed his fancy apartment, his BMW, a closet full of suits he hated to wear, and at least one or two classy girls who hadn’t truly liked Ebon for himself to his spectacular memory. Others in his agency had landed contracts with fast talk and convincing arguments, but all Ebon had ever done was to listen and remember. When he recalled every detail of the last meal he’d had with a client (the fabrics and colors, every topic of conversation, the GPA the client’s daughter had achieved that they’d been so proud of, the waiter’s name and whether the client had tried to tip beyond what Ebon had paid, the smoothness of their nails and the source of a cut they’d got from gardening), then being liked was easy. Ebon was everyone’s best friend when he wanted to be, and he remembered everything. It’s why the agency had allowed him to take an indefinite hiatus to come here — why he hadn’t really been laid off, no matter what Pillman had said that last day in his teak-scented office. 
Yes. He was quite sure he hadn’t remembered Aaron’s Party wrong at all. 
When he’d been at Redding Dock six weeks ago (it had been six weeks, right? He felt the need to get it correct to the day, and was sure, now, that he had), he’d looked south to see an empty pier — no carousel, no game stands, no enormous red Danger Wheel. He’d even asked Vicky about it, and she’d told him it had been torn apart years ago, shipped off island and junked as scrap. There were plans to remake the pier as a more traditional and less thrill-filled boardwalk, if for no other reason than to erase the blight it had become. Ebon remembered that in detail too. He and Vicky had had sex and then worked all day ripping out plaster in the living room. If he closed his eyes, he could still see the way she’d tucked her pile of red hair up under a painter’s cap without so much as poking a pony tail out the back, making the cap look like a lumpy turban.
The horse shifted behind Ebon again, probably because he was tapping his foot. An uncomfortable certainty was dawning: Maybe I shouldn’t have come back to Aaron after all. He reached back to still the carousel horse’s rocking, but it was no longer rocking. It was right where it should be, mounted upright behind a palomino with a long blonde tail. 
You should leave. 
The voice inside Ebon sounded smooth and sensible — not rushed or panicked, frightening for its lack of alarm. Ebon thought he could hear that voice struggling to stay steady, as if it weren’t his own and he had no control over it. The tone was that of a stewardess calmly informing passengers to put their heads between their legs — and, unsaid, to kiss their asses goodbye.
The pier had been empty six weeks ago. Three days ago. Whichever, whenever, whatever. You saw it with your own eyes. You should go. Stand. Walk slowly. Back out, if you must. 
Ebon heard a noise and looked back to see the Danger Wheel beginning to turn. It didn’t grind with rust; it turned as smoothly as it always had, as if it wanted to move and resented inertia. Instead of hearing the grate of metal on metal, he heard the smooth spinning of wheels, the meshing of cogs, and the distant, delighted screams from riders at its top. The Danger Wheel wasn’t like a normal Ferris wheel. You went around, but then you went up and stayed there. Ebon tipped his head back, watching it spin. A large red circle of metal girders, eight smaller circles around the periphery, each with a car making slow revolutions. He could smell popcorn. He could smell cotton candy. 
It’s not really here. Or it is here but shouldn’t be. The pier was empty. Nobody builds a carnival in just a few weeks, and nobody would ever rebuild a closed one. It would take an impossible amount of time, like remodeling a house. 
Behind him, the carousel began to turn. 
Ebon stepped back, aware in a distant, technical way that he should be afraid — for his sanity, for his sense of reality, for his violated sense of what was and should not be. But when he looked at the carnival, it was like he was seeing two images overlapping, both equally solid and equally ephemeral. It was like smoke atop smoke — one image of the dead carousel and another crossing its lines and colors that showed the carousel revolving. In one image, the horses appeared fresh and bright. Bright under the lights anyway, because night had begun to fall. He’d left the cottage midmorning, and it was past sunset now. 
Get out. Get out!
But he didn’t want to get out. Atop the conflicting visions of the carousel and Danger Wheel — and now the game stands and the area by the railing where artists had set up easels and tables for face-painting — Ebon saw a dozen other random memories of events that, like what was happening now hadn’t actually occurred. His boat ride with Captain Jack. His first night in Aimee’s cottage. Seeing the woman with red hair and no discernible face, then losing her in the island’s twisting, shifting streets. Holly cheating on him, Holly dying. Himself betraying Holly right back, then running away. Richard Frey, his big hands and solid arms, towering above him. Sandcastles in the sand. Houses in the sand, just as temporary. 
He blinked. A sense of missed panic swept past him like a car brushing his sleeve on the side of a busy expressway. He was suddenly afraid. Very afraid. But Ebon wasn’t afraid of the carnival, because it was just a rusty old place around him: carousel horses lying on their sides in disrepair, the Danger Wheel forever frozen, the game stalls fallow and empty. Only now was he feeling fear at all, and the fact that it had taken so long to arise was the most frightening of all. 
There’s something wrong with the town. Get out. Not just out of Aaron’s Party, but out of Aaron itself. 
That’s ridiculous, he answered the voice. But it wasn’t, and he knew it. His heart was beating faster than it should, standing on a boardwalk in late morning’s full light. His hands were shaking tattoo rhythms against the legs of his cargo shorts. 
He remembered falling into the sand as the horizon tilted. He remembered heading west, yet ending up east. Ebon remembered impossible rooms, impossible timelines. Two women, one of whom he knew while not knowing at all. Three women, if you counted the ghost who slept in the bunk above him as he obsessively read her journal, bringing her back to life each evening. Hadn’t he heard the bunk above him creak at night? Holly hadn’t been shy when she’d spoken to her raw and uncensored journal. Hating himself, Ebon had read about her dalliances with an erection. Above him, the old bed had creaked, a soft, almost-there voice asking if it could come down and help him out, for old times’ sake.  
It’s not you. It’s Aaron. 
Ebon ran. 
This was a mistake. It was all a mistake. He shouldn’t have told Aimee how lost he felt after Holly’s death, how he wasn’t sure what to do with his life. It had been tantamount to asking her if he could come home, if “home” truly was where the heart lived. He’d known full well what she might offer; they’d been chatting for months and growing closer by the day. He’d sought her out just for kicks. She’d found him randomly one day when he’d been least expecting it. They were close enough by then. She’d been talking about fixing up Richard’s house since he’d died, and had mentioned it even before he was gone. For years. 
He should have stayed in the city. His apartment was thick with memories, and had been even after he’d purged it of Holly, moving everything she’d owned or loved or touched (save the journal, which he’d found at the bottom of her end table drawer) into storage to sort later. He simply couldn’t deal with her yet; his feelings about his longtime girlfriend and short-time wife were too conflicted. Did he love her? Did he hate her? Did he miss her, or did he finally feel free? 
The island was pushing him away. It knew what he’d done, how he’d made a decision without meaning to make it by fleeing. Aaron wanted him to go home. To face what could only be met eye-to-eye. To cull Holly’s belongings, force himself to remember all of her. The touch of her long-fingered, often colorful-nailed hands on his chest in the mornings. The scent of her hair. The way she looked when she first woke, before insecurities sent her into hair and makeup for an hour, to make her “presentable.” She’d always looked the most raw, the most naked and vulnerable to him then. Without the dark eyeliner, the foundation, and the lipstick — with her hair a mess, as if she didn’t give a shit — she’d always been a different Holly. Ebon’s Holly: the one he didn’t ever, ever have to share with the world. 
This was insane. He must be losing his mind. 
Ebon reached the fence at a sprint. He groaned as he grasped it, certain that a predator was about to catch him. But as he clawed the links in panic, he glanced back to see nothing. The rides were dead and still, the games stalls unoccupied. The ticket booth was home to a giant roll of admission tickets, coated in dust that lifted in a harsh ray of sunlight. In one concealed corner, there was a clutch of empty bottles and a condom wrapper. Your average abandoned pier carnival that shouldn’t exist in the first place. 
One foot up. The other foot up. For a manic second, as Ebon swung his foot over and straddled the fence, he was sure the tines on the top would dig into his crotch and snag him, leaving him to dangle by the testicles, wounded where it hurt most, because his past had yet to release him. But he cleared it easily, and a moment later found himself panting outside the locked fence, looking at the same no-help sign: Closed. And Ebon added, … due to lack of existence. 
But Aaron’s Party wasn’t going anywhere. It was solid as a steel beam, maddeningly real, maddeningly shut and abandoned, maddeningly sad. He wanted to touch the Closed sign again as a reminder of the place’s corporeality, but he was already half-convinced that his earlier memory — the one he’d seen from Redding Dock — had been manipulated. How long ago had that been? He couldn’t remember. Had it been a few days? It felt like longer. But if he couldn’t even remember when he’d seen the pier empty, why was he so sure he’d seen it at all? 
The woman holding the sign by the side of the road: I’m for rent. 
Bullshit. He was remembering correctly this time. He’d made millions since he’d last seen Aaron, and he owed it all to remembering the details. He saw life in color, every hue a waving flag in his mind. The last time he’d been to Frankie’s Restaurant there had been a woman at the next table wearing an aureolin shirt, too bright for the room, especially against her slate-gray slacks. The water glasses had carried a slight azure in their glass bellies, ice cubes catching cobalt, scarlet, and celadon from diners’ wardrobes as waiters passed them. Even their lives carried their own signature hues. Aimee’s was an adventurous emerald green. Holly had lived a fire-engine red. And Ebon’s own life was the faded blue of a chambray work shirt. 
And the pier, as seen from Redding Dock’s muted crimson planks, had consisted of faded grays and tangelos, like a jut of earth springing toward the water. Concrete stanchions below had been the gray of ashes. He’d seen the wash of planks from a distance, places where the rides had once been — where the decking was brighter, once protected by machinery. 
“It’s fine,” he said, staring at the Closed sign in defiance. “It’s all fine.” 
He took a few steps backward, keeping his gaze through the fence. Just before he turned to walk (too fast, too panicky) back to the beach, he saw a teen girl, her hair a mess, standing at the foot of the Danger Wheel. Behind her was a big man with reddish-blond hair, his solid hand on her shoulder. 
Ebon ran. Down the sloping beach, through a stubborn patch of weedy beach grass, past the pillars that held the pier (The empty pier? He didn’t want to look up and find out) aloft. He just wanted to reach Aimee’s cottage. He wanted to repair the kitchen electrical circuit. He wanted to paint the new studio upstairs. He wanted to fix the bad patch on the roof. He wanted to do anything other than think about Aaron’s Party. Gone or dead, there was no reason to return. He’d had his times at the seaside carnival, but they were over now and weren’t going to return. He never needed to wonder about this place again. He could forget it, except that the problem was Aaron, rather than its Party. 
You shouldn’t have come. 
Or perhaps the problem was Holly. Maybe you could run … but never from yourself or your baggage.
Ebon felt his chest heaving. He wasn’t used to running, and he wasn’t conditioned for it. He wasn’t a kid anymore, and in barely passable shape. He looked down, watching his feet, trying to keep them moving. Then they splashed in water, and when he looked up he saw nothing but the ocean ahead. The waves were rolling, despite the calm day. There was no breeze, and yet whitecaps were forming. He’d turned toward the ocean somehow, now the waves were shoving his feet — not to push him away, but like bullies toying with a weak target. 
He turned back down the beach, toward Aimee’s. Again at a run. Out of breath, feeling lightheaded. His head sagged, and again Ebon felt his feet splashing. He looked up, felt the push, and backed away. But this time when he tried to steer himself back toward Aimee’s, Ebon realized he wasn’t even on the west beach. He was at the lighthouse on the island’s south end, near Aaron’s proudest landmark. 
He looked up.
The opposite of New England nautical, the lighthouse was all struts and girders like an Eiffel Tower, its sloping risers covered with something durable and white, as if the famous French structure had been dipped in icing and left to dry. Ebon, his lungs panting, knew there was a staircase in the thing’s middle, behind a locked door. At the top, above the massive light, was an iron shape that looked like a script letter T, looping circles at each of the letter’s three ends. Looking down, Ebon realized he was standing on rocks rather than sand. 
He spread his arms, angry at the lighthouse, at the water, at the beach, at the island, at the ghosts that dogged him. 
“What the hell is wrong with me?” he yelled. 
Water swelled. The waves were insistent. A breaker crashed into the boulders and sprayed the air.
“Just let me go home!” 
Another wave, this one larger. Ebon backed away, but not in time. The spray flattened his hair, made his shirt stick to his skin. The wind was picking up, clouds taking their place in front of the sun. 
He looked at the lighthouse, seeing the tangle of trees and brush behind it. There was no way through; he knew that from years past. To reach the lighthouse, you had to walk along the western coast, climbing boulders and spanning deserted beaches. The eastern coast this far south, open to the ocean, was a suicide march with no clear path. It was the west coast or nothing. But as Ebon watched, larger waves mounted and became like a storm surge, driving hard against the rocks, burying the strip of beach, licking the trees and impassable tangles of growth. He could stand where he was, in a relatively flat area. But he couldn’t leave. 
Bullshit. 
Feeling both brave and stupid, Ebon went in his only possible direction: into the water. If he couldn’t walk out of here, he’d swim, and dare the ocean to stop him.
He knew it was a mistake the second he hit the water. A riptide yanked him away from shore down below while the roiling of the surface shoved him toward it, stretching him like salt water taffy. The water became fathomless too fast. He lost his footing and found himself adrift, kicking or flailing becoming his only options.
He tried to swim along the shore, parallel, as they taught you to when grabbed by a current. But the waves were too large and oppressive. He could struggle above them when they didn’t break, but more often than not they did, slamming the rocks to one side. The wind increased; the troughs and peaks of the waves grew farther apart. 
Ebon lunged. It was swim or die. 
There was a stretch of beach ahead, fifty yards or less. Farther north, away from the cross currents that came at the lighthouse, waves were smaller. If he swam hard, gulping for air as the waves tossed and rolled and submerged him, he might be able to make it. The sun was on the sand there, looking like an oasis in the eye of a storm. And as he came closer, he saw something too strange to be false: two people sitting on the beach, a man and a woman, their legs long and their arms propping them upright, staring out at the ocean. They looked late fifties, the man wearing a hat like Captain Jack’s, the woman in a large straw bonnet. Loose clothes, the woman’s shirt long, as if she both craved and feared the sun. 
Ebon yelled, but it was as if they couldn’t hear him, or maybe couldn’t even see the inexplicably rough section of surf as they gazed across the relatively calm one in front of them. It was as if they heard only the music coming from a small radio, like a CD boom box, on the blanket beside them. 
“Hey!” Ebon screamed. “Help!” 
They couldn’t hear him. They couldn’t see him. 
He swam, harder and harder, defiant. The surf would relent. He could make it to the calmer section. He could flee the wind, get out of the overcast pall. Into the sun. He could allow the waves to wash him up like a fish, and then the people on the beach could act as his anchor. They could tell him where he was, could look at the rough surf and verify its reality — the ocean that wanted to kill him and shove him back ashore as a carcass. The people could call for help if he needed it. They would be able to reach Aimee. It would be embarrassing to ask them to walk him home, but he could do it. He would do it. If he could only get there. 
“Help!” 
This time, the people heard him. They turned. Below their sun hats, the fronts of their heads were smooth pink ovals with no features to mar them.
Ebon kicked and stalled. 
Then the waves dragged him under.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Exit to Your Left 
 
EBON SURFACED, BATTING AT THE THING that had been holding him down. Eventually his oppressor relented, and Ebon was able to blink, wipe the salt water out of his face, and spit. Then he bobbed next to the big blue raft, his feet gripping sand and shells, wondering if he should climb onto the raft and dry off. If he did, maybe Aimee would notice the way he’d been lifting his dad’s weights in the basement over the winter. Or, if he didn’t want to do that, he could pay Aimee back and dunk her too. 
“You really shouldn’t hold someone under water, you know,” he said.
Aimee answered Ebon by splashing him in the face. She didn’t do it halfway; she used both hands and shoved hard. He had to wipe again, blink again, and spit again. 
“You really shouldn’t be a wimp, you know,” she answered.
“What if you’d drowned me?” 
“I know CPR,” she said, as if an ability to resuscitate would excuse temporary murder.
“Oh yeah?” It wasn’t the right response, but she’d disarmed him. Ebon didn’t know CPR, but he knew it involved hands on chests and mouth on mouth. Maybe he should pretend to drown, or drown her so he could place his hands on her chest. Except he probably didn’t need to fake drown to paw Aimee’s chest. She’d told him, in her numerous letters over the past year, how she’d been letting guys feel her up in the past months. It always sounded so casual when he read it in her looping script, and so not-a-big-deal that she was writing to him (a boy — in theory anyway) about her chest. Ebon was fascinated with it all, and not just stymied by unfulfilled temptation. He wanted to ask how long a girl’s boobs kept growing and other such indelicacies, but never found the nerve. Aimee was only fifteen; he figured the answer was “a while longer.” Given that after today he wouldn’t see her for most of a year (or maybe longer), he’d probably have a delightful surprise waiting next summer. Two delightful surprises, to be accurate. 
“Yeah,” said Aimee.
Ebon climbed up onto the raft, trying to flex his arms and hold in his stomach as he did. He knew it was a joke. His stomach was flat because he was practically a preadolescent skeleton and his bulked-up arms were actually still twigs. Fortunately, he had even more years to grow than Aimee. He was thirteen, and plenty of his friends were getting armpit hair. Maybe next year he could boast a proper beach physique. 
Once he was up, Ebon began subtly sliding toward Aimee. She was at one corner of the raft, running a hand over her hair, clearing the excess water. He looked at her out of the corner of his eye, careful not to be distracted by her somewhat loose swimsuit top, and tensed his legs under him. But when he leapt for her, she proved again that fifteen was wilier than thirteen, or at least that Aimee was wilier than Ebon. She was ready for his supposed sneak attack and dodged easily, leaving him to roll in the water without more than a glancing brush of his hand along her side. 
“Nice try.” She laughed.
“I wasn’t trying to get you,” he said. “I just wanted to splash you.” 
“Sure.”
“Seriously,” he said, insistent. She was right; he’d definitely been trying to wrestle her under and had been outfoxed. But the urge to lie was born from her being bossy and annoying, just as she’d been last year. 
Between the two of them, Aimee had always been in charge. She’d been in charge for last year’s summer months, and she’d been just as in charge for this year’s. Over the intervening fall, winter, and spring, she’d managed to stay in charge, flooding Ebon’s mailbox with handwritten letters that read like diary entries. Ebon had read them all with edgy giddiness, memorized every word, then composed a single short letter in reply that carried none of her suggestive overtones. This would give her permission to send him another dozen letters — or one letter of epic proportions — in which she’d again confess entirely too much. 
Ebon, even though he’d never really understood girls, had figured out one thing: The letter-writing was much more about Aimee than it was about Ebon. They were friends, but she mostly wrote because it gave her a thrill. Richard would throttle her if he knew that she was writing so much to Ebon and what she was writing to him (lots of kissing boys, some groping, some experiments in self-exploration that should probably be kept private), and she always had to write them furtively and sneak downtown to mail them herself in secret. Much of what she wrote was so mundane as to be boring, but the few too-honest tidbits were worth poring over again and again. They were worth memorizing and making permanent inside him. Sometimes Ebon suspected that she put those things into the letters (which were otherwise droll and rambling) as another way of pushing him around from a distance, and proving yet again that she knew lots of things that Little Ebon Shale didn’t know at all. 
“I’m bored with this,” she said. “You want to go inside and draw or something?” 
“I don’t like drawing,” Ebon said. 
“Okay. You wanna go inside and not draw, while I draw?”
“No.” 
She rolled her eyes, then began walking back toward the beach. The raft was anchored; it wouldn’t go anywhere as long as the bay stayed calm. In all probability, she’d forget it entirely and be yelled at to wade out and bring the raft in come nightfall, but by then Ebon would be gone. He had maybe six hours before he had to be back to his grandparents’ cottage, and an hour after that before he’d be on the ferry home. 
It was a sobering thought, knowing he wouldn’t see Aimee tomorrow. At the end of last year, she’d just been a fun beach friend to him, and someone to miss. But over the winter she’d become something more, and by the time they’d seen each other again three months ago she’d become a third thing — this one best of all, and yet most troubling. He’d been telling himself all summer that he had all the time in the world to spin last year’s straw into new gold, but so far he’d wussed out as he always did. It should have been simple: She was a girl, she did stuff with boys, and Ebon was a boy. But he was too young for her, too different. All summer he’d been imagining what her lips must feel like, but tonight he’d leave without knowing. Three full months of chances wasted. 
“Wait,” he said, moving after her. 
She reached the beach well before him — a head start met with legs that had grown impossibly longer during his absence. She picked up her towel and began to dry herself off. Ebon willed himself to look away. All last year, she’d worn a juvenile one-piece suit like something his little sister would wear. This year, she’d switched to a two-piece. Talking to her was hard when she was wearing it. 
“This is my last day at the beach,” he said, emerging. “Last chance to swim.” 
Aimee ran the towel briskly through her hair. Wetness had darkened it, but the sun had been lightening it all summer. It was a rat’s nest, worsened by salt. She was facing away from him, arms up, her form too tall and too long. Again, Ebon looked away. 
“It’s not for me,” she said. 
“I’ll be going back on the ferry tonight.” 
“I won’t be.” 
Ebon felt like he should be wounded. She seemed indifferent, like always. 
“Don’t you want to make the most of our last day?” It was a simpering dig for validation, but Ebon didn’t care. 
“Sure, but does it really have to be in the dumb old ocean? Let’s do other stuff.” 
“I don’t want to watch you draw.” Ebon knew how that went from abundant past experience. Aimee got immersed whenever she did anything remotely artistic — anything, judging by Aimee’s studio leftovers, that was like her mom’s old art. He’d spent three hours watching her sculpt clay once. It had been mind numbing. And though she was usually an insufferable chatterbox, Aimee had stayed mostly mute the entire time, at least beyond a string of thoughts on why she liked sculpting and molding as much as she did: so many things in life could slip right through your fingers. But sculpture was something she could touch, a footprint to prove she’d been here. 
“Then what do you want to do?” she asked. 
Aimee waited for Ebon to grab his towel before starting toward the cottage, but didn’t wait for him to shake its sand and use it as a wrapper on himself. He scampered to keep up, the towel more burden than comfort. The ocean’s salt left a corrosive layer atop his skin, and he could practically feel it drying him out. A sunburn in wait, especially caustic around his eyes and ears and nose.
“I don’t know. Play a game?” 
“What game?” 
Ebon caught up to her, realizing he didn’t really have an answer. The cottage had been stocked with games by Aimee’s grandparents when her father had been young, and Richard hadn’t updated any of them. Sometimes the kids played the tattered (and babyish) Chutes and Ladders or the slightly less babyish but tedious Chinese checkers, but doing so was always a last resort. Usually Richard sat in his chair while they played, always at the table near the window rather than on the floor, eyes peeking over his book or newspaper when he thought Ebon wasn’t looking — or, Ebon suspected, specifically when he knew he was.
“My dad’s not home,” she said.
Ebon looked up at Aimee’s profile. He already knew Richard was away. Given how odd the man had been all summer — drunk often, though they both pretended not to know, and usually depressive to boot — his absence was the main reason they were at the cottage now at all. Throughout the later days of the summer, Aimee had mostly come to Ebon’s grandparents’ inferior cottage, or they’d met somewhere neutral. It was a treat for Richard to be gone now, so that they could finally enjoy the cottage without judgment. 
Ebon thought: My dad’s not home.
Maybe they could find a bottle. Based on something Ebon had heard, that would give them a fun game to play. You spun it, then kissed whom it pointed toward when it stopped. When only two people played, the game would probably be predictable but still worth a try, if only he had the stones to suggest it. Which, of course, he didn’t. 
“I know he’s not,” Ebon said. He wondered why she was bringing it up, but guardedly excited by what she might have in mind.
“Well, we could watch TV.”
“Oh.” 
She looked over. “You don’t like TV.” 
“I’d just rather do something … you know … summery.” 
They reached the cottage, but instead of going inside, Aimee walked around the back toward a wooden cubicle that was open at the bottom. She slipped inside. Ebon started to follow, but then, realization dawning, retreated in embarrassment. He stood outside and watched her feet atop the wet stone at the cubicle’s bottom, then saw her bare feet dance as she slipped her suit bottoms over her ankles. True to Aimee form, she plopped the garment into a wet heap in the corner half inside out, rather than rinsing it. The suit’s top dropped onto the pile, and shower water began to flow, smacking the stone like hard rain. 
“Summery like what?” Her voice sounded somewhat canned, washed out by the running water behind the divider wall.
“Um … ” 
“I’m done with the beach for today. Before you started coming for summers, I never swam this much. The salt gets everywhere. Ugh.” 
“Sure.” It did too. He probably needed a shower himself, but knew better than to take his own shower inside while she was out here. What would it look like to Richard, if he came home and found showers in progress? The outside shower was utilitarian; it was meant to keep the beach outside rather than grinding it into the carpet. But on the other hand, the inside shower was intimate. He really should get in the outside one next, except that he was having all sorts of problems concentrating and might fill his mouth with soap by mistake. 
“We could take a walk.”
“Um … ” 
“Do you know what’s crazy, Ebon?” 
“Uh … ” 
“We didn’t go to Aaron’s Party at night this year. Can you believe it?” 
“Terrible,” Ebon said. Shampoo began to stream down Aimee’s ankles, washing across the shower’s stone floor and into a drain. He turned away, acutely uncomfortable. 
“Oh, my God, my dad was such an asshole about it last year. Do you remember?” 
“I guess.” 
“I wanted to go just to piss him off. It was like he thought we were sneaking off to make out or something.” She laughed. 
“Right.” 
“I guess we can’t go tonight.” She sighed. “Sure you can’t stay another day? I really want to go at night, just to freak him out.” 
Ebon didn’t want to “freak Aimee’s father out” at all. He’d seen Richard as little as possible this summer. He often met Aimee at out-of-the-way places, their rendezvous planned via signals like spies. He’d wave at her from down the beach, and she’d come up to the roadside. Then she’d make an excuse and grab her shoes, and they’d go off walking, her making light of the vast piles of crap her father had been giving her lately, laughing it all off. 
But Ebon could see the way Richard’s abrasiveness had been wearing on her. When Aimee’s guard went down, he could see the way her eyes softened and how tired she looked. Her father was all the family she had left, given that Alan had moved off the island years ago and hadn’t, so far as Aimee implied, got along with his father very well for years beforehand. Ebon’s own parental relationships were simple and blessedly normal by comparison. But Aimee’s, based on her words and especially her letters, seemed to be composed of long periods of quiet tension, followed by fighting, followed by short-lived but intense closeness. Once over the summer, he’d been drunk all day, had sobered up at night, and then they’d spent midnight until daybreak discussing Richard’s thoughts on how math — his professorial specialty — intersected life’s biggest philosophies. 
“I can’t stay,” said Ebon. 
Aimee sighed. Water splashed.
“Oh, my God, my boobs are so white.” 
Ebon turned, unable to help himself. But at that moment the water died, and he saw only the flash of tiny pink slivers between the boards as she bent down and picked up the swimsuit. She flopped it over the top of the cubicle, then reached for one of the dry towels on the nearby clothesline. He saw a flurry of activity as she halfheartedly dried her hair, and a moment later she emerged with the towel wrapped around her torso. 
“I’ve got an idea,” she said, tipping her head as if to clear water from her ears. 
“Okay,” said Ebon, swallowing. He followed as she walked toward the house with just the towel wrapped around her. 
“Just come in once you’re cleaned up,” she said over her shoulder.
“Oh.” 
Ebon turned back to the stall, unsure whether to feel disappointed or relieved. He showered quickly, pulled his own towel from the line, and skipped briskly through the house to where he’d left his bag with a change of clothes in the bathroom. Only once composed with his boner deflated did Ebon emerge, aiming for a nonchalant cool that he couldn’t quite manage. He found Aimee sitting on the couch, wetting its fabric with her hair, wearing a pair of pink shorts and a Foo Fighters T-shirt. It wasn’t a matching ensemble, but fashion was another place where Aimee couldn’t give a shit. 
“Let me guess,” he said. “Chutes and Ladders.” 
Aimee laughed. “No, I thought we could … ” 
Before she could finish the sentence, something caught her attention, and her head swung around, droplets of hair-borne water spattering Ebon’s arms. 
“What?” Ebon said. 
“Shit.” 
“What?” 
“Shit!”
Aimee stood, then scampered from the couch to the side window. She carefully parted the curtains at the same time as Ebon began to hear what she had moments earlier: the crunch of tires on gravel. 
“I thought he was going to be gone longer.” 
“This isn’t cool,” Aimee said, starting to pace. “He was supposed to be on the mainland all day, meeting with advisers. Or being an adviser, I don’t know, but he wasn’t supposed to be back until the seven o’clock boat!” 
She was getting worked up. It surprised Ebon to see. She was usually collected, always cool (except for the time she’d dropped that hamburger in her lap), and seldom visually rattled unless she was putting on airs for dramatic effect. Ebon had seen plenty of joy and laughter from Aimee during their two summers, but he’d almost never seen anything on the negative side of the emotional spectrum. It wasn’t that she didn’t get bummed out or angry or beaten down or sad or despondent. It was that she pretended those emotions didn’t even exist — at least and especially where her father was concerned — and buried them deep like a secret. 
But she was upset now. 
“What’s the big deal?” asked Ebon, watching her. 
“Dammit.” Another peek through the shades. “Dammit, Dad!”
“Aimee!” 
She turned when Ebon called her name, but he could still see her thrumming nerves through her jittering eyes. Richard intimidated Ebon plenty, but right now Aimee was acting like he was about to enter the house with a gun. 
He looked at the clock on the wall. It was just after noon, meaning Richard and his car had taken the midday boat. The only person who had to worry about the seven o’clock boat at this point was Ebon, because he’d be taking it when it shoved off for the mainland a half hour later, at 7:30. 
Outside, the engine stopped. A car door opened and slammed shut. Aimee bolted forward, grabbed Ebon by the wrist, and dragged him toward the far end of the house. She popped into the bathroom long enough to grab Ebon’s bag, then tossed it to him before dragging him out the back. They exited just as the front door opened, then sneaked around the home’s periphery like thieves, avoiding windows, until the dirt road was in sight. Finally, still in her home’s shadow, Aimee grabbed a pair of flip-flops from the deck. They began walking. Ebon felt it odd that after all that waffling about what to do next their choice had been made rather decisively for them. 
“So I guess we’re going for a walk,” he said after they were five minutes down the road and it became obvious that Aimee wasn’t going to speak first. She was usually the chatterbox and Ebon her mute sidekick. They were in for a long, silent stroll if he didn’t speak up. 
“I hate him.” 
Ebon thought he might have heard her wrong. He turned to watch her grim profile as she stared ahead. 
“All he does is mope and yell,” she went on. “And drink. And when he drinks, he mopes more, yells more … ” She blinked heavily, seeming to force a reset. “Why do I have to deal with him being this way? It wasn’t like this when Mom was around.” 
In truth, Ebon thought, Aimee probably barely remembered what things had been like before her mother had died. But given the walls she’d built around her emotions, she’d probably idealized those old days … or at least, that’s what Ebon’s psychologist father seemed to think. 
The mind is a great storyteller, and sometimes tells a person what they need to believe even if it’s not true, he’d said when Ebon had complained about Richard’s overbearing presence. Your friend sounds strong, but I suspect it’s because strength feels better than helplessness. She’s lost one parent and has another who’s shut down inside, probably feeling a lot of pain and guilt. He can’t help how he is, Ebon. Or worse: he probably doesn’t even know how he is, and probably never will.
Ebon thought about repeating the assessment for Aimee as they walked, but decided it would come off as insulting. The dam had cracked already. Her words, at this point, would continue to spill.
“I hate it, Ebon. I hate him.” 
Ebon knew he shouldn’t weigh in, but her last sentence made him feel like an interruption was warranted. So he said, “You don’t hate him.” 
Aimee continued. “He just keeps getting worse. And because I’m the only one around, he takes out whatever’s wrong with himself on me! I have to make dinner, I have to do the dishes, I have to straighten up the things he messes up. You know what I did the other day? I mowed the lawn! He didn’t even tell me to do it, the grass was just, like, six inches tall, and I kinda figured someone should cut it. It’s so stupid. It’s like I’m the only person in the house, and if I don’t do something it won’t get done. I sure hope he’s paying the bills, though, because I don’t know what needs paying, and he’d kill me if I touched his checkbook. Besides … ” she rolled her eyes, “ … he probably likes that part because writing checks is math.” 
Ebon nodded. For Professor Richard Frey, who taught at a mainland university fifteen minutes from the dock during the school year, math seemed to be less of a concept and more of a way of life. Even if paying bills was simple arithmetic, he wouldn’t trust Aimee to do it right. She shouldn’t take offense, Ebon thought. He’d barely trust a computer.
“What was he doing while you were mowing the lawn?” 
“Crying,” Aimee snapped. She said it spitefully, as if inviting Ebon to ask her to elaborate. But Ebon found himself too embarrassed to repeat the word, let alone inquire further. Richard was a bulwark of a man, strong in body and will. Such men didn’t cry. 
“This was supposed to be our last day,” she whined, her footsteps rhythmic on the packed clay of the empty road’s surface. “It was going to be perfect. For once, we could just hang out around the house and on the beach like we did last year.” She shook her head. “But I swear, ‘around the house and on the beach’ has been the last place I wanted to be lately, with him lying around like a big, fat lord.” 
“It’s still our last day,” said Ebon, his voice hopeful. But he had nothing more to add beyond those obligatory few words because she was right. Thanks to the inhospitality of her cottage this year, they’d gone “everywhere else” all summer long. Staying put would have been nice for a change. Going anywhere else felt like old hat, done and tired.
Aimee sighed. Ebon wanted to take her hand as a show of understanding, but he could already sense her protective crust beginning to reform. She’d been soft and vulnerable for a few minutes, but it wouldn’t last. Any reality in which Aimee admitted herself hurt and helpless wasn’t one she could live with. Her mind (great storyteller that it was) had already begun spinning an alternative yarn that she could handle: a story in which she was the strong and unassailable heroine, annoyed by her father rather than hurt by him. Ebon knew that story well. It was the one she’d been telling him all summer. 
Ebon watched her lips firm. He watched the sadness retreat from her eyes. He watched her take a deep breath, her mental armor clicking back into place.
“Well,” she said with a heavy exhale. “What should we do? Want to go back to your place?” 
Ebon had already considered and dismissed that option. His grandparents thought it was cute that he had a little friend and became overbearing whenever Aimee was over, attending to them both as if they were seven years old. The attention made Aimee, who loved the old couple, giggle. But with just six hours left and so many opportunities yet to miss, Ebon wanted something more intimate. 
He looked at Aimee, his glance covert. But even in that single quick look, his eyes were drawn by the blush of pink lips amid her sun-kissed, slightly freckled skin. She was naturally pale and tanned pitifully, her color these past two summers creeping sluggishly from cream toward darker cream. This year more than last, she’d seemed upset that she couldn’t manage a tan … and based on what she’d said from inside the shower stall, some parts weren’t browning even a little. The thought made Ebon uncomfortable, and he again looked down the road. The clay surface ahead looked like a neat path cut through a jungle, but beyond the thicket to the left he could still hear the sounds of waves and gulls. 
“No,” he said. Then he paused, his feet now unmoving and pointed north, toward an obvious choice. “Wait. Why don’t we just go to Aaron’s Party?” 
Aimee shrugged. “I’m kind of Party’d out. I used to think it was awesome, but now that I’m older … ” She trailed off, shrugging. 
“You just said you wanted to go. Back at the house.” 
“I said I wanted to go at night.” 
“To piss your dad off.” Ebon felt dangerous saying the words, because in his own household, “pissed off” was a semiswear. But saying it to Aimee now felt grown up, and made him stand taller. Maybe later he could squeeze in a “shit” or two, as she’d done.
“Yeah, so?” 
“We could call him from the phone on the pier and tell him what we’re up to just to piss him all the way off: ‘Hey, Mr. Frey, it’s Ebon, the boy you don’t trust. I’m with Aimee at Aaron’s Party.’” 
“And then say, ‘We’re going to be out past curfew,’” Aimee added, picking up his lead and playing along. 
“‘We’re going to ride the rides in the dark. We’re going to drink and smoke cigarettes.’” 
Aimee began giggling. After her dour mood, the sound of mirth a blessing. 
Ebon said, “‘We’re going to make out under the boardwalk.’” Then he looked over at Aimee. Their eyes locked through a flicker.
“Okay, fine,” she said, nodding. “Might as well. There’s nothing else to do, I guess. Even if we can’t go at night for real, because you have to catch the stupid ferry.” She reached into her pockets. “I don’t have any money though.” 
Ebon patted at his bag, which he’d slung onto his back. Aimee shrugged. They continued to walk. 
As they got closer to the pier, they found themselves walking in meditative silence. The quiet felt right — respectful rather than vacant, not awkward at all. It was the last day of their second shared summer. They were growing up, and incessant space-filling chatter was no longer quite as necessary. Ebon would be fourteen if he returned to Aaron next summer (which he wasn’t sure; the jury was still out). If not, he’d next see her in person at fifteen, and she’d be seventeen. Practically adults. 
They arrived at the ticket booth to find a bored-looking girl with jet-black hair, reading a magazine. Ebon had his money out before they reached the window, and when the girl gave him her don’t bother me look, he glanced at the huge roll of orange tear-off tickets on the booth’s back counter to indicate what he was after. But the girl, not so much as lowering her feet from where they were propped, said “Go ahead” and waved his money away.
The pier was a calliope of sounds: children laughing and demanding treats from their parents, screeching gulls, lapping water, and music from the pole-mounted speaker — currently “Change the World” by Eric Clapton. The scents of wonderful food to ruin the stomach were everywhere. In a week or so, Ebon imagined most of the vendors would close shop as summer crowds dwindled, but for now they were bustling. Ebon smelled fries (crisp smelling and greasy; he could see a basket passing a vendor’s window, bound for a fat man’s hand), funnel cakes (both starchy and sweet smelling, pale summer yellow dough turned autumn brown by the fryer, dusted powdered with sugar like winter snow), and onion rings (different from the fries with a scent he could only describe as “crunchier,” brown and served still wet with oil). 
“You want onion rings?” he asked Aimee. He’d never got into Aaron’s Party free before. With all his money still in his backpack, Ebon felt wealthy. 
“Bleh,” Aimee opined. 
“You don’t like onion rings anymore?” 
“I never liked onion rings.” 
Ebon wanted to object, but she was technically telling the truth. She didn’t like onion rings so much as she liked to dissect them like a biology experiment. When they’d had them in the past, she’d eaten the fried coating and left the actual onions in a limp white pile that looked like tapeworms. 
“Lemonade?” 
But Aimee was already gone, crossing the Party toward the carousel. Ebon trotted to join her and caught up at the gate. The horses had all been re-refurbished this spring (the original refurbishment had taken place a few years back), and the work, as Ebon saw it now, seemed excessive. The polished steeds had the look of shrink-wrapped things built to survive an assault, each with a shiny lacquer clearcoat that looked an inch thick. To get down far enough to touch the horses’ original paint, you’d need a chisel and an hour of effort. 
“What, the carousel?”  
“I’m just appreciating,” Aimee said. She seemed to have decided that the carousel was less lame than it had been last year. “Did you know my great-grandparents paid for it?” 
“Only because you’ve told me, like, a thousand times.” 
Aimee looked at Ebon with mock scorn. This was a constant thing between them. Aimee did most of their talking and seemed to only have a fixed number of good stories, so she repeated herself often without seeming to realize it. He usually played along, but she protested whenever he called her on it. 
“I maybe told you once,” she said. 
“Like, ten times.” 
“Once. Maybe twice, but I don’t think so.” 
Ebon could recall four times she’d spouted without even trying but said nothing. 
“It’s pretty,” she said, looking at the colorful antique as it made its slow revolutions.
“Are you going to ride it?” 
Aimee rolled her eyes. “I think I’m a little old for a carousel. Do you want to ride the Danger Wheel?”
“Before eating?” 
“If you eat first, you’ll get sick.” 
Ebon sighed. She’d said it the way his mother would have said it. Was she immune to getting sick? And besides, the Danger Wheel, despite its name and appearance, wasn’t terribly dangerous. It was a fancy Ferris wheel with a few extra quirks that made it cool. The pier wasn’t enormous; the carousel and the Danger Wheel were the biggest of the Party’s few draws. Toddlers, teens, and the elderly — everyone rode it.
“Fine,” said Ebon. 
The line wasn’t long. Ebon and Aimee watched the ride fill once without them, watching as the tall, fire-engine red, circular gantry lowered to the ground and riders climbed into carriages at the outside. The ride ran and emptied. And then it was their turn.
They climbed inside. The door closed, and they perched on the carriage’s single metal bench, seat belts tightened with their sides mashed together. 
After the rest of the carriages loaded, the ride began to creep upward. On the ascent, the big circle cocked and slowly rotated around the ride’s central tower, creating a slanted sort of Ferris wheel motion. Aimee made jokes about feeling frightened and “dangerous.” Then, sixty seconds later, they were rotating at the top, in a horizontal circle. The carriages were mostly solid, so they couldn’t see the other riders. The bay and each other were the only things to look at.
“Ebon,” Aimee said. 
Ebon looked over, able to swivel enough to do so comfortably thanks to the slack seat belt. He felt disoriented by the quick motion, his senses momentarily distracted by the height, the sea outside, the sounds of gulls now mingling with an Oasis song coming from the carnival broadcast speakers. 
Aimee’s hair had dried. Despite being its usual mess, it looked very pretty. The sun poured intermittently through the carriage’s slots, shining beams through her mane’s flyaways. Ebon considered saying something about her looking like an angel, but there was an excellent chance that she’d laugh at him if he did. 
“Yeah?” he answered. 
“After today, I won’t see you for, like, eight months or something.” 
“Yeah.” 
“Are you going to write to me?” 
“Sure.” It was technically true, but only his memo-length missives would come in response to her copious brain dumps. For every twenty words Aimee wrote to him, Ebon wrote maybe one back to her. He believed in quality over quantity, and that brevity made for the best communication.
“Because … well …” Aimee sighed, seemingly about to say something slightly uncomfortable, pressing on because this was their last day. “Because I kind of feel like I’ll need it,” she finished. “Hearing from you, I mean.”
Ebon considered asking Aimee what she meant, but he thought he knew. Once the summer people left Aaron, the island would become a ghost town, feeling small and lonely. To Aimee, the wide world’s breadth would shrink until it included only her cottage, her father, and whatever boys of distraction she could find to … well … he didn’t like to think about how that might progress as Aimee’s fifteenth year became her sixteenth. 
“Okay,” he said. 
“If you find other girls while you’re away, it’s okay to kiss them.” 
Ebon wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Thanks.” 
“Don’t touch their boobs though,” she added. “You’re too young.” 
“Oh. Yeah. Sure.” He was watching the coastline revolve. This time of year, with the crowds thinning, ride operators seemed to snooze at the controls and let the Wheel run for longer than they should.  
“But you can kiss them.” 
“I can, huh?” 
“Sure. I won’t mind.” 
Ebon looked at Aimee. She was watching him earnestly, her light-green eyes fixed on his. This was apparently a very serious discussion, but Ebon didn’t know where it was coming from. For a math professor’s daughter, Aimee wasn’t great at logic. The argument assumed she might mind if he kissed other girls, but why would she, given that they were just beach buddies? And since when was Ebon getting any offers? So far he’d only kissed relatives, usually against his will. 
“Okay.”
“In fact, maybe you should make a point to kiss some other girls,” she said. 
“Other girls?”
“You don’t want to get locked into just one, and having nothing to compare her to. That’s why I make sure I’m in a few kissing arrangements at a time. Think about it: what if you ate one kind of cheese and thought it was amazing and committed to only eating that cheese for the rest of your life, but then it turns out that, in the big picture, you chose a crappy cheese because you didn’t do your homework?” 
“I’m not supposed to eat cheese,” said Ebon. 
“When you come back,” said Aimee, “I want you to be a little more experienced.” 
“Why?” 
“Have you even done it before? Kissed a girl, I mean. What’s your technique like?” 
This was a strange conversation. There were techniques? He’d been thinking about Aimee’s lips all summer, but now he feared he might have been approaching them like a dog chasing a car. If her lips suddenly became his, he wouldn’t know what to do with them. Did you just rub around? He knew that tongue use was optional, but advanced. 
“Technique?” 
“Oh, geez,” said Aimee. “Come here.” She reached for his head. 
Ebon retracted his chin like a turtle retreating into its shell. “What are you doing?” 
“Come here.” 
“I’m sitting right next to you.” 
Aimee ran her fingers through his hair to the back of his head, then pulled him toward her. Before he could protest (or not protest at all), their lips were pressed firmly together. Ebon felt himself go slack and surprised, certain that something very wrong had just happened. Aimee moved her lips around on his for a while, then pulled back. Her hand was still on the back of his head, but now she looked deeply offended. 
“That was terrible.”
“Sorry.” 
“Have you ever done this before? Tell me the truth.”
Ebon considered lying. Then he shook his head, giving himself a light scalp massage via Aimee’s stationary fingers. 
“Well, good thing I asked then, because if you try to kiss a girl like that, she’s never going to let you do it again.” 
“You caught me off guard,” said Ebon, defensive. 
“Are you on guard now?” 
“Um … ” 
“Get ready,” she said. “Give me your best.” 
“Shouldn’t we … ” 
Before he could finish speaking, Aimee’s lips were back on him. Realizing he was on review, he quickly firmed himself into more of a kissy face. Aimee’s lips were moving, but now it felt like she was trying to paint something immobile, her lips a brush to his hardened canvas. The kiss was definitely something she was doing to him, not something they were doing together. 
She backed away again. The Danger Wheel still showed no sign of lowering. The operator could end this awkwardness, but fate had other plans for Ebon Shale today. 
“Also terrible,” she said. “And that was your best?” 
“Well, not my best…” Ebon tried to say it like he feared being pinned down on a technicality. 
She took her hand back, then put it on his mouth. She began squeezing at his lips as if massaging them.
“Loosen this up. Seriously, that was like kissing a statue.” 
“I can’t exactly … ” 
“And use your body a little. Not a lot — don’t go trying to feel me up or anything — but at least lean into it a little, you know? In fact … ” Aimee reached down and took his hands as if showing him something he hadn’t known were there. “You want to use your hands. But again, not on my boobs. Not yet.” In the pause, Ebon wondered if “yet” might include next summer. “Put them up here, on my face. Or run your fingers through my hair. Move your lips around a little, but don’t make them too sloppy. Just kind of medium-firm. I move my lips, and you move yours, and we’re doing it right if you hear little wet sounds. Just little ones though. I swear, Ebon, don’t you dare try to stick your tongue in my mouth.” 
She looked at him very seriously when she said this, but Ebon had no problem nodding his rapid agreement. Not only did they not have a tongue-in-mouth relationship (nor, really, a kissing relationship, but that ship had sailed), but the notion of putting his tongue in someone else’s mouth sounded disgusting. Mashing lips: good. Sampling her breakfast leftovers: kind of gross.
“Okay. Try again.” 
They tried again. This time it was better. Ebon still wasn’t sure if he was doing it right, but the motions were better and smoother. Her lips felt softer. And the inside of the carriage was filled with tiny wet sounds, just as she’d indicated. When they pulled apart, he looked at her like he’d look at a teacher he hoped would give him a good grade. 
“There,” she said. “Much better.” Aimee ran a finger along her lips to clear them of what Ebon feared might be a little too much moisture. Then she turned back in her seat, the lesson finished, looking out at the water. 
“So that was right?”  
“Pretty good,” she said, not turning. 
“But not great.” 
“If that was your first real kiss, then it doesn’t need to be great.”
“I want to do it great.” Ebon realized he was too eager. He also felt lightheaded with a full-body flush of warmth. “You know me. I like to get things right.” 
There was a jolt, and the horizontal motion became slightly more vertical. In seconds they’d be doing a Ferris wheel motion, mostly up and down. A while after that the wheel would again be flat, allowing riders to disembark. Ebon counted seconds in his mind, somehow knowing that this had been a watershed moment he’d remember forever. Leaving the carriage would pop that moment like a bubble. Summer would end, and the world would wither for long months of absence. 
“You did it right,” said Aimee. 
“You seriously have no notes for me?” Ebon felt his voice becoming desperate, but he’d just pulled out the best weapon he could wield against Aimee. Maybe the moment of wanting to teach him to kiss had passed, but the moments of wanting to tell him what to do would never end. 
She turned toward him again, precious seconds escaping with each motion of the ride. 
“Okay,” she said. “If I have one criticism — and this is an advanced one, but you asked — it was that I didn’t really believe it.” 
“You didn’t believe it?” 
“I just sensed your mood was a little awkward, like you weren’t committed. If we were boyfriend and girlfriend, I’d be offended because you weren’t really into me.” 
“Maybe that’s because you sprang it on me and we’ve never come close to kissing even once,” he said. At this moment in particular, it definitely wasn’t because he wasn’t into her. She might be teaching, but he’d become the world’s most willing student over the last thirty seconds. 
“So just be ‘committed’ when you do it, and you’ll be fine.” 
The ride was halfway down. He wanted to reach for her and ask for another shot, but he couldn’t. This was one-sided, teacher to student. She was done teaching, and now she’d taught the final lesson — one that didn’t really require a redo … and, if the advice was literal, shouldn’t even improve a redo because they were just two friends. He looked at her, feeling like his chest was swelling, suddenly desperate. But the moment was over. 
She reached out, again sliding her hand behind his head. Again their lips came together. Ebon breathed through his nose, her lips soft and silky against his. One of his hands slid around her neck and through her hair. The other — awkwardly, in the ride’s restraints — went around her waist. He felt himself pull her closer without meaning to, felt her respond and tug him as well. Their heads moved on swivels. He could feel the small press of her breasts against his chest. He closed his eyes without meaning to. 
Ebon opened his eyes. They were still facing each other, their hands touching in the space between them, the professorial look gone from Aimee’s face. The carriage shuddered, and Ebon realized the ride was docking. 
Ebon looked at Aimee. 
Aimee looked at Ebon. 
Outside the carriage, the slanting, autumn light of their final day together winked behind a speck of cloud. 
Then the hatch was sprung from the outside, and a man in his early twenties was standing above them, his face covered in stubble, his shirt dirty. 
“Exit to your left,” he said.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
A Boat in December 
 
“EBON … ” AIMEE TRAILED OFF. THE SINGLE word was a sentence in itself. Ebon had learned to read Aimee well in the time he’d known her. She was actually saying that although she’d never tell him what to do (even though she always had), she thought he was making a bad choice. But not just a bad choice — possibly a dangerous one. 
Ebon looked over. Aimee was huddled into her too-large winter coat, her head covered in a wool cap with earflaps. Her lower half was less coordinated, thematically: She was wearing clodhopper shoes meant for mud, but her pants were capris that stopped well above her ankles. He hadn’t given her time to change before making his announcement, and she hadn’t planned to go outside in the middle of painting the built-in bookshelves. She’d had to hurry, inviting herself on an errand he’d merely been informing her about rather than asking for permission or advice. 
Still, Ebon (more sanguine in a black pea coat and no hat) felt himself wanting to explain as he met Aimee’s eyes. But he couldn’t. The knot was too thick. He had too much to explain, and not a single explanation would help anyone understand — Ebon included. 
He said, “It’s just something I have to do.”
They were standing at the foot of Pinky Slip, the rickety wooden staircase scaling the rocks behind them. The water was choppy but not overly so, and there was minimal rocking as a woman steered an approaching boat between the breakwaters toward them. It was a small vessel, for sure. But it would do.
“Why now?” Aimee asked. “Who buys a boat in December?” 
“It’s your early Christmas gift.” 
Aimee was behind Ebon as he watched the boat near the dock, ready to receive a line when the woman tossed one his way. He turned with a smile, but Aimee didn’t return it. They’d been happy in their renovations as far as his fractured memory seemed to tell him, and he supposed they’d felt like they were settling in for the winter. He’d got a brief mental image of a fire in the cottage, and that seemed to indicate they’d completed the fireplace in the living room. Part of Ebon also recalled another fire in a much more modern-looking fireplace — this one in a bathroom. That must be Vicky’s, where the thing spanned bathroom to bedroom. If that memory was accurate, there was at least one non-platonic fireplace in play right now. Ebon just wished he could remember what had happened where, or which pieces of the shaking puzzle were safe to mention to whom.
“Look,” Ebon added when Aimee failed to respond, “you asked who buys a boat in December? Nobody, that’s who. That’s precisely why I’m doing it. Why do you think I’m getting such a great price?” 
“That doesn’t make sense. If you have enough money to buy a boat — on an island where you could easily rent one — while not even working your regular job, then you have enough money to wait until a sensible season and pay full price. Wait until April or May, at least. She’ll only feel like she can charge more after the summer crowds get here.”
Ebon didn’t want to argue. He needed a boat now, not in April or May, and this was his decision. His money was his money (not their money), and he had looked around for rentals. All of the island’s boats had been winterized and stored. The only reason the woman on the deck of the approaching boat had been willing to de-winterize hers and pilot it over from storage was because Ebon had offered to pay cash on the spot, and she’d admitted a divorce had left her light on funds. 
“I love being here on Aaron, but I just … ” Ebon sighed. “You know how you keep saying I need to take time to vent — to do something on my own so I’ll have space to process what happened with Holly? How I feel about the accident, and how I maybe should have ended things after catching her cheating? Well, maybe it’s this little seaside town that’s infecting me, but I keep feeling like a boat might be the project I need. My dad had one on a lake near our home, and I used to go out on it with him before I started coming here. It was nothing like this one, just a simple pontoon boat for cruising the lake, but he always talked like I’d buy my own one day.”
“Ebon, it’s … it’s winter.” 
“Technically, it’s not winter for another two weeks.” 
“You can’t keep a boat in the water for much longer, and I can’t imagine why you’d choose December, on Aaron, as the time to take up an outdoor project. Why now? What are you hoping to do with it?” 
The truth, of course, was that he hoped to pilot his new boat around to the ocean side of the island and drive it out as far as he dared. He didn’t need to keep the boat in the water much longer to do that. He’d even do it this afternoon if he could sneak away while Aimee was on an errand or sleeping. 
But he had to know.
Ebon’s sense of losing time had begun to feel almost normal (What had he done last week? He wasn’t totally sure), but for some reason the ocean itself had begun to feel like the truer problem. The ocean surrounded his every move, pushing him around and judging him. It was a foe, an adversary, a nemesis against which he needed a weapon to do battle. When he’d got lost pursuing Vicky, the water had pushed him back toward the shore, tilting sideways like a funhouse mirror. Then, when he’d returned one morning from Vicky’s, he’d felt the wind and the ocean as a presence — a hand at his back, shoving him forward and refusing to allow his retreat. And most recently (such that “recent” was, in fact, in the right order?), when he’d been leaving the deserted carnival (Deserted? Or gone? He wasn’t sure), Ebon found himself suddenly surrounded by the ocean, somehow ending up all the way down at the lighthouse. He’d nearly drowned that time. He probably would have, in fact, if a kind old couple hadn’t jumped into the surf and dragged him out. 
Those incidents (the ones involving the ocean’s bullying) were the images that felt most true and real to Ebon now, as he stood on the dock and watched the small craft approach Pinky Slip. They were more colorful and vivid in his mind, more insistent than the things he found himself unable to remember for sure. So much of his time on Aaron was a fog … but the fact that he needed to confront the water? That felt sure. Solid. An anchor atop which he’d be able to stand, holding a flag, ready to plant it in the name of victory. 
But the rest of his time here was all snippets and flashes. He still hadn’t confessed his malady to Aimee. Whatever was happening was a slow creep, and he felt quite sure he could arrest its progress on his own. He didn’t need help. His disorientation would improve if he just confronted his tormentor. And if it didn’t? Well, then of course he’d tell Aimee everything.
As he watched the boat approach, his attention wandered through the past three months. He saw scenes like stills, all of them a strange mix of familiar and alien. 
He and Aimee taking a spontaneous autumn swim. 
Sitting alone at Redding Dock, his feet in the water, thinking. 
A few afternoons spent exploring the bay’s shallows. Those times, he’d barely been able to walk twenty feet in hip waders before falling backward and getting soaked. He must have rationalized the ocean’s refusal away, though, because he later recalled exploring closer to shore where he wouldn’t be pushed, content to find mundane shells.
And lastly, Ebon knew he’d tried countless times to reach the mainland by ferry (and, twice, to rehire Captain Jack). But none of those efforts had worked out, and for the most random reasons: The ferry’s engines suddenly requiring maintenance, a brewing storm that closed boat service, Aimee’s truck refusing to start as he set out for West Dock, a phone call from his mother that caused him to miss his departure. Captain Jack had got sick and cancelled when Ebon had booked him a second time. And when Ebon had tried for a third, Captain Jack’s phone had rung to a hardware store that informed him, despite Ebon’s using Jack’s contact entry in his phone, that he’d dialed the wrong number.
Whatever was wrong with Aaron, Ebon had decided, the problem centered on the ocean itself.
He felt quite sure about that. And if the ocean wanted to push him around? Fine. He’d push it right the fuck back, December or not.
“I’ll work on it for a few weeks, then have it dry docked,” he told Aimee, watching her shiver in her coat. “My dad taught me how to winterize an engine. I’ll leave room in the tank for the gas to expand and add stabilizer to the fuel. I’ll close the valves, coat the spark plugs, fill the engine block with antifreeze, bleed coolant from the block and manifolds and fill up with antifreeze, then change the gear oil. Then when it gets too cold, you can help me pull it out at the north ramp. I’ll remove the cleats and lines and cover her up, bring them indoors so I can burnish and lubricate them.” 
Ebon hoped Aimee would seem convinced by all the jargon he’d memorized from the Internet before making his announcement. She wasn’t.
“You want to spend your winter polishing cleats?” 
“Well, no. I want to spend my winter with you.” The statement was too naked, so he rushed on. “Helping you with the cottage, I mean. But in the evenings?” He shrugged. “I have to do something while I mourn and heal, don’t I?” 
The boat pulled toward the slip. The woman smiled, then held up a blue-and-gold dock line. Ebon raised his hand in reply, and the woman tossed it to him. As he began to tie off the bow of the boat, Aimee, reluctant, moved down the dock to help with the aft line. She peeked up at Ebon as she worked. Her coat had a huge hood, but she hadn’t raised it. The hat in its place was cute on her head, with its flaps and swinging tassels. 
“You could mourn and heal with me,” she said.
“I already do.” Ebon thought that despite his missing memories, he’d spoken the truth. It seemed to be accurate anyway, in the way he seemed to know they’d re-plastered the kitchen ceiling and added wall sconces in the hallway. “And I will. But I also need something of my own.” 
Ebon looked at Aimee. His words were a bit underhanded, given that he didn’t know what he and Aimee may or may not have discussed — or even the nature of their relationship, given that he wasn’t sure if she was aware of Vicky or his secrets. But manipulating the situation was also the best way to get what he wanted, and right now he wanted — he needed — this boat. He couldn’t simply continue to be shoved, continue to be broken like a delicate vase. He’d shove back against his tormentor, or he’d die trying.
The woman on the boat was plump and short with a halo of tight brown curls peeking beneath her pink stocking cap. She hung a pair of white bumpers off the boat’s sides, then stepped onto the dock before greeting them. 
“Heya,” she said. She held out a hand. “Bonnie. But I guess you probably figured that, seeing as I’m the only lady come ‘round in a boat today.” She looked at the empty docks surrounding them.
Ebon shook her hand and offered his name, then turned to Aimee and introduced her. She was shivering. He felt fine, but he also had more insulation under his skin than Aimee. She’d always been thin, and time hadn’t changed it a whit.
“I got a few stares when I asked them to drop it back in the water and got a bunch more motoring around from Dick’s,” Bonnie added amiably. “Folks in their cottages saying, ‘Hey, lady, it’s not time for fishing!’ But what the hell, eh? They don’t know I’m not going deep-sea marlin hunting.” 
Ebon looked at the boat, knowing the woman was joking but unable to summon a decent laugh. She looked like a lifelong island dweller, or possibly an import from Canada, where knowledge about water and ice and winter came like knowledge of breathing. There was a slight elongation of her vowels that made him think she might know the north far better than he did, and might fish in harsher conditions than he ever would. The fact that even she assumed the vessels’s winter-worthiness and deep-seaworthiness to be worth joking about set Ebon’s teeth on edge. But it didn’t matter. He’d be crazy to do what he was planning under even the best of circumstances. But given that he felt sure he was going crazy anyway, he might as well double down.
The woman extended a key on a bright-yellow floatation bob. Ebon took it. 
“And you said a check was okay?” Ebon pulled a prewritten slip from his coat’s inside pocket and extended it. “I swear it won’t bounce. I wasn’t able to get to the bank.” That was just another part of the larger problem, of course. The island didn’t have a bank, so he’d have had to hit the mainland for a cashier’s check. 
“Ayuh,” said Bonnie, nodding amiably. “I know where you live. Saw you walk down as I was coming ‘round the bend yonder.” She pointed at where the cottage would be, though it wasn’t visible from the dock. “That’s the Frey place, isn’t it?” 
“Yes,” said Aimee. “I’m Aimee Frey.” 
“Are you then?” Bonnie said, nodding with realization. “Well, good thing I’m giving you a discount. Aaron owes your family a lot. But I heard the cottage was in sad shape. Rundown, like. You’re fixing it up, I suppose?” 
Ebon tapped his foot. Bonnie was being nosy. He was eager to move along, but didn’t feel comfortable doing so until she’d left. He wanted to get his hands on the vessel, to start the engine and play with the rudder and make sure everything worked. He’d told Bonnie on the phone that he’d take her at her word (which said the boat had been ship-shape when her ex-husband had pulled it out midsummer, as their divorce had rolled into its contentious period), and in return, she’d agreed to accept a rather large personal check without so much as an ID. Asking to kick the tires felt wrong, despite the size of his purchase. Besides, any problems could be ironed out later. Ebon didn’t know where Bonnie lived, but did know her phone number. And Aaron wasn’t so large — especially in wintertime — that he couldn’t find out if he wanted to know. 
“That’s the plan,” Aimee said. “Would you like to come up and see?” 
Ebon caught Aimee’s eye. He wondered if she was trying to slow things down on purpose, to give herself time to pry and interfere. But this wasn’t her business, and she should stay out of it. Time had felt slippery for the past weeks (Or was it months? Days? Years?), and Ebon couldn’t shake the impression that it was sliding past him even now. Time was supposed to proceed in seconds, but Ebon’s recent memories were all plateaus jutting up from rough seas, scattered like oases with nothing in between. He needed to get out into the water. He had to get away, into the unchanging blue of the ocean, and see the island from a distance. He had to travel out to the vanishing point, far enough away to turn the highest bluffs into mere strips on the horizon. If he could do that, Aaron would finally feel small enough to handle. Something was wrong with this place. The only way to fix it was to flee far enough to force a reset. 
Except that you are the only one who sees or feels anything wrong.
He shook the thought away as Bonnie waved off Aimee’s offer with thanks. 
“Nah, but much obliged. I need to be getting back.” She looked at Ebon. “You said you could give me a ride?” 
“Oh, sure.” He’d tossed out that little nugget when, on the phone, Bonnie had begun to spool off the many logistics involved with getting the boat over to the cottage. It would need to be trailered, and Bonnie didn’t have a trailer because her ex had got the truck in the divorce. So she’d need to borrow one, and find the time and money, which Ebon could advance her — but then she’d need cash, and Ebon had none. He didn’t want it arriving by trailer anyway, because then he’d need Aimee’s help to drop it in at the boat ramp up north. No, he needed the boat to come by water, ocean-ready. And that meant giving her a lift back to where she’d started. 
“I can take her home,” said Aimee as they began walking toward the steps on the rock.
“No, it’s okay, I’ll do it,” Ebon said without looking back. 
“It’s no problem. I’m bored anyway. You can tinker.” 
Ebon didn’t want to tinker. He wanted to put the key in the ignition, motor out, and head for the horizon. The day was calm enough to let him, and the water wasn’t yet deadly cold if he happened to fall overboard. He might even be able to do some motoring about if Aimee drove Bonnie home, but if she did, then Aimee and Bonnie would talk. And as little as Aimee usually meddled, she’d meddle now because she was worried and thought she knew best. Ebon felt resentment claw up from his middle. It didn’t matter that he was in his thirties now. Aimee still thought he couldn’t conduct his own life without her guidance, same as always. 
“I’ll do it,” Ebon repeated. 
“We can talk about island history,” said Aimee. “And the illustrious Frey family.” 
Ebon kept his pace brisk. His thigh muscles were starting to burn. Now she was poking him. A gust of wind caught Ebon off guard and made him almost lose his footing. His side struck rock beside the staircase and the rickety structure creaked. He looked back at Aimee, feeling angry as if she’d caused the offending gust, but she and Bonnie were watching him the way they’d watch someone trip over their own feet. Neither seemed to have been buffeted by the wind. It was as if the bay and its breeze had struck at Ebon, and Ebon alone. 
“I said, I’ll drive her,” he growled.
“Sure,” said Aimee, blinking. “Of course.” 
Watching Aimee’s gaze retreat, Ebon felt his anger drop away, now seeing himself as if from the outside. Why was he so on edge? His mind formed a picture of himself walking atop thin glass, suddenly aware that dumb luck was the only reason it hadn’t yet broken. 
“I’m the one who wants a boat, so it’s my responsibility,” he explained, trying to smile. 
“Sure.”
“You can finish painting the bookcase while I’m gone.” Like you were supposed to do instead of following me out here to save me from myself.
Again, Ebon saw the image of fragile glass beneath his feet as a new voice spoke inside his head.
This has gone on too long. This isn’t healthy. You’re ignoring the truth. You need to face some inconvenient facts, or you’ll make things worse. You should talk to Aimee. You should tell her what’s wrong with you.
What’s wrong with the island, said another voice. That distinction was very important. But the other mental voice didn’t respond — and its absence, to Ebon, felt smug and annoyingly righteous.
“Okay,” said Aimee.
Ebon tried another smile, but it felt two sizes too small. Aimee was looking around, trying not to seem bothered. Her demurring felt strange. Usually, Aimee insisted on controlling the stupidest things. But then again, Ebon realized, he’d never really had a spine. Growing one now brought its own satisfaction. He was getting better. He was healing after all.
They arrived at the top of the staircase without further discussion, late autumn’s cry of gulls and lapping waves the shore’s only sounds. Ebon looked back down at the slip to watch his boat bob for a moment, but the others had kept moving.
He double-timed to catch up, then took the lead. When they reached the driveway outside the cottage, Aimee wordlessly handed him the truck key. He didn’t like the look on her face. It was tentative. Stunted. Impotent in the face of worry.
Ebon took the key. “I’ll just be a few minutes.” 
“Okay.” 
“When I get back, I’ll help you paint.” The words hurt a little. In truth, what he wanted most when he got back was to head down and fire up the boat. Settling in to paint felt like walking away from a prison door while the guards left it ajar, but he knew he couldn’t seem too eager. Aimee was nervous for Ebon at best, nervous about him at worst. If he didn’t want to fess up, he’d need to play the game for a bit longer. He’d need to brush away his urges, to feign disinterest in what interested him most. 
The ocean could wait. It could have its way with him for one more day. 
“I’ll be waiting,” Aimee said.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Buttercups or Something 
 
“ … SOMETHING YOU CAN TOUCH, AND THAT’S what’s so great about clay, in particular, is that you can really touch and shape it, and I think the first time I really got that was in, like, kindergarten or something, when we made ashtrays for Father’s Day, and isn’t that funny, now that you think about it, that we made ashtrays for Father’s Day? I mean, it was the late '80s or early ‘90s. Wasn’t that around the time everything got all PC, and everyone started to use the term ‘PC’ in like an almost mocking way, like, ‘Let’s be all “politically correct!”,’ and if that was the case, why were they having us make ashtrays, like we were encouraging our fathers to smoke, like, ‘Hey Dad, have some emphysema!’ Not that my father ever smoked. He did read a newspaper and wear slippers inside sometimes though. Do you want another one of those?” 
Ebon looked down at his glass of iced tea. He was sitting in one of the deck chairs, wearing pajama shorts as Aimee waited for his answer. He’d have been cold out here in previous years, but they’d turned the porch into a portico enclosed by sliding glass partitions months ago. His glass was three-quarters empty. Ice rattled. There was an umbrella tenting the tall glass’s top, unsupported now that the liquid was mostly gone. 
“No thanks.” 
Aimee bustled away. “But anyway, I remember that first clay ashtray, and the way it felt in my hand. Say, when did Ghost come out? Because I remember being influenced by that pottery scene too, or maybe just by Patrick Swayze because he was hot, and maybe his hotness leaked into my own hotness for pottery. Poor Patrick Swayze. That was terrible, what happened to him. I swear, I can’t watch any of his movies anymore.” 
Ebon sat forward. There was a coffee table in front of him, and on its glass surface, precisely in the middle, was a key attached to a bright-yellow foam fob, meant to keep the key afloat if it were accidentally tossed overboard. Aimee had bought the coffee table from some boutique or other. He didn’t remember which, only that she’d been very excited. Beside the key, off center on the table, was a bouquet of red roses threaded with baby’s breath and assorted greens. 
Aimee fluffed the flowers. Doing so made her look strangely feminine — overly so, to Ebon’s mind. Her hair wasn’t a mess, but had been pinned up neatly. She was also wearing a short skirt. And a pink blouse. And, for some reason, high heels and an apron. 
“I think that sculpting, out of all of the mediums I work in, is my favorite just because you can touch it.”
Ebon looked around the portico. It was open into the house, the living room now flowing into a sun porch where the old outer wall used to be. There were bouquets of flowers everywhere. Aimee had placed them all last night, seeming to feel the need to bring sudden beauty into the mostly finished room. Her art had leaked out of the studio, and Ebon could see in-progress projects everywhere. They worked on remodeling together, and then, when they were finished for the day, Aimee had her art, and Ebon had his boat. He pointed to an easel in the corner. 
“You can’t touch a painting?” 
“Not in the same way. And you definitely can’t touch music. Or computer-generated art, or really photographs, because then you’re just touching paper or a frame. Sculpture, you can put your hands on. You can remember how you dug your fingers into a certain place, and the feel of the clay when it was wet. So many things are ephemeral. Sculpture is real. A footprint. It creates something you can touch, and see the traces of where your hands moved to make it. It’s proof that you were here. You sure you don’t want another iced tea?” 
Ebon looked at the key on the coffee table. It looked strangely out of place. The roses were so incredibly bright red that they looked freshly cut. He could see the bottoms of the stems through the sparkling vase and how they hadn’t so much as darkened or formed a scab where they’d been clipped from the bush. The coffee table was spotless — clear enough that if it were converted to a window it would baffle birds into bashing their tiny heads. But the yellow fob atop it was pocked and dull, the key attached to it a tarnished gray like fine flatware in need of a polish. Ebon didn’t want more iced tea at all. He wanted to go out on his new boat. 
“I’m sure. Thanks.” 
Again, Aimee turned away. She went to the oven and opened it. Ebon turned to watch her remove a sheet of cookies she was baking, bending forward from the waist, her ass sticking out. Inappropriately, he wanted to walk over and grab it. Her skirt was short enough, he thought, that if he were behind her, he might be able to see her panties while she was working in the oven. He felt and ignored a stirring in his pants. It wasn’t time for that now. 
“That smells great. I can’t remember the last time I’ve smelled fresh-baked cookies.” 
Aimee turned to look at him, still bent at the waist. Her lips were as red as the roses. 
“Holly didn’t bake for you?” 
Ebon wanted to laugh. Aimee had just soliloquized about how politically incorrect it was for kids to make their fathers ashtrays in an increasingly smokeless world, and here she was implying that Holly should have baked. And not just baked. Baked for him. Like a duty. But that was a laugh, because even if Holly hadn’t been a staunch feminist and domestically dim, baking cookies for Ebon would have contradicted her largest guiding principle: to do what was best for Holly, not for Ebon or anyone else. 
“Holly didn’t bake. Or use her money to pay rent or utilities or for trips we took together.” 
“Selfish cunt,” said Aimee. 
Ebon looked over. Aimee had placed the sheet onto the cool cooktop and was inspecting the cookies, gently poking each with a spatula. 
“I don’t know about that,” said Ebon. 
“You kept separate bank accounts. You were supposed to pay half of all your bills together — or, ideally, get a joint account and pay it out of there. But that never happened.” 
“We were only married for six months before she died.”
“Time enough to cheat on you,” said Aimee, still poking the cookies. “And not just one time either.” 
“I guess.”
“You guess right. How long does it take to go to the bank and open an account? But she never had the time. You kept suggesting it, and she always had an excuse. Remember when you had an appointment scheduled but she had an emergency client and you had to cancel?” 
Ebon remembered, but it was strange to be reminded about it by Aimee — as strange as the fact that he’d told her about it at all, which he didn’t remember doing. Holly had worked as a freelance makeup artist and had, through a confluence of charisma and luck (and, he thought bitterly, possibly sex for favors) ended up with a very high-income client roster. Holly made excellent money, and Ebon made excellent money, and combined they made very excellent money. That was great, because Holly’s clients were all wealthy, and she’d developed fine tastes. But for some reason, Holly’s money was always spent on Holly’s things, while Ebon’s went to a trifecta: Ebon’s things, Holly’s things, and things for both of them, like rent and utilities and trips.
“To be fair, that was a legit excuse. She wasn’t making it up.” 
“Convenient though,” Aimee said. “As convenient as all the other times you were unable to open that bank account. And it’s not like she was making it up to you in other ways.” 
Ebon felt a strange need to retort. If Aimee was talking about sex, he and Holly had had plenty. That was part of the problem. Other men complained that their wives didn’t want to have sex often enough, but Holly wanted it so often that Ebon sometimes got chafed. She wanted it enough, in fact, that Ebon hadn’t been able to fill her needs, and she’d had to go elsewhere. 
“We did it all the time.”
“Men,” said Aimee, rolling her eyes. “You think everything is about sex. Did I say that I meant sex?”
She clacked around the oven and turned on a small radio mounted under the countertop, tuning in to a station playing bland rock music, her high heels making her ass stand out. Why Aimee even owned high heels was beyond Ebon, but his attention was still at least half on the boat key and off of Aimee’s wardrobe. The day was calm. If he left now, he could motor out pretty far. Maybe, when he returned, he’d have some perspective on Aaron that would make the place feel more stable. Or maybe he could go all the way to the mainland, dock his boat, and take the ferry back. Assure himself that the rest of the world was still going on as usual, and that he was the crazy one. Although, now that he thought about it, was that the answer he wanted? No. Between the two options, he wanted the island to be the problem. Although right now anything different seemed fine. 
A Springsteen tune came on the radio. The sun was bright. The roses were pretty. Life was good. 
“What did you mean, then?” said Ebon, still in his chair, holding his mostly empty iced tea. 
“I meant, did she ever do anything for you at all? Anything spontaneous, just to let you know she was thinking about you? No. Of course not.” 
“She booked that trip to Nantucket.”
“And she didn’t have an ulterior motive? She didn’t fuck anyone else while you were there?” 
Ebon had never thought so. But now that he considered it, maybe she had. She’d definitely had a client appointment while they’d been “on vacation”; that was why they’d gone to Nantucket instead of somewhere else. The client was male, and he was handsome, and Ebon had seen them flirt. And she’d “made him up” three different times in four days. 
“Mmm-hmm,” said Aimee, nodding knowingly. “Anything else, then? Did she ever make you dinner?” 
“She wasn’t much of a cook.” 
“Did she get you thoughtful presents for Christmas? For your birthday?” 
The second half was a trick question. Holly didn’t get him birthday gifts. Or rather, she got him things like “a night of passion.” And they had been passionate. Ebon seemed to remember making Holly come five times during one of them. It had been easy, like eliciting five sneezes with a cloud of pepper.
“She got me things.” 
“Face it, Ebon. I’m sorry she’s gone, but you don’t owe her any more mourning.” 
“We were together for ten years.” Ebon felt like he needed to argue for his right to some sadness. He and Holly had had good times too. 
Aimee put her hand on her hip, her nail polish as bright red as her lipstick and the roses. Behind her, Springsteen ended, and, proving the station’s eclectic nature, “Unchained Melody” began. 
“Ah. Long engagement, huh?” 
“It took me a long time to feel ready to get married too, you know.”
“And speaking of ten years,” Aimee said, “how many of those years did you wonder about us?” 
“‘Us?’” 
“You and me.” 
“On and off. I’ve always missed you, Aim.” 
“I meant as a broken opportunity. What if we’d ended up together all those years ago?” 
“I don’t know what you’re saying.” 
“What if we’d connected years ago, instead of just a few months ago? How well did we fit, versus how poorly Holly fit you? I invited you to come stay with me after no time at all, and you accepted without a thought. And here we are, together, happy as clams.” Aimee spread her arms to indicate, presumably, the whole of existence on Aaron. 
“I don’t know,” said Ebon. “It is what it is.” 
“See, that’s how you always were.” She came forward shaking her head. Ebon’s eyes flitted to the dingy, tarnished boat key, but then were drawn back toward Aimee’s vibrant presence. “You just accepted things instead of fighting for what you were entitled to. ‘It is what it is.’ That’s ridiculous, Ebon.” 
Without preamble, she sat across his lap. Her legs hung to his side and dangled over the chair’s arm. The backs of her bare legs pressed against the tops of his, feeling powdered and smooth. He felt fabric instead of flesh at one end, realized it was probably her panties, and tried to will away a forthcoming erection. 
“You want something, and you think it’s not proper to chase it,” she said. “Almost by default, like you’re never entitled to have your way. But look how Holly was. She was the opposite. If she wanted something, her wanting alone told her that it gave her the right to pursue. Desire led automatically to entitlement. But you? You think that wanting means you must be selfless and that you should let it go and think of something else. But that’s not how it is. Tell me, speaking of sex with Holly … ” 
“Um … ” 
“Did she ever do anything for you, sexually? Was there one time — even one time — when she didn’t come, but made sure you did?” 
“Uh … ” 
“I mean, I know she gave you head and swallowed, but that was really for her, because she was — no offense — kind of slutty. Like, she was really into swallowing jizz. I get it. I can get down with that sometimes. But did she ever do it selflessly? Like, you wanted it and she was so-so?” 
Ebon didn’t know how to respond. How did a guy draw a line re: the selfishness versus selflessness of blow jobs? He also didn’t know why Aimee was on his lap, or how the top two buttons on her blouse had come unbuttoned. He couldn’t tell if she was wearing a bra, but knew it would be inappropriate to look down and find out. 
“I don’t know.”
“I would. I’d totally give you head just to be nice.” 
“Thanks?” Ebon wasn’t sure if she was offering. But then again, she’d always talked to him like this. Or at least she had in letters … as a teenager … when her hormones had been stronger and her judgment had been poorer … using less overt language … while not sitting on his lap. 
Ebon was starting to rise to raging attention beneath her. It was only a matter of time before she felt him knocking, but before it happened she stood with a casual air and marched back to the oven. He’d forgotten there was another batch of cookies. She pulled it from the oven, placed the second tray beside the first, and began poking at them with a spatula as if nothing inappropriate had passed between them. The radio changed again, this time to Oasis singing “Wonderwall.” 
Aimee’s eyes were on the cookies. “What do you want to do today, Ebon?” 
He looked at his lap, wondering if Aimee’s last two statements were related. 
She said, “I thought we could put up the crown molding in the studio.” 
Ebon’s brain battled his erection for blood. “Doesn’t the studio already have crown molding?” 
“The recording studio,” she said, gesturing toward the back of the house. 
“Oh.” 
“I thought we could put crown molding in there.” 
Something popped into Ebon’s head, and, still afraid to stand and finding his attention back on the boat key, he reached for something relevant to say. “Do you really want crown molding in a recording studio? I’d think you’d want egg carton padding.”
“Below the egg cartons. Aren’t you thinking of resale at all, Ebon?” 
“Sorry.” 
“Don’t be sorry.” Aimee turned her head and nodded her chin toward the coffee table. “In fact, maybe you want to take your boat out before we get started.” 
Ebon looked at the key, then back at Aimee. She was no longer bent over and was moving the sheet of cookies off to the side, to sit atop hot pads on the countertop. She opened the oven and removed a new sheet, which she placed on the cold cooktop and began tending. 
“Maybe?” said Ebon, surprised she’d made the suggestion. He was still watching her lips in profile. They were very red. Despite knowing how inappropriate it was, he kept imagining them places, leaving lipstick rings. 
“Sure.” 
“You don’t mind?” 
Aimee moved the sheet of cookies to the side and removed another from the oven. “Not at all. Why would I?”
“I thought you didn’t like the idea that I’d bought a boat.” 
Aimee laughed. “What am I, your dead wife?” 
Ebon looked at Aimee for a long moment, then back at the key. With a feeling that he should act before time ran out, he reached out and grabbed it, shoving the key deep into his pocket.
Aimee turned away from the stove. 
“Funny thing about that boat. About any boat. Do you know how many island artists paint paintings of boats? Go ahead. Guess.” 
It wasn’t the kind of question that normally begged a numeric answer. 
“Six?”
“All of them,” she said. “When you live on an island, it’s like painting fruit. Only you paint boats. Do you know how many times I, by contrast, have painted a boat, Ebon? Not painted it literally, like walking out to a boat and applying a brush to it, but recreating a ‘boat scene’ on a canvas. How many times? Go on. Guess.” 
“I … ” 
“And while you’re at it — while you’re compiling this guess — add in the number of times I’ve made a sculpture of a boat, sung a song about a boat, sketched a boat, or written a story about a boat. Then multiply that by the number of boat photographs I’ve taken, other than accidentally. How many, Ebon?” 
Ebon felt like he was being grilled by a high-pressure lawyer all of a sudden. “Zero?” 
“Goddamn right, zero,” she said, pointing at him with her spatula as if this had been a point of contention. “I don’t know why everyone paints boats. Or fruit. And do you know how many famous artists have come from Aaron?” 
“Zero?” 
“Because they only paint boats. I see the connection. They don’t, I guess. But think about it. How inspiring is a painting of a boat? How moving is a painting of a boat? Can you think of any reason that anyone, ever, would hang a painting of a boat in a museum?” 
Ebon was pretty sure he’d seen paintings of boats in museums, but decided not to bring it up. Maybe there was a line between a painting of a boat and a painting that happens to contain a boat. He’d never been an artist and didn’t understand such matters. 
“No reason at all,” Aimee said, now moving away from the oven and setting an egg timer on the counter — for what, Ebon couldn’t imagine, though the oven was still on. “Because painting boats is like art masturbation.” 
Ebon didn’t want to ask what that meant. He looked at the door. Then he turned (while she wasn’t looking; he got the idea that he’d be yelled at if he looked away during this vital boat-painting discussion) and peered out at the bay. The wind through the trees was still slight; the waves on the water were still gentle and absent of whitecaps even at his vision’s limit. The ocean side would be choppier, but it was usually simple math: double the chop on the bay side to approximate the chop to the east. Perfect conditions, right now, to head out and give Aaron’s water the finger. Perfect conditions for testing the box it seemed determined to keep him inside. 
“They need to do something to feel like artists.” Aimee made her way to the kitchen’s far side, where they’d built a breakfast nook that was, as always, packed with more of Aimee’s bouquets from the flower shop. “But do they take a risk and show their souls? No. It’s like these flowers. You can play it safe, but a good florist knows that it’s all about putting the red ones next to the yellow ones.” 
Ebon considered protesting that the room’s roses were all red, but he hadn’t realized that so many of the other bouquets around the room, now that he looked, were a carnival of colors. Aimee began to fuss at each she came to, tall heels clacking beneath her. Ebon stood, but then she glanced over, and he arrested his movement toward the door, toward the outside, toward the bay and his boat. 
“Or sometimes, island artists realize they’re one-trick, boat-painting ponies, so they try to paint something else. But their ‘original’ work screams of amateur originality. Like they’re trying too hard. Again, like the flowers. Red roses are the best flowers. Face it. So why doesn’t everyone only buy roses?”
Ebon took two steps toward the door. 
“Because they’re trying too hard. So they buy daisies, lilies … I don’t know, buttercups or something. Might as well stick to painting boats. And do you know what else? Ebon, are you even listening to me?” 
Ebon’s hand was outstretched, fingers brushing the doorknob leading out onto the side porch. 
“Of course.” 
“I think we should talk about our arrangement,” she said. 
Ebon looked through the window. A brief gust made tree limbs shake, then stand still. He thought the sky had darkened. The key in his pocket felt pressing, as if it wanted him to hurry. 
“Our arrangement?” It sounded like something a girlfriend would say when she wanted to talk about “us.”
“Do you need any money? Because you haven’t worked in a while.” 
“I think I’m okay.” 
“You’d have to check your bank balance,” she said, “but I’m not talking about your long-term savings. How much can be in your day-to-day account?” She put a finger to her chin as if calculating. “There was, what, a year’s expenses in there when you came, and you spend just under three grand a month, I’d say, but you did buy that boat, and you have residual income coming in to the tune of … ” 
“I’m fine.” 
“Because I have a lot of money. You know that.”
“Sure.”
Aimee went to her purse, which was on the kitchen table, and began rummaging. Inside, Ebon thought he could see the flash of large amounts of cash, as if she’d stuffed it after a bank heist. Outside, there was the sound of a tree branch nakedly raking the cottage’s siding as the wind picked up. Now he could see a few whitecaps on the water, and the sky was definitely darker. Had there been rain predicted for today? Ebon couldn’t remember. He also couldn’t remember what day it was, what the weather had been like yesterday, or whether he’d so much as buttoned the boat down to prevent water from sloshing into the cabin if the waves came up. 
“I’m good, Aimee.” 
She stopped rummaging. Ebon took the pause as a sign and reached for the doorknob again, but it wouldn’t turn. The lock was engaged. But as he wiggled it, the lock refused to budge. Aimee prattled on. 
“You know,” she said, “your agency may already be thinking of letting you go. They kind of already did. But is there really any reason to go back? You’ve been here for three months, I think. It’s December, right? Yes, three months. So I’ve gotta ask: If you stayed here — just moved in, and stopped pretending this was temporary — would that really be so crazy? I’ve lived here all my life, and I turned out okay. That’s the door we painted shut.” 
Ebon felt jarred but suddenly realized that the door he’d gone to, after failing with the lock on the first, was only a wall ornament. He could see the plates and screws where they’d sealed it forever, and realized that it would, if it opened, yawn over the fountain pond below.
“How do I get out of here?” 
“Well, that’s the question I’m asking, isn’t it? Not only how, but why? You could have stayed here all those years ago, but you left.” 
There was a third door at the glassed-in patio’s far end. Ebon moved to it and turned the knob, but it came off in his hand. 
“I’ve been meaning to fix that.” Aimee reached into a toolbox that looked like an old-time doctor’s medical bag and handed Ebon a screwdriver as if expecting him to fix it. There were no obvious screws on the knob or on the door’s plate. He ignored Aimee’s screwdriver, set the knob on the floor at the door’s foot, and brushed by her, into the hallway. 
“I have a theory,” she said. “Would you like to hear it?” 
Outside, Ebon heard a whoop as the wind wound up. His heart was beginning to beat faster, too fast for the circumstances. Clacking heels followed him. 
“The island ‘artists’ try to sell their dumb boat paintings, but really they don’t want any success, and it’s only a hobby. So they paint dumb things that nobody would want to buy, except for twenty bucks here and there for something droll to hang in their cottages. Just some fun money. And yet how long does a boat painting take? Does it take any less time than something with heart? Where do their hearts truly lie, Ebon? On the island? Or off somewhere else?” 
There was a sliding door at the end of the hallway. It was jammed. At the other end of the hallway was the home’s rear exit — the door he and Aimee had once run through to evade Richard when he’d come home early. But before Ebon could reach it, a clutch of ceiling tiles fell from above in a cloud of dust. Scraps of lumber, inexplicably stored above, came with it. He began to climb over the pile, but it felt too desperate. 
Aimee’s hand was on his shoulder. He turned.
“I like to paint things with an expiration date,” she told him. “Like people. Or emotions. Or the feeling of mind and memory. Things that decay. Things you have to capture in a moment because a second later they’re already something different. They’ve changed. They’ve decayed.”
Ebon pushed past her again, this time moving back into the living room/patio area, where he’d begun. He stood in the middle of the room, his skin slick and wanting to sweat. 
“It’s the ocean,” he said. 
“And that’s another thing,” said Aimee, coming to stand beside him. “Who paints the ocean? As far as life on Earth is concerned, what’s more eternal than an open expanse of water? What changes less? What has less of an expiration date? You want to capture the ocean? Sculpt. But not with something hard, because the ocean is soft. It’s the sort of thing you have to sculpt from flesh and bone.” 
Ebon turned. “What?” 
“You seem uneasy. Why are you so uneasy?”
“I just want to get to my boat. I just want to get out of the house.” 
“So go.” 
“I can’t. It won’t let me.” 
“What won’t?”
“The island. The ocean.” 
Aimee chuckled. Ebon’s pulse was in his throat. He wanted to slap her for the laugh, but held it in. 
“You don’t think it’s strange that I can’t open one of this house’s goddamned dozen doors?” 
Aimee rolled her eyes good-naturedly, then reached over and flipped the lock open on the door Ebon had first tried. She pulled it open to December assault. 
“You have to jiggle it,” she explained. 
“Hold it open,” Ebon said. “I’m just going to grab my coat.” 
As he shuffled toward the closet for his heavy raincoat, gloves, and hat, Aimee, one hand set delicately on her hip, said, “Hurry. My cookies are almost done.” 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
A Port in a Storm 
 
THE GIRL’S BREATH WAS HOT, MOIST, and smelled like beer. Ebon found himself not caring at all.
“I said get me a drink!” she shouted.
Ebon looked down. She was already holding a drink. 
She followed his gaze, then said, “Get me a different drink!” 
Ebon considered being bothered by her bossiness, but decided to be flattered instead. He’d been watching her on the dance floor, finding her more carefree than sleazy or sloppy drunk. Somehow, despite his inexperience with concerts and alcohol and despite the girl’s clear tipsiness, Ebon could tell the difference. He’d never seen her before (probably because he didn’t drink much or go to many concerts or parties), but still it felt as if she’d been dropped here specifically for him: the kind of girl who didn’t talk to guys like Ebon, yet had chosen him out of all the handsome frat guys around to pump for free drinks. 
He went to the bar at the back of the shadowy basement club and shouted at the bartender until he made himself heard over the loud music. He couldn’t really hear the bartender’s shouted return (again due to the volume of Charlie’s band onstage, but also due to his earplugs), but Ebon slid him five bucks, and the bartender shoved him something orange and girly in a tall glass. Their transaction seemed to be concluded satisfactorily, even if Ebon had no idea what he’d bought.
Half of him expected the girl with light-brown hair and emerald eyes to have gone off with another guy (or at least moved to the dance floor) before he came back, but she was still standing where he’d left her. She was against the wall, groups on either side of her turned toward their own centers, leaving her in a place of chaotic calm in the middle: a flower blooming alone on the floor of a parted ocean. Her eyes watched him approach. Ebon’s chest fluttered with the thrum of thundering speakers.
“What is it?” she yelled into his ear, indicating the drink.
Ebon shrugged. 
She took the orange drink and sipped it. Then, still shouting, still with her lips very close to his ears, still intimate: “It’s a fuzzy navel! How did you know?”
“Know what?” 
“That I like fuzzy navels?” 
“I just guessed.”
“What?” 
“I said, I just guessed!” 
“Oh! What’s your name?” 
“Ebon.”
“Evan?” 
“Ebon!” 
“I’m Holly!” 
Ebon wanted to say it was nice to meet her, but that was a given. He was too nervous to push any of this. He decided to get her drinks for as long as she demanded, possibly agreeing to cleaning her dorm room or doing her laundry if required.
“I like your earplugs!” For emphasis, she reached out and poked the one in his left ear. 
“It’s too loud.” 
“What?” 
“I said, they match my outfit!” 
“It takes a confident guy to wear earplugs at a college concert! It’s like you don’t give a shit what anyone thinks of you!” 
This time, Ebon considered being insulted. But Holly clearly hadn’t meant it that way. As impossible as it was to believe, Ebon thought she might be flirting with him. She was much better at it than he’d ever been (mumbling at his shoes had never worked once), but everything she said had a playful, tugging-your-hair-on-the-playground-because-I-like-you vibe. Unlikely, yes. But then again, she was lubricated. 
“That’s my roommate on stage!” He pointed at the guitarist. “I just get used to wearing earplugs whenever he’s around!”
Holly thought this was hysterical. She tossed back her wave of shiny hair, exposing a set of bright teeth as laughter bubbled out. Ebon could tell it would have sounded like music outside. She was wearing dark eyeliner. It made both her white teeth and green eyes pop, sharp like a knife’s edge. She was wearing tight boot-cut jeans, strappy brown sandals, and a mauve top with faux-ivory buttons.
“Where do you guys live?” 
“Deacon!” 
“Nerd dorm!” she shout-said. “I didn’t know nerds rocked out!” She nodded toward Charlie, who was indeed rocking out.
“We get crazy. With earplugs!” 
After a minute, Holly turned back to him, leaned close, and said, “You’re lucky I trust you!” She raised the fuzzy navel. “You could have roofied this!” 
“I did!” Ebon shouted back, his face very close to her hair. “Once you pass out, I’m going to sneak over and do your math homework!” 
This time, Holly laughed so hard that she almost rapped her head against the concrete wall behind her. Ebon felt flattered rather than patronized. Every time she’d yelled something into his ear, she’d pulled back and stared into his eyes with her bright-green ones, waiting and connecting. She thought his dorky, self-deprecating nerd humor was delightful. This was the least effort he’d ever put into a male-female exchange, and yet he was reaping more rewards than ever before. Maybe she really did like him, even though it had to be the beer. 
Holly finished laughing, carefully wiped her eyes to preserve her makeup, then looked at him again, lingering smiles stretching her face. She seemed to be waiting for something, and Ebon even thought he might know what it was. But if she thought Ebon Shale, freshman and shy partygoer, was going to find the courage to say it, then she didn’t know Ebon Shale. 
“Do you want to get some air?” she yelled. 
Ebon had a strange vision of them jumping over an obstacle on BMX bikes. Then his stupidity fled, and he realized that “getting air” could mean something else, like maybe leaving a smoky club basement and its oppressive music. But that was too hard to believe. She had to be toying with him. She was a pretty party girl, and he was the guitarist’s quiet roommate who liked to read and watch cooking shows. He and Charlie hadn’t even been friends before college; they’d been paired by the university. Charlie happened to be smart, and Ebon happened to draw him in the roommate lottery. It was a fluke that Ebon had even come to this concert. Usually Charlie did cool-guy stuff while Ebon went bowling at the student union or took in a movie with the other nerds. 
Rather than waiting for a response, Holly took Ebon by the wrist and led him through what appeared to be an emergency exit. Ebon waited for an alarm to sound, but none did, and a moment later they were climbing a short, filthy stairwell to arrive at street level behind the club. There was a dumpster behind them and loose trash bags to one side, one gnawed open by something. 
When the door closed, the volume drained from the air and left only the deepest bass notes, shaking the air like a membrane. Holly reached up and delicately tweezed Ebon’s earplugs out with a finger and thumb painted in green polish. She held them out, and Ebon took them, grateful to see that they weren’t caked with earwax. 
“Better,” she said. 
Ebon looked around. They were alone. It should have been exciting, but it was intimidating instead. He’d enjoyed her attention in the club, but now felt under the spotlight. She was as tall as he was, maybe taller. She was thin and beautiful and held herself with a poise that Ebon knew he could never have. He felt lacking by any definable criteria, and it tied his tongue in knots. 
“Thanks” was all he had. 
“I hate smoke,” she said, half giggling, fanning her face with a hand. Her voice was light, almost musical. The need to shout downstairs had been a shame. Her laughter was music out here. 
“Then I guess I’d better not light up,” Ebon said.
Giggle. She was definitely lubricated. Ebon looked around, wondering what exactly they were supposed to do. Were they just supposed to stand in the garbage and stare at each other? He knew what a lot of couples would do in the alley behind the bar after sneaking out the back, but Ebon would sooner find the guts to go grocery shopping naked. 
Holly looked around. The alley looked like the kind of place where local hoods might drop dead bodies. It smelled of sour refuse, its every surface sticky. 
“Great place for a rape,” she said. 
“It’s cool; I’m good,” Ebon answered. 
Holly’s legs buckled as she laughed again, her knees drawing together, her lower body forming an x. She took his arm for support, as if she might topple. When she recovered, she sat on a crate as if they were in a cafe, preparing for tea. She looked up at Ebon, who was still standing. 
“You’re fun,” she said. “I like that you’re not hitting on me.” 
“Um … ” 
“It’s just that I get a lot of guys hitting on me. I guess I ask for it. Not literally. But, you know, like, I had to clamor for attention as a kid because my dad was always distracted with work, and I’m a total daddy’s girl. That’s what my friends tell me anyway.” 
“Sure,” said Ebon. 
“I don’t mean to sound like that though. I’m sorry.” 
“Like what?” 
“Like I’m bragging or something.” She mocked her own voice. “‘Gee whiz, I’m so purty that I have to shoo the guys away!’ I didn’t mean it like that. I just don’t have a filter. Feel free to tell me to shut up.” 
“No, I like it,” said Ebon, unsure what he meant. 
“What’s your major, Evan?” 
“Ebon.” 
She ran a hand through her hair, exhaling. “I knew that. I’m sorry. I’m actually not that drunk.” Ebon realized he had no clue where she’d set her fuzzy navel. It wasn’t outside. “If I seem kind of nutso right now, it’s because it’s kind of how I am, but dancing makes it worse. I like to have fun. Not in the way most people say that though. I actually don’t drink all that much, and I don’t do any drugs or anything.” 
“That’s good.” 
“But of course, who says that other than someone who drinks a lot and does drugs? I’m — ” 
“You really don’t need to keep saying you’re sorry,” Ebon interrupted. 
“Don’t you want to sit down, Ebon? I feel like I’m on trial here.” She looked down at her crate. 
“I’m fine.” 
“It’s weird. I don’t care if you’re fine. I feels strange sitting here while you stand up.” 
“You could stand.” 
She waved her hand briskly in front of herself. Despite the chill air, she was still flushed from the club. Ebon knew; he’d been watching her dance the entire time. 
“I’m tired. Sit next to me.”
Ebon looked at the crate. “There’s no room.” 
“Well … ” 
“You could sit on my lap.” 
Holly seemed to consider, then stood. 
“I was kidding,” he said. 
“It’s cool. You didn’t roofie me. You haven’t raped me yet. I can sit on your lap.” 
Ebon wasn’t sure that was a logical chain of deduction. Was that the way things were done these days? If you didn’t roofie or rape a girl, did most of them want to sit on your lap? 
“That’s kind of strange,” he said. 
“Hurry and sit. I wasn’t kidding. I’m really tired.” 
“I don’t think I can … ” 
“If you get a boner, it’ll be more funny than awkward.”
Ebon looked at her. 
“Sorry,” she said. “No filter.” 
They stared awkwardly at each other for a few long and frozen seconds. Music still thrummed through the club’s walls, the only audible beat beyond traffic’s distant purr. 
In the same explosive moment, they both laughed. 
As the laughing died to sniffles, Ebon found himself looking into Holly’s eyes, realizing just how green they were. Like gemstones, or the green of a mythical fairy tale sea. And they were on him, meeting his eyes (an unremarkable brown, he thought), giving him all their precious attention. He suddenly felt like the luckiest man at the concert or in the alleyway outside of it, or possibly the luckiest guy in the city. She could have been having this encounter with anyone, but she’d chosen to have it with him. 
This is one of those moments you’ll remember forever. 
“Ebon … ” she began. 
Holly said just the one word before they were interrupted, but its tone was different than everything she’d said so far. Its timbre was lower; its pronunciation was clearer and less giggly, her face was more composed when she said it, her eyes deep rather than filled with laughter, her mouth pleasant but not grinning. It was as if she’d become suddenly sober, and was about to respond to his thoughts.
But before she could go on, a group came around the corner and into the alley’s mouth. Ebon saw several of the guys from Charlie’s group (not precisely his own, since Charlie had cooler friends than just the nerds in the dorm) with their girlfriends as they turned, seeing the two of them between the stairwell and the dumpster, their hands inexplicably lightly clasped. Ebon looked down. He didn’t remember taking Holly’s hands and never would have dared, so she must have taken his. 
“Hey, look who’s making out in the alley!” hooted a tall kid named Ben. He had a mostly shaved head and an astonishingly hot girlfriend who was supposedly bisexual. She was also a semifree agent, and Charlie kept trying to hook up with her. Ebon supposed the offer would have been open to him as well, if he’d had the guts and if he’d lived in a world where people actually did things like that. 
The chortling made it apparent that the group was fairly drunk. 
Quieter, another boy in the group asked one of the girls, “Is that him?” 
He hadn’t been talking to Ben, but Ben answered. 
“Fuck yes, that’s him! And look what he picked up!” 
Ebon looked at Holly, trying to apologize with his eyes. There was no way to apologize for it all. He wanted to apologize for Ben’s implying she was just some hook-up; he wanted to apologize for any idea that Ebon thought this would end in a hook-up; he wanted to apologize for knowing (or being known by) a group of loud, drunken assholes. Ebon’s real friends were quieter and more thoughtful. It wasn’t fair that it was Charlie’s group who’d found them. 
The group came forward. Ebon felt the moment breaking and wanted to shoo them away, but they came anyway. A new fear burned fire into Ebon’s heart, then threw him into a freezing cold lake: now that party people had joined them — many of whom were attractive alpha-male types — Holly’s options would be expanded. He’d no longer have her as a captive audience. He’d had his five seconds of kismet, but now that feeling of meant-to-be was draining away. Reality was about to come crashing back. Move along, folks. It’s just some drunk girl with beer goggles getting waylaid by a nerd. Nothing to see here. 
“Charlie asked us to find you,” said Ben, his loud manner returning to a normal (if somewhat hops-infused) level. He clapped Ebon on the back and tossed an acknowledging glance at Holly, then back to Ebon as if to say, Nice of her to pity you, but you know you never really had a chance, right? “Set’s over, but it’ll take them a while to clean up. We’re heading to Waffle House. Want to come with?” 
Ebon looked around. Holly was still catching his eye, but she was now talking to Ben’s girlfriend — a girl with almond-shaped, darkly lined eyes and straight, shiny brown hair. They looked at home in a conversational pair: two women equally out of his league. 
“No thanks,” Ebon said. 
Ben looked back at him with something like well-meaning pity. If we leave, the look said, do you really think she’ll stay here with you instead of coming with us?
“Charlie is going to join us as soon as we’re done. We thought we might stop off at … ” 
Another group arrived, this one apparently Holly’s. The alley was small, and the influx of so many bodies seemed suddenly odd. Ebon felt robbed. This place had been his. Theirs. Now it was a common back alley, ripe for drunk college kids to throw up and have sex in. Three girls surrounded Holly, chattering about something Ebon couldn’t hear. He caught flashes of Holly’s smile, and every once in a while one of the other girls would turn around to glance at him with something like assessing disbelief. 
A minute later, Holly was being dragged from the alley, past him and Ben and the others. Two of her friends had her by the wrist, and the alcohol fumes wafting from the group could have floored a sailor. Holly watched him as she neared, then began to pass. 
“I guess I’m going,” she said. 
“Oh.” 
“It was nice to meet you.” 
Someone behind Ben laughed. 
“You too,” he said. 
“Thanks for not giving me any roofies.” 
If they’d been alone, he would have said something about how she’d almost sat on his lap and maybe even made the boner joke again, but there were entirely too many people for such foolery. So he chuckled, unsure how to respond with an audience. 
She was two feet away. Four feet. Six feet. 
He should ask for her number. He should ask where she lived, where she worked, how he could find her again. He should … but he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. That wasn’t the kind of thing that Ebon Shale did, and certainly not with two groups of unknowns watching. 
She was eight feet away. Ten. 
“We’ll always have the alleyway,” she said, a laugh reclaiming her voice. She was back with her friends, untouchable. He’d been a port in a storm for her, nothing more. 
“Sure,” he managed to say back. 
Before the other girls dragged Holly around the corner, he got another seconds-long look at her eyes. So big, so green, so deep. So suddenly sober, as if wanting something he couldn’t deliver. 
Then they were gone, and Ebon was surrounded by well-meaning assholes. 
This is one of those moments you’ll remember forever. The moment you had a chance … and let it slip away. 
“Come on.” Ben slapped a hand on Ebon’s back. The slap, like his earlier look, seemed to be saying something — a well-meaning back slap to make a guy feel better after a miss. “Like I said, Waffle House.” 
Again Ben looked at Ebon. Then maddeningly, voice dripping sympathy, he added, “Tell you what, buddy — I’m buying.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Keep Moving. Keep Going. 
 
EBON RAN DOWN THE DUNES, TAKING the more direct but longer way to Pinky Slip and skipping the rickety wooden stairway. He patted his pants pocket compulsively every few seconds, checking to be sure the key was still there. Though it was absurd, a part of him felt sure it would vanish. 
As he ran, Ebon kept tossing glances behind himself, equally sure (equally absurdly) that the house on the sand would be forever on his heels as if he were running on a treadmill. But it shrank dutifully away, just as homes people ran from were supposed to do. He could see Aimee standing in the doorway, legs bare below her small skirt and sexy little apron, waving mechanically while wearing a large smile. He saw the cottage’s many additions as the obscene out-juts they’d seemed on paper — appropriate to Aimee’s artistic temperament but an abomination to the island’s otherwise nostalgic shoreline. It looked like an ultra-modern abortion, or something from a progressive architecture magazine. 
Ebon ran, feeling foolish. Eventually he slowed, reason catching up with him. He’d get into his boat. He’d head out. He’d get his distance, and break through whatever strange barrier was holding him here. He’d been able to leave the cottage, hadn’t he? It had just been a tricky lock. If something was conspiring to keep him here, why would it have let him go? Or had it merely fired a warning shot across his bow: allowing him to leave Aaron forever, leave Aimee, and leave his past to confront the future?
His feet slowed. He patted the key in his pocket, forced his breathing to quiet, then turned to look again at the cottage. He’d moved downward; only the top story was still visible. He could no longer see Aimee. He also couldn’t see the studio addition. For a moment, the place seemed to be as it had when he’d arrived: faded blue-gray paint, a crumbling peak under a sagging, aging roof. A simple cottage succumbing to entropy as nature slowly erased it from the shoreline. 
Then his feet carried him lower on the dunes, and his line of sight shifted, and Richard Frey’s cottage was gone.
A few minutes later he arrived at Pinky Slip, finding the waves behind the breakwaters once again calm. Even out in the bay, he could no longer see any whitecaps. The few trees Ebon could see (mostly dogwoods and cottonwoods; they’d made a huge mess in September and October) had only held only a few leaves each. All looked as dried and rotting as corpses. A light breeze stirred the mostly nude branches, making them rattle like bones. 
The boat was exactly where he’d left it, tied firmly to the dock cleats with perhaps too many bumpers protecting its sides. Ebon had (of course; he remembered clearly now) snapped the covers in place and shuttered the ladderway leading below deck. It was perfectly dry under the covers, perfectly clear of debris, perfectly ready for running. Yes, it was cold out. But the time was right. 
Ebon stowed the gear and bumpers, inserted the key, and started the engine. Only it wouldn’t start. After a few cranks, the thing began to sound flooded, but that didn’t make sense. He’d barely opened the choke, and engines didn’t cold-start flooded. 
He gave it a moment, deciding he really should inspect the craft. He hadn’t explored it yet. He’d purchased it sight-unseen, not even bothering to start the engine and work the throttle in neutral. His need to flee had been too great, and this was the only boat he’d been able to find. It would be good enough so long as it ran. And he knew it ran; Bonnie had piloted it over. It was large enough to take the waves and meet Ebon’s needs.
It proved to be a nice little vessel. There was a tiny kitchenette in the cabin, to the left down the ladder, and a moon-shaped eating area farther toward the bow on the same side. On the right was a couch-like sitting area, and he could see a wedge of a bunk at the bow behind a set of maroon curtains. Walking down, Ebon could see that there was a second bunk to the stern, past a door that probably housed the engine. Above the door were a radio and some other controls. 
Once in the confined space, Ebon noticed how much the cabin smelled like gasoline. He opened the engine door and realized that the bilge was halfway full of water, and that there was a rainbow sheen of fuel floating on its top. Something had leaked. That wasn’t great, but it also wasn’t unheard of. Ebon could pump it out. Yes, he’d be polluting. It hurt his liberal sensibilities to consider dropping that gas slick into the bay, but what the hell; circumstances were dire, and it wasn’t like he was Exxon or BP. 
There was a pop-up window midway down the cabin’s length. Ebon opened it, realizing the scent’s oppression in the cabin’s confinement. He pulled the rest of the covers off the boat, dropped them below, and waved his hands to usher the reek out, as if waved hands would do anything. If he ever wanted to overnight on the boat, he supposed he’d need to get the leak fixed. And right now, he kind of wanted to. Because overnighting on a boat, while a pain in the ass, was also romantic. He could take his girlfriend out, and they could make love to the tune of gentle waves lapping the sides. 
Aimee would like that. 
Except that his girlfriend’s name was Vicky, not Aimee. Vicky lived at the top of a rock bluff farther south, maybe halfway to the lighthouse. He could see the bluffs’ edges from here, but not Aimee’s house. Possibly because Vicky didn’t really exist. He had no idea. 
Ebon climbed out of the cabin, turned the key to ON, and ran the bilge pump until it gurgled dry. That done, he tried turning the key to START, but somehow fumbled it right out of the dash. A moment later the key was hopping around on his palm, and a moment after that it was in the water. 
“Shit,” he muttered. 
Ebon tried to recover the key, which was floating between the dock and the boat’s side, but it was too far down. There was an old blue ball cap in the cabin, so he used it as a scoop, trying to fish his key from the water. But again, he couldn’t get low enough. He leaned out, gripping the side, legs anchored under the wheel for balance. He snagged the key after some straining, but then the wheel slipped. He lost his hold and found himself floating in the frigid water. 
He climbed out with some difficulty (Pinky Slip didn’t have ladders on the docks and he had to make his way to the rock shore and circle around), then sat shivering in a fresh breeze. He should definitely go up to the cottage and change, because if he didn’t he would get hypothermia. The taste of salt was strong in his mouth, and his shirt and pants felt very heavy. 
Ebon looked back the way he’d come. He didn’t want to go to the cottage. He was suddenly very sure that if he went back now, he’d never return to the boat. Aimee would trap him in conversation. The doors would jam shut. A satellite would fall from the sky and block his way to Pinky Slip. Right now, he was at least away. Maybe it was the ocean fighting him, and maybe it was the island, but at least here, on the water, half of the obstacles were out of his way. 
Walking back down into to the cabin and the still-oppressive scent of petroleum, Ebon found a few blankets, then swaddled himself. Better. 
Teeth chattering, Ebon again attempted to start the boat, but it wouldn’t turn over. 
Maybe the spark plugs were bad.
And maybe if he replaced them and got a spark, he’d ignite the fumes below deck, and would turn the whole works into a giant fireball. 
Ebon again looked toward the cottage. That last glimpse was still in his mind’s eye — the faded paint, the old roof, the second story free of its post-modern addition. Of course, he’d simply been seeing it wrong, his vision fogged by a still-hammering heart. But maybe not. 
He was suddenly sure — in a sky-is-parting, how-did-I-never-notice sort of way — that he’d seen similar things before. Around every corner in the cottage, the home’s original state seemed to lurk like an underlay beneath a thin glossy sheen. It was like a double-exposure photograph, where a trick of the eye could cause you to focus on either image. Most of the time, the cottage looked under construction and fresh. But he’d gone into the bathroom at night and felt sure he’d stepped on a broken floorboard. He’d peeked in on Aimee while she was sleeping and seemed to see her on a rickety old bed with a moth-eaten canopy, its posts faded and cracked like the wooden horses on the old carousel. He’d gone for walks and returned to seemingly see the cottage as he’d once known it (cute and blue gray with shake shingles, shore appropriate and quaint) or as he’d seen it on arrival (falling down, decaying, barely more than dust). 
He didn’t want to go back there now. To do so was inviting madness. No, he had to get the boat started. He had to get out into the water. He had to push back, because he’d been pushed too many times.
“If I can’t get this boat started,” he said, staring down at the key with its yellow floatation fob as if it could hear him, “I’m going to sit here in the cold until I freeze.” 
He turned the key. The engine fired to life without a hitch. Only once it was running did Ebon think about the fumes and their ignition. Could they still ignite? He didn’t think so. Engines ran on sparks and flame, so whatever might catch below deck would have already caught. He was safe — for now, at least.
Surprised by the engine’s sudden life, Ebon pulled back to steer the boat from the slip. But he hadn’t untied the dock lines in his haste, and now felt the engine tugging at the dock, making the boards creak and moan. 
He moved the transmission back to neutral, then hopped to the dock. Thanks to Aimee’s cinch job on the dock lines, they’d only tightened as the boat had pulled them taut. Ebon couldn’t unwrap them; he couldn’t free the boat. And somehow, on the boat’s end of the lines, the loops were too small to get back off of the cleats. How was that possible? How had Bonnie got them on, if the loops were too small? 
He fought with the lines for a while, but there was nothing doing. He’d managed to start the boat, but was unable to move it. He’d have to go back in, and probably ask for Aimee’s help. 
“Fuck it.” 
He hopped back aboard, climbed into the cabin, and snagged a large gutting knife he’d noticed in the kitchenette. Then he sawed the lines off, leaving small dangling trailers as the stern began to drift away, followed moments later by the bow. He wouldn’t be able to dock again using these lines (unless he could unwrap them, which seemed unlikely), but that was a problem for later. 
Ebon eased the throttle into slow reverse. Nothing happened. He eased farther. Still nothing. Then he pushed it all the way back, and the transmission suddenly seemed to catch, throwing the boat out of neutral and into full-speed reverse. He tried to correct, but momentum had already sent him into the opposite dock, breaking away several boards with a loud crack. Ebon leaned over the edge and looked down. The dock had pierced the side, but the hole was minor and well above the water line. He’d need to get it fixed. But that too could wait. 
The controls were sticky. He got it free, but the engine stuttered, spurted, and eventually jerked forward. Ebon collided with another dock in forward as he had in reverse. Once somewhat clear, the wheel locked, and he careened around in a perfect skidding circle, spanking a buoy that some asshole had left right in the middle of the marina and snagging his severed dock lines on it. He’d also forgotten to drag the bumpers back aboard, and the nearest one also became snagged on the buoy. 
He used the knife to fix it. 
The wind had begun to pick up. Ebon still steered forward, fighting the stubborn wheel (it felt like something was clutching the rudder) and cresting the small waves. The boat was plenty hearty enough to take it, even with the hole in the side he’d just made on the dock. But then, a hundred feet out, the front anchor deployed, and forward momentum caused the boat to spin almost in a circle on the pivot, the vessel’s ass end now pointed toward the bay. 
He was unable to free the anchor, which had become impossibly wedged below some rocks in the channel. Of course. So with significant effort and after fifteen minutes, Ebon decided to climb in and unbolt the anchor chain as he had with the dock lines. He could return for it in the spring. He watched as the chain slinked into the depths, knowing it couldn’t be very deep so close to shore. But the water swallowed the anchor as surely as if it had vanished, and Ebon found himself wondering if he’d ever find it again after all. 
When he was two hundred feet out, a cold sort of panic gripped Ebon’s heart like a fist. He’d watched Bonnie pilot the boat into Pinky Slip with no more angst than a skipping girl playing double Dutch, but Ebon was slowly growing sure that the transmission controls had rusted in place since then, that there were six tons of buried treasure wrapped around the rudder, and that the wheel was about to snap away. The thing felt a thousand years old, and he was only heading out deeper and deeper. There was a gasoline leak in the engine compartment; he had no anchor and no way to dock; he had a hole in his side. If his ship capsized, would he be able to swim back in the frigid water? If it stalled, were there any oars aboard? He couldn’t let it drift even if he had a way to get away himself, could he? Who knew where it might run ashore? Who knew what damage it might cause? 
He looked toward the shore. Dark clouds had angered the horizon behind him while he’d been fiddling with the lines and anchor. Had he really thought this was a good day to test the ocean? The ocean had already won, and he’d barely left. 
The cold water still against his skin reasserted itself despite the piled-on blanket. A wind blew off the bay toward the shore, giving the boat a warning shove. 
Ebon felt torn. He was standing on a razor-thin rise, equally able to tip in either direction. One option was to go back, and he very much wanted to. He liked being with Aimee, talking with her, using his hands for renovation so his mind would stay empty — or dally only on subjects he approved. So he could head back to shore, walk to the cottage, change out of his wet clothes, and get a cup of tea. Aimee would even make it for him. And if he did turn back, he was quite sure the boat would cooperate. The wheel would turn fluidly and true; the engines wouldn’t stall or hesitate; he’d drift back into the Slip almost without mechanical assistance. Of course he would. Because if the ocean really had been against Ebon, allowing him to return by his own choice was even better than holding him by force. Because after all, the only thing better than tying a dog to a stake was tricking him into staying put on his own. 
But on the other hand, if he did go back, what would he have learned? That he’d been right, and was indeed being held prisoner? Or worse: Because the very notion of the ocean hating him was so ridiculous, he might decide that he’d been paranoid and helpless all along. Weren’t you supposed to face your fears? Maybe he’d been stupid to feel the way he did about the island, the water, and whatever was wrong with both. But what was he saying to himself by refusing even to head out into the beast’s belly to test it? If he didn’t do this now, what did it say about him, and what he’d forever fail to do in the future?
With a feeling of abandon, Ebon rammed the throttle to full. The boat took off, its powerful twin engines too shocked to sabotage him in time. The waves were growing ahead, but Ebon ignored them. He wasn’t going to go into the ocean, he’d decided. Maybe later. For now, baby steps were enough. He’d head toward the mainland, across the bay. He didn’t even have to reach the shore. It would be enough to see the shore, and he should be able to do that quickly. And then, from the middle of the water, he could look at Aaron and the mainland as equals. When he returned, he’d be doing so by choice, not out of fear. He’d be in control. Captain of his own destiny, as it were. 
Once his decision was made, the water seemed to obey. He steered out, watching the compass, knowing it should only take a few minutes at full throttle. 
He saw the mainland on the horizon soon after. Feeling daring and victorious, he kept moving toward it, somehow knowing the clouds and waves would obey now that he’d broken through. And as the shoreline came nearer, he began to see familiar landmarks. 
But not landmarks of the mainland. 
They were landmarks of Aaron.
He could see the crescent shape of the island’s trough. He could see the bluffs, atop which Vicky’s house stood. He could see Redding Dock’s length to the north, its red planks slithering into the water like a snake. And he could see the carnival on the pier, the Danger Wheel’s bulk prominent at its end. 
Ebon looked down at the compass. It told him he was heading east, not west. Yet he’d been heading dead west just a moment ago. How the hell had he got turned around?
The black smear over the island ahead had darkened, now moving closer to Aimee’s cottage. The clouds had grown taller, spreading like ink in a pool, becoming thunderheads. Lightning was beginning to fork beneath it like insect legs. It was close, but not there quite yet. He might be able to make it back in time if he hurried. But if he dallied out here in the water? Well, he’d be in for one bastard of a storm, riding out Armageddon in a boat with a hole in its side, unable to moor.
Instead of revving the engine toward Aaron’s safe harbor, Ebon turned the wheel until the bow was facing away from the island. Toward the mainland and clear skies. They really had grown clear too; he could see white clouds parted to sun ahead, patches of yellow glinting on the water. 
A rumble of thunder from behind. The storm was approaching. 
Ebon gunned the engine, intent on outrunning the storm. How fast was it moving? He looked back, watching a blue streak below the thunderheads as it neared the carnival, the bluffs, Redding Dock, Aimee’s cottage. Fast. And how fast could the boat move? Faster than it was going now, for sure. But Ebon could only throttle up so high because the storm was raising the waves, the boat fighting to crest them without knocking his teeth out. To make things worse, he wasn’t riding the peaks and troughs as they rose from the rear. For some reason he was headed into the growing whitecaps, as if the wind were blowing toward the storm rather than out of it. 
He gritted his teeth. Throttled as high as he dared. And left Aaron behind, the storm close on his tail.
As the first specks of land began to appear in the sunlight ahead, Ebon decided he might be doing something foolish, bordering on idiotic. It was almost halfway through December, and none of the docks ahead — if he could even find any — would be open for new arrivals. He didn’t have dock lines; he’d need to use those of any marina he managed to find … if he could do it before getting dashed to pieces on the rocks. The waves had at least moved behind him now, but even that had a downside given the way he was being ruthlessly shoved toward the inhospitable mainland coast. He’d be lucky to stay ahead of the storm at all, luckier to slot into a marina given the surge behind him, and downright blessed if he was able to dock properly. Because even if there were docks ahead, none would be staffed. Boating season had ended for the sane.
He looked back. The storm was closer and had swelled in size, eclipsing the whole of Aaron’s shoreline sufficiently that Ebon could no longer see the island. It was as if the storm had eaten it. The wind blew hard at his back, ruffling his blankets like capes. He heard the crackle of lightning heating the air like a stove’s element, then the rending boom as it sundered the sky. 
Ebon drove faster. The sun-lit mainland ahead was taunting, as if it were a painting of Eden put there to mock him as he was tossed in the tempest. The engines felt like they were losing their grip on the water, the stern rocking too hard in the waves for the propellers to push against them. The rudder was similarly sloppy, failing to find purchase in what felt like empty air. 
The waves pushed. The sky flashed, darkness coming from behind. Booming volleys of thunder threatened the air, their force pushing against his back like hot blasts from a furnace. Ebon turned. It was close. Too close. The land ahead was growing, but he was no longer sure he could make it at all, let alone find a place to dock. 
He jammed the throttle ahead, knowing it was already at full but urging it forward anyway. Land grew closer, the storm at his back insistent. The sun was so bright, it seemed impossible to believe the storm was so near. He got a mental picture of an idyllic paradise, its hapless inhabitants unprepared for what was coming.
Faster. Faster.
At this speed, he was going to plow into the shore instead of kissing it, but it no longer mattered. The storm was now wetting his hair through his hat, whipping its arms around him in an embrace. It was trying to push him down onto the deck, to grab him and throw him into the surf. The waves tossed the ship like a toy, engines now decidedly louder with each pitch, the props for sure leaving the water. He couldn’t imagine how he hadn’t capsized, but then a realization dawned, and he understood. 
The storm wasn’t getting any closer. It was chasing him like a cattle dog chases a stray: with purpose. 
It wasn’t pursuing him. It was leading him. 
Ahead, Ebon saw the sun glint off the Danger Wheel’s fresh paint at the end of the pier, the big machine’s wheels turning in lazy circles as ant-like people milled at its base. He saw the sun wink off the comparatively slight waves in front of the cottage beach, where he and Aimee had played as kids, where even now he could see the blue-gray shake shingles, the roof simple and lightly weathered, the pool there somehow immune to the storm surge. He saw the sun kiss Redding Dock, its boards new, its paint fresh and vibrant.
Ebon’s hand slipped from the throttle, then from the wheel. A fork of lightning struck to the right as the bow listed starboard, threatening to topple him into the surf. 
Keep moving. Keep going. 
He wasn’t sure if it was the voice of his own self-preservation, the voice of sanity, or the voice of the storm, licking its chops as it got exactly what it had craved from the outset. Ebon might be heeding the ocean’s demands, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t kill him anyway. 
He watched the shore approach in suspended disbelief, the boat’s throttle at top end well into the no-wake zone. Too late, Ebon throttled back. His momentum, assisted by the waves, couldn’t be arrested. He skidded toward the stone breakwaters. The engine coughed and protested. His slide deepened, and he struck the stones with bone-shattering force. He found himself tossed overboard, now underwater, now into the blackness, a wild part of his attention with its eye peeled for the anchor he’d lost on the outbound trip. 
He surfaced blinking, his eyes unwilling to adjust to the blinding December sunlight that had no right to be here in the storm’s throat. But even so he barely had the strength of mind to register the chill in his bones because what he saw in the sky stole his breath. 
Ebon had seen the phenomenon before, but never so strikingly. Something about the island’s convection, as it sat in the cool ocean, often caused storms to divert around it. If an approaching eastbound system was large, he’d seen clouds seem to split, some of the storm passing to the north while some passed to Aaron’s south. 
But this storm hadn’t just split. It had cracked in half. The pall of deluging rain and forks of lightning weren’t more than a quarter mile out, but Ebon, at the slip’s mouth, found himself bathed in sunlight. Clouds were wrapping the island like smoke curling around an obstruction. To the west, there was storm. To the north and south, there was storm. But on Aaron itself, there were blue skies and an endless wintertime summer.  
Something floated by as the icy water asserted itself against Ebon’s skin, urging him to swim for shore and, finally, to return to Aimee’s for shelter, warmth and companionship.
It was the severed bow of his new boat, tipping on end before making its way down.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Worth Waiting For 
 
THE STORM PASSED AS IF IT had never been there. 
Ebon watched for a few hideous minutes while he bobbed in the frigid water, then climbed out and shivered on the dock. He found more dry blankets inside a small and blessedly unlocked supply locker at the dock’s end, then wrapped himself and sat on a bench that was little more than three short pieces of treated two-by-eight lumber. For mid-December, he found himself strangely comfortable. The sun was almost too warm and bright as the thunderheads wrapped and then passed Aaron. Once he was mostly dry, it was almost possible to believe it was early autumn, or even late summer. Maybe it was because he’d been so chilled, but the air had warmed into what felt like the mid-seventies, maybe warmer.  A place of eternal sun and fun — that’s what Aaron had always been for Ebon, apparently including now.
After a few more contemplative minutes, Ebon felt warmed enough by the sun enough to remove the blankets. He draped them over a pylon, making a mental promise to return them to the locker after they’d dried. It somehow felt easy to stay where he was, on the dock at Pinky Slip, watching pieces of his short-time boat sink or float. Even if his hat, coat, and gloves had all remained dry, he’d have taken them off. It was like a blast of hot air had propelled the storm east. 
He found he couldn’t stand the thought of returning to Aimee’s cottage. Not now.
The lapping waves were finally calming. Ebon began to feel anchored — pulled down by a weight he didn’t realize he’d been hefting. The last few days (Was it days?) had been tumultuous, but not for the reasons he would have thought. It wasn’t feelings about Holly or her infidelity (repeated infidelity, according to her journals) that occupied Ebon's mind. Nor was it her death. It was Aaron itself. 
Ebon sighed. Stood. Walked up the staircase rather than taking the lower path in front of the cottage, along the beach. And once at the top, he didn’t turn south. Instead, he turned north, away from Aimee’s. His feet moved without permission, and an unknowable time later he found himself at the base of Redding Dock. 
Ebon put his hands on the dock’s posts, feeling the smooth paint (or varnish, or lacquer; who knew how these things were done?) under his grip. Everything around him, now that he was finally back at his old thinking spot, suddenly felt so new and genuine. That’s the word that came to mind: genuine. Things at Aimee’s were new too, but things at Redding Dock had the earned authenticity that came from persistent seniority. Redding hadn’t been rebuilt in the years he’d been away; he could tell that just by seeing some of the familiar names carved into its wood. It had survived. It had endured. With all the oddity he’d been feeling lately, it was a comfort to touch something that not only still was, but had always been.
Ebon looked toward the bay. The island's inhabitants had left the long and meandering dock deserted. Looking down its length from the shore, unable to see where it ended, Ebon felt the recurrence of a childhood thought: that the snaking planks might go on forever. When he’d come here as a boy (when he’d fled here as a boy, to tell the truth), he’d fantasized that he could step onto Redding Dock and walk … and walk … and walk. Maybe the end would brush the mainland … if it didn’t wind all the way out into eternity. 
Despite knowing better as an adult (and knowing better as a kid; fantasy wasn’t the same as dumb belief), Ebon felt the same sense of unreal expectation as he walked the planks above what was now an almost supernaturally calm and inviting ocean. But of course the dock had an end. It had survived winter after winter; it had survived rising ice and storms during particularly cold snaps; it had survived the passage of lost boats and rafts that, due to its length, often became ensnared as if on a net. Whoever had built the dock hadn’t been thinking. The thing was too low to be useful. Too feeble to be practical. Too unreinforced to endure. And yet while everything else on Aaron had shifted around Ebon, Redding alone felt safe and unchanged. 
He reached its end, then sat on a low fishing bench into which hundreds of people had carved initials — many separated by plus signs and surrounded by hearts. He ran his fingers over the letters, remembering them all. Ebon could even see a foggy, inexpert set, still sharp as if cut yesterday, that seemed to read “BS + AP.” The B had once been an E and the P had once been an F, but Ebon had changed both himself a day after carving the true initials, at age fifteen. The odds of those carved initials being discovered and deduced had been small even back then, but he’d been shy and afraid of what it might mean to truly love Aimee. It had felt safer to return the next day and alter the past than it did to admit — to himself and the world — what was really true. 
Sitting on the bench, wondering how many lovers’ initials could mar the wood before it grew too weak to support weight, Ebon stared down at the water. In the height of summer, his routine was to sit on the dock’s end instead of the bench and dangle his feet in the water. The idea felt a bit too cold now (not to mention downright inappropriate; it was December, and he was thirty-one fucking years old), but maybe he’d feel differently in a few minutes. The sun really was warm in the storm’s aftermath. The dock’s end even smelled like summer — a sort of organic edge to the water that spoke of algae and the occasional rotting fish. And were those gulls he could hear? Didn’t gulls fly south? Ebon wasn’t sure. Maybe they were the Captain Jacks of the air, nestling in for the winter with a sea dog’s hearty chuckle. 
For the first few minutes, Ebon didn’t think. He merely sat on the bench, looking out across the water, and let the sight submerge him in memory. The air was warm; the sounds and smells were summery; familiar graffiti filled the bench including the forever marks of infatuation made by his own timid hand. The sky had turned a brilliant blue, kissed azure at the horizon and the dark of denim in the shadows. The sky's few clouds were the brushstrokes of angels, white at first glance but clearly blushing pink on their flat bottoms on further inspection, as if resting on an invisible glass ceiling. Water lapping the dock’s pilings was like liquid ice, bluer in its heart than near-winter should allow. He even thought he could see fish swimming below as if eager for a hook: moving shapes in aqua greens and the deep cerulean of scales, flashing silver as they caught the glare. 
It could have been a day in August. 
It could have been sixteen years ago. 
Ebon let himself sink into the feeling. He ignored the truth, which was that he clearly was having some sort of a breakdown. Maybe there was something wrong with Aaron (and his nemesis, the sea) and maybe there wasn’t, but one thing seemed obvious: His reaction to all of it wasn’t normal. He’d almost been capsized in open water during a terrible storm, had been capsized near shore in a terrible storm, had experienced time loss, had become so disoriented that forward had become backward and backward had become forward … and his solution to it all had been to stroll down the shore, sit on the dock of the bay (wastin’ time), and pretend he was a kid again. 
Right. No matter what was truly happening around him, this wasn’t a healthy solution. 
Aimee would be nervous for him, if she’d been able to pull her eyes up from baking cookies for long enough to notice the storm. His still being gone would have her in a panic, and if Aimee walked down to Pinky Slip to find his boat in toothpicks, she’d be in frantic tears. His clothes were still wet; it wasn’t entirely impossible that his body was imagining the unseasonal warmth and that he was, in fact, slowly slipping into some sort of hypothermic coma. He had to be in shock; there was a second Ebon watching him from above that knew heading away from his current home — away from warmth and security and dry clothing — was the act of someone halfway to catatonia. He’d sat; he was staring out at the blue waves and bluer sky. Perhaps he’d lose whatever grip remained, and they’d find him here too late. Maybe it wasn’t warm. A chill made more sense. And why couldn’t he perceive the weather wrong, if he was losing his mind? He’d thought east was west. He’d thought the water was out to get him. Maybe he was slowly freezing into an Ebonsicle. He’d be stiff when they found him, frozen into a z-shape by his soaked shirt and pants. 
Ebon sighed. When you lost your mind, you didn’t ponder insanity. And now that he thought about it, he seemed to remember yesterday’s weather report calling for warmth. Summer like temperatures for the place that he’d always found impossible to leave. 
Ebon’s mind continued to unload as he sat, realizing how much he’d been accepting, how much he’d been ignoring in the interest of momentum. Missing memories began to arrive: he and Aimee roasting marshmallows in the fireplace and eating them with wine, laughing at the combination; he and Vicky spending a long morning in bed, talking about their pasts, their futures. 
Vicky.
Ebon’s left thumb went to the base of his ring finger, attempting to fidget with the white gold ring that was no longer there. He noticed it now, looking down. His thumb was rubbing only the skin, finding its lack of adornment unsatisfying. 
A year ago, Ebon had woken most mornings with a woman in his bed. Now that his mind began to meander, he realized how many times, here on Aaron, he seemed to have done the same. That woman wasn’t Aimee, but Vicky. The redheaded woman — the one he’d felt so drawn to, almost as if she were a magnet and he were a helpless sliver of ore. The woman he’d seen once (and only once) before deciding to pursue her — but not only pursue her, actually chase her. It had felt vital that he catch her on that day, but if his resurfacing memories were accurate, he hadn’t caught her that first time. It had taken a few more days of stalking, and then instead of calling the police she’d confronted him. It hadn’t been love at first sight, because even now, as Ebon shook hands with tidbits he’d forgotten, he doubted he precisely loved Vicky. Yet he kept returning, again and again, unable to so much as consider resisting. Like an addiction. 
Vicky had a house on the rock bluff. It was filled with open space, lots of glass, unapologetically modern. There was a fireplace between her bedroom and master bath. Her sleek tub sat in the floor’s center, its supply faucet standing free as a brilliantly expensive chrome spigot. The bed was large, an expansive view to its occupants’ right. The tile underfoot was cool. The rugs, fluffy and extravagant, were warm. Vicky was buxom, with flawless alabaster skin and hair nearly as orange as a carrot. 
Whenever Ebon saw her, in every memory, it was always the same. 
He looked south and could see the remains of Aaron’s Party right where they should be, the Danger Wheel frozen with brown rust, the degradation of the iconic carousel apparent even from here. The pier wasn’t empty at all, though he’d been quite sure, once upon a time at this very spot, that it had been. 
Aimee’s cottage had changed so much — on and off, different and not different like the flickering of a dying lightbulb. 
And then there was everything else. The streets seemed to change. The horizon seemed to tilt and shift. Colors were muted one day and brilliant the next, regardless of the sunlight that washed them. The air was cool, then summery and warm. Birds came. Birds went. Even Aimee was an inconsistent presence. 
But Vicky? Vicky was always the same. 
Without stopping to make a decision, Ebon found himself walking. Back down the dock (also the same; he was reluctant to leave one fixed anchor point even to head toward another), through the overgrown path of dying leaves and creepers, right at the dirt road, headed south. He passed the path that would take him to the carnival without looking at it, then sometime later passed Aimee’s cottage at a block’s distance. He should check in, but didn’t feel strong enough. Which Aimee would greet him? Would it be the woman he’d left, who’d been forward and bold and manic? Or would it be the Aimee he saw in blips of his foggy recent past, sometimes sober and sedate? Would she be in a building trance or sipping tea? Or would she have gone to the water, found Ebon missing and his boat in splinters? 
He should stop. He should check in. 
Another half mile passed. Another. Aimee’s cottage lay far behind, its likely-distraught lone occupant left to fret alone. The road began to meander upward, and soon the vista to his right became that of the open ocean, seen from above. A calm but muted sea, its brilliant blue washed to a tranquil green. The sun had fallen behind a cloud, and the waves crashing on the rocks below gathered the sharp edge of sounds telegraphed through cool air.
As he neared Vicky’s bluff, Ebon felt a sort of walking hypnosis start to draw him forward. He’d come this way because Vicky’s place, unlike anywhere else on the island, felt grounded and permanent in a way that nothing else seemed to — but he hadn’t realized until now just how much he wanted to be here. How much he needed to be here, to see Vicky’s face, to feel the warmth of her skin, to feel the brush of her fingertips on his cheeks, their nails painted blood red to match her lipstick. How much he needed to be at her front door, to rap his knuckles on its wood — something dark and heavy, like mahogany. He began to move faster, forcing his cadence to remain at a walk and not devolve into a childlike run. A surprising smile pulled at the corners of his mouth, as if he were excited for a reason he couldn’t quite finger. It was the strangest sensation. He barely recalled Vicky at the top of his mind, yet remembered everything about her further down. His memories of her were bone deep, nestled in his core as if clinging to his center. Even if he couldn’t precisely access those memories, they were there, and felt good. Comforting. Secure. A shelter of joy amid chaos. 
He saw Vicky’s home ahead, at the end of her short private drive. For a flitting second, he wondered what he’d tell her — about where he’d been, why he was covered with now-dried salt, and what, if anything, she needed to know about his intervening time with Aimee. With the thought, Ebon wondered again what he might have told Aimee about Vicky. Vicky felt, if anything, familiar. Intimately familiar, like his fingerprints. That meant they’d spent a lot of time together, with missing time from Aimee’s. Surely he hadn’t explained all his absences with camping expeditions, had he? 
Ebon approached the door with a strange, almost extreme confidence. He realized he hadn’t felt truly sure about many things over the past months, but felt quite certain now. He knew every flagstone on Vicky’s stoop; he knew the scratch on her stone mailbox that bothered her so much; he knew the feel of the brass knocker under his fingers. He knew that despite the hour and his state, this was where he belonged. Almost as if Vicky’s house — not Aimee’s cottage — were the place he called home. Vicky might think his salt-covered clothes were odd, but she wouldn’t question them. He hadn’t taken a single wrong turn on his walk here. He’d known every step, and the path had remained obediently fixed. This was where he was supposed to go. This was his port in the storm. This was his place of comfort, occupied by his person of comfort. And above all, Ebon was sure as he raised his hand (not to the knocker or the door, but to the knob, to turn it) that Vicky was inside waiting. For him to come home. 
The door opened before he could touch it. Vicky stood in the doorway wearing a pink flowered dress that was probably too young for her years, like something a girl would wear. But she wore it well, and Ebon took her all in, from her slim shoes to her long pale legs and curvaceous form.
“You’re late, but I suppose you’re worth waiting for,” she chided him with a playful smirk, “and dinner is still warm.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Underdressed 
 
“I FEEL UNDERDRESSED,” SAID EBON. 
VICKY was across from him at the small but still elegantly oblong metal-and-glass table. She was the picture of perfection, her bright-red hair pinned high, her skin smooth and polished, her makeup the perfect balance of natural and ornamentation, making the best of what was already amazing without causing her to look like a doll. The floral dress (lots of reds and yellows, laced with little flowers that Ebon thought might be buttercups) was pretty and springlike while still managing to fit in Vicky’s formal dining room, in the year’s much cooler final months. 
Ebon, on the other hand, was wearing a soft black robe. She’d understated his lateness; whatever appointment they’d apparently had was barely overdue. There had been time to bathe, but no clothes to change into afterward. His legs were bare, and, because he hadn’t been able to scrounge underwear, he felt like his genitals were on display. Not that he had to hide them from his present company. 
“You look cute,” she said. 
“You look like you’re ready to go out.” 
“That’s just how I am. You know that.” 
Yes, he did seem to know that. Vicky’s weekend house was on a cottage-dotted island, and she didn’t have a maid, yet every surface was immaculate and free of dust. She still had the bowls of lemons and bright-red apples he remembered from sometime in the past. Ebon wondered how long lemons and apples lasted when used as decoration, and if Vicky drank or made lemonade with the remainders before replacing them. Seemed a waste to simply pitch them. 
“Well, you’re making me feel uncomfortable.” It wasn’t really true. Ebon felt more comfortable right now than he had in … well, in forever. It was a strange sensation. He felt drawn toward Vicky’s abundant cleavage sufficient to pitch an obvious tent in his robe-wearing state, and yet an even larger sensation was that Vicky, with all her finery and modern décor, was here to protect him. Down the shore, Aimee might have gone on some sort of crazed improvement bender, adding a wing to Richard’s old cottage — but if the idea of it bothered Ebon, he could tell Vicky, could ask her to hold him, could nuzzle up to her even in a nonsexual way while she made everything better. 
“Should I put on a robe?” she asked.
“Or you could dine nude.” 
She laughed and took a sip from her chardonnay. Ebon was drinking pinot noir. For a man who usually told people he barely drank, he had been making plenty of exceptions. 
“I was serious.”
“Oh, I know.” Another sip. Then she reached for a large bowl. “More veal?” 
“I’m good.” Ebon turned to his plate, stabbed a piece of tender meat, brought it to his mouth, then closed his eyes and rocked his head back. He was floored by the taste even though he’d had a dozen bites already and was savoring a confirmation of memory. He looked out the window — the same wall of glass that extended into the adjacent bedroom. The sky had darkened. A distant part of Ebon wondered what he’d tell Aimee, but a more selfish part of him shoved the thought away. Aimee had been odd this afternoon. Being strange in return was his just desserts. Again, he was struck by how comfortable this was. How easy it seemed. He must come here all the time, he decided, for things to feel this good. Aimee would be used to it, somehow. 
“Are you feeling warmer?” 
Ebon nodded. Vicky’s bath had felt rejuvenating. She’d drawn it for him without asking or being asked, and she’d added bubbles. What grown man took a bath with bubbles? But Ebon had found himself not caring as he’d soaked and warmed, staring through polarized glass at the sunset. 
“Mostly. But I’d feel warmer with pants.” He tapped his feet on the floor. Vicky had given him a pair of slippers to go with the robe (they matched perfectly, of course), but his lower legs were bare. 
“You could wear my pants. I have some pajamas that are stretchy and nearly unisex.” 
“Meh. Why haven’t I left any clothes here?” 
“Why would you?” 
“Why wouldn’t I?” 
Vicky shrugged. 
“You haven’t let me because it would mess up your décor, wouldn’t it?” 
“I could give you a drawer. Although I’m already upset about your pile of gross salty clothes in my bathroom.” 
“I put them in a garbage bag.” 
Vicky shivered. “Ugh. That’s even worse. It’s like a homeless person came to visit.” 
Ebon almost wanted to say that he felt homeless. It seemed a slight on Aimee and her hospitality (and, strangely, he seemed to remember barely recalling or considering Vicky’s place while at the cottage), but right now things felt backward enough to say it anyway. Or rather, they finally felt forward and proper and right. 
“I probably left a ring in the tub. What with all my filth.” Ebon cracked a large, effortless grin. He’d been right about dinner with Vicky; she really was making everything better. He could almost believe he’d slipped and fallen into the surf on the walk over instead of barely surviving a shipwreck, as he’d told her. 
“How do you keep this place so clean anyway?” 
“I have a Roomba.” 
“And a robotic duster? And a robotic window polisher and bathtub cleaner?” 
“It’s easy when you live by yourself and are only in a place on the weekends. I wipe things down or put them away when I’m finished.” She put her fork down. “Do you really want to spend dinner talking about my housekeeping secrets?” 
“Just curious. I can’t tell you enough how amazing this place is.” 
“I don’t think you’ve ever told me that.”
 Ebon looked around. “Well. This place is amazing.” 
“Thank you.” 
“Is your place in the city as amazing?” 
“Ironically, no. It’s nice, but the air filtration is crap, so everything always gets dusty. I rent, so I can’t control the environment as much as I’d like.” 
Ebon looked around. The home they were in was impressive, but most of what made the house so nice were touches that Vicky must have added herself. The freestanding, postmodern tub in the middle of the bathroom floor, for instance, couldn’t have been original equipment unless Vicky was the home’s original owner and had the place built herself. 
“Shame, considering you live there more than you live here.” 
“Better this year than normal though. I don’t think I’ve spent this much time at this house — ” she gestured around the expansive dining room, “ — in years. You’ve got me thinking about Aaron way more than usual though. It’s all insulated for winter, so what the hell. Flights are short. Why not come back through the winter? It’s pretty when the snow falls.” 
“Plus, you have to keep coming back when you have someone staying over every weekend to mooch from you.” 
Vicky looked at Ebon, puzzled.
“Doesn’t it get expensive, taking all those flights?” Ebon had always taken the ferry to Aaron. It was slower, but relatively inexpensive. Even though he’d made great income, he doubted he’d feel comfortable spending that freely for something so regular and recurring. 
“I make more than you may realize.”
Ebon looked around. Given the house and the décor — and considering that this was her weekend and summer place — Ebon thought he realized just fine.
“Besides, I really like being alone. The city is always crowded. Here, it’s just me. You can’t even hear people on the beaches after summer is over, kids screaming and Jet Skis buzzing. I can spend all day existing. All week, it’s a whirlwind. I like the time to just be. And I’m not here every weekend. I travel a lot.” 
“Where?”
“I just got back from Paris.”
“Really?” Ebon suppressed his surprise, because she’d surely told him that already, probably multiple times. The longer he spent with Vicky, the better his sense of continuity seemed (It frightened him to realize how much he’d grown used to uncertainty about even the march of time around Aimee, but a person could get comfortable with anything), but it wasn’t all back. Still, Ebon felt himself settling by degrees. He wanted to stay here forever, to relearn everything about Vicky that he seemed to have forgotten. 
“I know a family there,” she said, nodding and swallowing a bite. “I met them when I was studying abroad, but we stayed in touch. Now they’re like a branch of my own family.” 
Ebon remembered something out of the blue — a tidbit that floated in front of his awareness like a mote of dust. Vicky spoke fluent French. She’d told him that the day they’d met, and it had drawn him to her even more. She seemed so exotic. So seasoned. So mature, grounded, and worldly. Ebon’s job as a “professional Rolodexer” could probably send him all over the world, but he’d studiously accepted only domestic clients. It had seemed sensible, to focus on the places he knew. But now he wondered if that decision had stemmed from fear and a desire to stay close to home, as he’d stayed close to Aaron. 
“Cool.” An inadequate response, but Ebon was getting worried about exposing his ignorance on things she’d already told him. Luckily, it was in character for him to say little. 
Vicky laughed, as if remembering something.
“What?” 
“Once, my brother and I took a trip when I came to visit. Rather than staying in France, we…” 
“You have a brother?” 
“My French brother. Mon frère.”
“Oh.” It occurred to Ebon that he knew nothing about Vicky’s family. Only that she lived alone.
“I’d just torn my ACL while skiing, but we already had the trip planned, so I hobbled onto the plane with crutches and onto trains with Paul. Then we realized that it would make more sense to just give in and get a damned wheelchair for him to push me around. Because with all the walking, the crutches were murder.” 
“Hmm.” 
“But do you know what? The wheelchair was just as bad.” 
“Hmm.” 
“Europe: not handicap accessible. Old stone streets, big curbs, narrow walkways … it was a nightmare.” She laughed again. “Even though he lived near Paris, he’d never been to the Eiffel Tower. So we went, but instead of posing in front of it, we took pictures of me beating on the wheelchair with my crutches.” 
Ebon chuckled because he thought he was probably supposed to. He couldn’t relate to the story at all (he’d never been to Paris; he’d never torn his ACL; he’d never traveled with a sibling; he’d never felt angry at a wheelchair), but he enjoyed hearing Vicky tell it. He wanted her to keep talking and telling stories. He hadn’t realized how exhausted the past days and weeks had left him. He wanted to lie on her chest and go to sleep, her voice a warm blanket in his ears. 
“Sounds like a nice memory.” 
“It is. But do you know what’s funny?” 
Ebon ran his tongue over another bite of veal. “Mm?” 
“I don’t think I’ve ever told that story in English.” 
“Mm.” 
“It feels different in English.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I don’t know. It’s … artificial? I’m not sure. The thing about language is, once you’re fluent, you don’t actually translate in your head. It’s different when you can start thinking in the other language, kind of like how you’ll get used to something costing x number of euros without converting it in your head to dollars. So, I mean, I can dream in French. And that trip — it’s a French trip. It’s a French memory. Telling it to you just now is like … I don’t know, like reading a translation of a novel. It’s just not the same story, due to colors and shades of meaning.” 
Ebon nodded as if he understood. He didn’t. He spoke only one language. But right now, Vicky could talk about income tax law, and he’d find it fascinating. And when you added the fact that she was actually discussing her knowledge of the international language of love? He wasn’t sure if he was horny or spellbound. Probably both. 
“I hope my daughter likes to pick up languages.”
Ebon nearly choked. “I’m sorry?” 
“I learned French pretty easily, I guess, but that came because I was immersed. My parents used to go to France when I was a kid and took me along — the way you said you spent your summers here, I guess — and I just sort of continued it on, picking up two separate exchange programs in high school. The second was the one where I met my French family. Learning like that was simple: I had to think and conduct my business in French just to get by. And besides, I wanted to fit in. That meant dressing and speaking like them.” She fluted off into a long, extravagant French sentence that made Ebon fall in love with her. Then, continuing in English: “I really have no accent, and … ” 
“You’re American,” Ebon explained. It was a dumb thing to say. For one, she knew that. And for two, he had no idea if it was true. If she truly had no accent, couldn’t she have been born French? But she’d have mentioned something like that. Just like she’d have mentioned that she had a daughter, despite making it abundantly clear that she didn’t. 
“No American accent,” she said. “When I speak French, I mean. What’s commonly called an ‘accent’ is just mispronouncing words: ‘chateau’ instead of ‘chateau.’” 
Ebon nodded, but the two words had sounded the same to him. 
“Most Americans would say it the first way, with the ‘eau’ sounding like ‘oh’ instead of softer. But see, that came from me wanting to be like the local kids. My daughter lives in America and has never traveled — yet — so I hope she’s interested for the sake of interest because … ” 
“Have you told me about your daughter?” 
Vicky stopped midramble. “Of course.” 
“I think I’d remember.” 
“Yes, Ebon, I have. Sabrina. She’s eleven. None of this is ringing a bell?” 
Ebon wanted to play along (of course it rang a bell!), but this was too unnerving. It wasn’t that he didn’t recall Vicky talking about a daughter; he flat-out recalled her saying things that more or less contradicted having a daughter. She’d never been married; she’d never settled down; she’d always traveled too much for work; she liked to be alone; she spent her weekdays working sixty-hour weeks and her weekends on Aaron alone. Her island home had never seen a child’s disorder, and her place in the city didn’t sound kid friendly at all. She’d never mentioned a man in her life with whom she might have shared custody. Her stories were all exotic locales, spending money freely and selfishly, and centered on single-serving friends punctuated by the occasional enduring presence. There was no room for a child in Vicky’s stories, especially given her free-flowing way of speaking, and the inevitability that with time, she’d tell him all that was to be told. 
“No,” said Ebon. 
“I told you about her dance recital last time I saw you. It’s why I had to come late.” 
“I don’t remember that.” 
“I showed you pictures. For Christ’s sake, Ebon, there’s one right over there.”
Ebon followed Vicky’s finger and saw the profile of a picture frame, its face hidden. He didn’t want to stand and walk over (it felt too much like counting repaid money to make sure he hadn’t been cheated), but this was unsettling. Vicky’s home, along with Vicky, had been his anchor. If he’d missed something vital here, he’d lose it.
Ebon stood. Beside the couch was a silver-framed photo of Vicky, looking decidedly less glamorous than he knew her, with her arm wrapped around a young girl with hair as red as hers. 
“Oh,” he said. 
“Now you remember?” 
The answer was no, but it could still be an error of omission. She’d told him before, and he’d missed it, or he’d yet to recall something that had thus far remained absent from his mind. He decided to say something noncommittal, dodging her question and now-curious eyes. 
“Why don’t you ever bring her here?” 
“I told you. She’s afraid of the ocean.” 
“Who’s afraid of the ocean?”  
“I don’t know, Ebon. Why are you quizzing me?” 
“Where does she stay, when you’re up here alone? Don’t you feel like you’re …” He stopped himself from concluding the sentence with … neglecting her, but in the absence of a substitute ending, she intuited his meaning on her own. 
“She stays with my sister. I told you that too.” 
“Why doesn’t she stay with her father?” Ebon realized the size of his mistake the second he made it. He had absolutely no knowledge whatsoever about Sabrina’s father, same as he’d so recently had no knowledge about Sabrina herself. 
“Where is this coming from?” 
“Sorry,” Ebon said, backpedaling. 
“Should we discuss your kids instead?” 
Ebon walked directly into the trap. “I don’t have kids.” 
“Really. And yet you’re so full of opinions!” 
“Look, I didn’t mean to … ” 
Vicky rolled her eyes. 
“Let’s get back to talking about France. Have you thought about … I mean … do you want to take her there?” 
“Don’t change the subject.” 
“I wasn’t trying to change it in the first place. I just … after falling in the water today, I … things have been confusing and stressful for me recently and …” Ebon realized he was pleading. Not for Vicky to stop being angry at him, but for her to sympathize. It was a strange thing to recognize, but he couldn’t pause until she stopped him. 
“I don’t understand you,” she said.
“Sometimes, I don’t understand me either.” And then it occurred to Ebon that perhaps he didn’t understand Vicky as well as his gut had told him he did. It was probably offensive that he’d missed something as obvious in their (apparent) discussions as the existence of her daughter, but what he’d said afterward was — in Ebon’s mind, at least — hardly insulting. He’d been ignorant, maybe adorably disoriented. And yet she seemed to be releasing her angry flare with reluctance. 
“I just haven’t gotten the chance,” she said. The sentence left her lips with obvious effort. 
“Sorry?” 
“I haven’t gotten the chance to take her overseas. We do do things together though.” 
“Of course.” 
“But with as much as I work … ” 
“I’m sure.” Ebon felt disoriented. He found himself desperately wanting to please her — to pacify her at the expense of anything and everything else. She was supposed to be the one who made him feel needed. She was the one who was supposed to make the senseless stand still enough to turn into sense. He couldn’t have her angry at him. It was as if she’d stopped being the playful, sexy, smart companion she was supposed to be and had become someone else. Someone flawed, less than ideal. 
“I’ll take her soon,” she said. 
Ebon sensed a return to equilibrium, if he could only make sure to keep tipping Vicky in the right direction. Her eyes were returning to their familiar, friendly almond shape, her lips finally beginning to unpurse and widen into their usual bow. Her skin had found an angry blush, but was settling back to its porcelain complexion. 
“You look really pretty.”
Vicky tried to roll her eyes but chuckled instead. He’d said the most transparent, most predictable thing a man can say to a woman, but that hadn’t stopped him from hitting the bull’s-eye. 
“Well, thanks.” 
“Is your hair different?” 
She touched her up-do. “Not really.” 
“You tinted it.” 
“I don’t need to tint it.” This came with a small smile, and Ebon felt a weight fall from his shoulders. But at the same time, his compliments and questions about Vicky’s appearance weren’t just peace offerings. He was seeing something different all of a sudden but couldn’t put his finger on what it was. Like recognizing someone in public, then going mad trying to figure out where you had seen them before. 
“I just mean, like, highlights. The lighter streaks. Those are new, right?” 
“I don’t have highlights.” She looked around the room briefly, and Ebon guessed she was looking for a mirror to see if her hair had streaks she’d forgotten. “Are you seeing my gray?” This last was less playful, almost concerned. Vicky didn’t strike Ebon as vain, but she staged appearances for a living and likely couldn’t help translating interior design to thoughts of her own composure. 
“You don’t have gray.” 
“Well, I don’t have lighter streaks either.” Her fingers went to the natural part in her hair, as if she could feel its color. 
“I just swear something’s different. Did you — ” he was on dangerous ground but stepped forward anyway, “ — lose weight?” 
“No.” 
“Is that a new dress?” 
“I might have gained a few pounds. Maybe that’s what you’re seeing.” 
“No, I … ” 
“This dress does kind of bunch.” Vicky plucked at it, trying to clear space between her skin and the flowery fabric. It was in vain; the dress was supposed to be tight and hug her many curves. She could probably gain a few pounds, and the weight would end up solely in her large, powder-white breasts. That would be okay with Ebon. He wanted to say so, but she seemed agitated. Now, she didn’t seem vain so much as insecure. But that didn’t fit his mental compendium about her. Vicky was strong; Vicky was confident; Vicky lived her life alone when away from the daughter she didn’t have until five minutes ago, making her own rules. Vicky didn’t fret over the fit of a dress meant to accentuate what she had, ample and beautiful as Ebon found it. 
“Maybe it’s the dress.” 
“It’s not the dress. I’ve worn this dress with you before.” 
“I don’t think so,” he said. But Ebon wasn’t sure. The dress definitely rang a bell, but it would have rung the bell in the past too, for a different reason. It just wasn’t a Vicky dress. It was the dress of someone trying to look younger, to recapture something from a decade past. Vicky’s clothing was (he seemed to recall) always chic and confident and mature because Vicky, more than anyone he might have ever known (and certainly Aimee), had grown up. Proper adulthood looked good on her. 
“It’s the winter. I get fat in the winter.” The comment was a bomb that Ebon was expected to pick up and diffuse — a feint at insecurity and a dig for reassurance. He didn’t like it, or her change in demeanor, but at the same time he felt an obligation — a desire — to make Vicky feel better. It was the oddest mix of emotions. The way she’d taken offense at nothing felt pathetic and sad to Ebon, but she’d been so good to him, and he was still so strongly attracted to her. On his way over, once the worst of his vertigo was behind him, he’d begun to anticipate the warm reassurance of Vicky’s home and ample bosom. His arousal had ticked up like a Pavlovian response. Vicky meant sex. But not just because they’d had it — repeatedly, Ebon felt certain — but because it’s who she was. It’s who she’d always been, even all those years ago when she’d been forbidden fruit, too mature and worldly for the likes of shy little Ebon Shale. 
“You’re not fat,” he said. 
“You’re just saying that.” 
Pathetic. Sad. Vicky wasn’t a twig but wore all her “fat” where God had meant women to carry it. Ebon couldn’t clearly remember taking a ride on the body across the table and had only vague impressions, but he imagined it being like a roller coaster. The more ups and downs, the better. His robe’s lap began to rise again and he tried to shuffle the fabric to hide it, wondering if, in Vicky’s agitated state, his overt attention would be bothersome more than flattering. But in Ebon’s mind, at least, the worse she fretted, the more he wanted her. Things were becoming urgent, like a 911 call. 
“I’m not. I actually proposed the idea that you’d lost weight.” 
She stood, now looking down. Ebon stood to meet her, and his terrycloth erection knocked his fork from the table’s edge to the floor.
“And in fact,” he continued, trying to subtly slip his interloper under the robe’s belt to secure it, “I think that whatever has changed, it’s a good change.” 
“I don’t think anything else could have changed.” 
“Maybe it’s nothing.” 
It wasn’t nothing. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. 
“For what?” 
“I’m being moody.” 
“It’s no problem.” 
“It’s the shorter days. I get that seasonal depression thing.” 
Ebon wanted to ask if any of it was due to hormones. It was the kind of question that was sure to earn him nothing but trouble, but he suddenly needed very badly to know if she was on her period. Life seemed to depend on her being off-cycle right now. He wondered if it made him a horrible person that the sadder and more vulnerable Vicky became, the more it turned him on. 
“I get it too.” He didn’t, but it sounded right. Ebon walked forward and, pulling a cue from the room’s mood, wrapped Vicky in a hug, his head on her shoulder, his face against her fragrant red hair. Up this close, he wondered if maybe it was her hair that was different after all. It had looked so carrot orange, but now it seemed almost tinged with crimson, like something done in a salon. Regardless, it smelled like fresh blossoms and vanilla — the opposite of winter. 
“Why are you here, Ebon?” she said from the other side of all that red hair.
“You invited me to dinner.” It was a guess, but seemed safe enough. 
“I mean as a whole. You can do better, a strapping young man like you.” 
“‘Strapping’?” He wasn’t exactly young either, but one outrageous adjective at a time. Ebon realized he’d nearly dropped a fragile spinning plate and grasped for it, changing the conversation’s direction — away from himself and toward her, where it belonged. “I can’t do better.” But that wasn’t quite right; it sounded like he’d grasped for the last rung before falling off a slippery ladder. “I like you more than other women, I mean.” 
“Why?” 
Ebon wanted to cringe at Vicky’s change — at her sudden need for validation. Maybe she was on her period. He very seriously hoped not; she had to feel the way he was responding against her leg. And again, he wondered at himself. Her neediness was a turn-on. He was apparently the strapping young man with the power to light her up. Holding that key made him feel powerful. And yet he knew she was giving him that power, and that taking it away would just as surely crush him. Had he really managed to get into a codependent relationship on an island? It almost made sense, given the way his last few months had gone, but it was hardly a good way to get psychologically healthy after his recent trauma. 
“Because you’re — ” He paused. The obvious Because you’re hot was too superficial.  “— So smart and mature.” 
“Mature?”
“Just like ‘worldly.’ You know a lot of stuff because you’ve done a lot of stuff.” 
“Because I’ve been around a long time.” 
“Don’t be like that.” 
“I’m not being like anything.” Ebon still couldn’t see Vicky’s face as they hugged, but again felt more annoyed, and hornier. 
“You’re fully developed as a person. You speak French. You have intelligent opinions on things.” 
“Hmm.” 
“You’re funny. Sexy.”
“Sexy?” 
“God, yes.” Ebon slid a hand down her side, to her bare leg, skin on skin. 
“Because I have big tits.” 
“Sexy isn’t about tits. Sexy is an attitude. It’s in every little thing you do.” 
“Like what?” 
“The way you walk. The way you talk. Remember that time you ate those strawberries with whipped cream, before we were … like we are now? It drove me nuts.” 
“I’m allergic to strawberries.” 
His hand rubbed her bare thigh. “The way you used to tease me. You’d wear skirts, then uncross and recross your legs.” 
“Where did I do that?” 
“In the living room.” 
“Whose living room?” 
“I thought you were just being casual, like you needed to recross your legs, and weren’t even looking my way because you were in the middle of a conversation. But that didn’t stop me from seeing the flash of your panties every time, and it even got to the point where I’d situate myself across from you, sitting on the floor instead of a chair, so that when you did it, I’d be in place. But you weren’t doing it casually. You were doing it because you’re sexy.” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
Now rubbing her legs with both hands — outer thighs, tops of thighs, sliding toward inner thighs. Ebon kissed her neck. “Sure you don’t.” 
“Seriously, I don’t.”
“Hey,” he said, chuckling against her shoulder. “Do you want to help me with my homework?” 
“What?” 
Ebon’s hand slid between her legs, just below her hem. Then her hands were on his shoulders, and he found himself staring at Vicky from arm’s length, his roaming hand suddenly homeless and lonely. 
“What did you say?” 
Ebon couldn’t answer, because whatever had seemed different about Vicky before had magnified. She was still the same woman with the same face, but something was off enough for her to have been swapped with a twin. That was the funny thing about twins: people called them identical, but once you got to know a pair, their differences were huge and obvious and insistent.
“I’m sorry,” he said, blinking as if slapped. “I thought you wanted it.” 
“What’s going on, Ebon?” 
“Nothing’s going on.” He looked where his hand had so recently been, wanting to return. “Well, nothing unusual anyway.” 
“You’ve been strange all night,” said the strange woman who looked exactly like Vicky. 
“Two to tango,” Ebon said. 
“What?” 
“I guess we’re both different. Do you want to … ” His eyes ticked toward the bedroom, lust eclipsing logic and social decorum. 
“Not really,” she said. 
But she was always like this, wasn’t she? All tease. All crossing and uncrossing of legs. All tall heels and long limbs as she sauntered along with the rest of the group, always ahead of Ebon rather than behind, casting seductive glances that should have been obvious to all. But hadn’t she always been an unattainable ideal? There was really no question of his becoming putty in her hands the moment she decided to open up and offer the treasures her body had promised for years. Years.
“Tease,” he said, turning away, annoyed. 
“Excuse me?” 
“You gave me what I wanted once, right? And now I’m supposed to be your little puppy dog, hoping you’ll deign to toss me another treat?” 
“What the hell are you talking about, Ebon?” 
“Oh, sure, you definitely have no idea,” he said, walking across the room, bare feet dragging in the worn shag carpeting. He glanced back at Vicky, still trying to figure out why she looked so much the same while also seeming completely different. A dog was barking outside. Ebon found himself getting past his arousal. Now he wanted her to leave, to get out and let him be. 
“Maybe you should go,” she said. 
“Should I ‘go’ to help you move? ‘Go’ to help you install a ceiling fan?” His departing lust was alchemizing into repressed anger. These were things he should have said weeks ago, but it had been impossible to break her spell. She waved her sex at Ebon like a weapon, and he’d been fool enough to follow like a moth to a flame. 
“What the fuck are you talking about?” 
“It’s always on your terms, isn’t it? When you need me, I’m there. There to make you feel young and pretty and sexy, to do the work you need done and be your slave. But what about my needs?” 
“What about your needs?” 
“I have needs! I’m a human being, not a toy!” 
Vicky stepped back, as if driven by the force of an invisible blow. As she struck the bookcase behind her, a small ceramic clown plummeted toward the ground. It struck the carpet and, miraculously, remained whole. 
But the clown figurine wasn’t right. 
The bookcase wasn’t right. 
The shag carpeting wasn’t right.
And Vicky definitely wasn’t right. 
Slowly, Vicky stepped forward. She extended a hand, the way people offered a hand to a dog that might leap and bite them. 
“Ebon?” she said. “You’re scaring me, Ebon.”
The room began to revolve, because nothing was right. Not anymore. 
“I don’t need your pity,” he said. 
His world was a fog after that.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Who Am I? 
 
“CUTE.” 
“NO, REALLY. WHO AM I?” 
Ebon reached past the pillow, aiming to move aside the mop of dark-blonde hair covering Holly’s face. She must have been able to see past it, despite appearances, because she slapped his hand deftly away before he reached the first strand. 
“I don’t know. A very satisfied woman?”
“Who else?” 
“I don’t know.” 
She whipped her hair back with one hand, revealing piercing green eyes. “I was Elvira, Mistress of the Dark.”
“How does putting your hair over your face make you Elvira?” 
“You know. Like I’m all morose and stuff.” 
“That doesn’t make sense. First of all, Elvira had black hair. Second, she had enormous boobs.” 
Holly folded down the sheet, pushing her own bare breasts together to try and manufacture Mistress-of-the-Dark-level cleavage, but lacking the raw material. 
“And third, I can’t for the life of me remember her ever draping hair over her face.” 
“I was being goth,” said Holly. She moved the hair back to demonstrate.
“Elvira was pre-goth. She was goth before goth existed.” 
“‘I want to suck your blood!’” 
“Elvira never, ever, in the history of existence, indicated a desire to suck anyone’s blood.” 
Holly affected a theatrical spooky laugh from behind her hair curtain. 
“That was Bela Lugosi. Are you confusing Elvira with Bella Lugosi?” 
“No.” 
Ebon watched her for a minute. “You don’t even know who Bella Lugosi is, do you?” 
“Of course I do.” 
“Then who is he?” 
“He?” 
“Yes, Jesus.” 
“I thought you were talking about the girl in Twilight.” 
Ebon rolled onto his back with an exasperated sigh. The ceiling was the whorls and swoops of a ticky tacky plaster job. It wasn’t the best apartment, for sure, but it beat Holly’s place. She still lived with her roommates in the dorm and had no plans to move out. At all. Ebon had asked her about her future plans early in their relationship, and she’d said she planned to strike it rich and go from there. When he’d asked how she planned to strike it rich, she’d told him that something would come to her eventually. 
“Hey,” she said. “You’re lucky I even pretend to care about your interests. You know I’ll stop doing that eventually, right?” 
“The fact that I made you watch one late-night black-and-white horror movie doesn’t mean it qualifies as an ‘interest,’” he said. “I have other things you should feign interest in if we’re going to do this.”
“Like what?” 
“And you’re not supposed to tell me you plan to stop humoring me either,” Ebon continued, ignoring the aside. “The rules of relationships are such that as we’re together longer, you’ll stop pretending, but it’ll be a slow creep. You can’t announce your intention to stop caring.” 
“Why not?” 
Ebon rolled his head to look at Holly, who was on her side staring right at him, her lips peeled back in a big just-dare-me grin. Ebon threw the spare pillow at Holly’s face. She took the blow, then wedged it under her head and sat up, chest bare, covers pooled at her waist. 
“You sit there like that, and I’m just going to want to have sex with you again.” 
Holly made a playful little eye roll. “That’s something I won’t lose interest in.”
“Really.” 
“Really. I say what I mean. So here.” Holly turned toward him again, inched closer to his face, and stared Ebon in the eyes directly enough that she might have been looking through the backs of his sockets to the pillow behind him. “I will always be down to fuck you, Ebon Shale.” 
“What if we break up? Will you still be down to do it?” 
“Down to do what?’ 
“Have sex.” 
“Say ‘fuck,’” she told him. 
“Fuck.” 
“You say that like a swear. I’m saying it like an act.” 
Ebon laughed. “You’re one of a kind, Holly Moone.” 
“Goddamn right.” She looked around the bedroom. “I wish I smoked. This feels like a cigarette moment.”
“Mmm.” 
She rolled fully onto her side again, then scooched closer. Again Ebon turned his head. Her eyes were less insistent, now more sincere. 
“What?” 
“I’m serious about it though,” she said. “A lot of guys complain about their girls not wanting sex often enough. Not going to be a problem with this girl. I’d suck you off in a parking lot.” 
Ebon laughed. 
“I’m totally serious.” 
“I know you are. That’s the funny part.” 
“We should do that. I’d like to do that.” 
Again, Ebon laughed. If he weren’t already totally drained, what she’d said would have him winding up to go again. Instead, he watched the ceiling, then the window. It was going to be a nice day. Maybe they should go to the park or wash their cars. The day was theirs. 
“How did we end up together?” Ebon felt safe, in the post-coital moment, to voice a question he often asked himself. Holly was possibly the most attractive, sexiest girl he’d ever met. He was as shy, reserved, and nerdy as he’d always been. He’d phrased the question as something mutual, but in reality Ebon mostly wondered why she was with him.  
“I saw what I wanted and went after it.” 
“Oh. So you get all the credit. I seem to remember manning up and being bold.” 
“When were you bold?” 
“When we met. The second time.” 
“At the union?” 
“Of course.” 
Holly rolled onto her back. “You weren’t bold then.” 
“I asked you out, didn’t I?” 
“Um … ” Holly put a finger to her chin, feigning deep thought, “ … nooo.” 
“Then how did we end up at the Olive Garden the next night?” 
“I’m not taking credit for the Olive Garden. That was all you. But I was the one who said we should continue our discussion somewhere else, later.” 
“Because I’d given you scintillating conversation.” 
This time when Holly rolled over, she did so all the way, wrapping her nude body against Ebon’s side, her long, tan arm draped across his hair-strewn chest. “You did do that.” 
“But really,” he said. “I didn’t exactly see myself with someone like you.” 
“That hurts.” 
“Sorry. I meant, I didn’t see it outside of fantasies wherein I was irresistible.”
She snuggled closer. “You are irresistible.” 
“Why?” 
“You’re funny.” 
That was true. Time and again over the few weeks they’d been together — inseparable since that second awkward yet oddly perfect meeting in the ticket line — Holly had told Ebon that she’d never met anyone who could make her laugh more than him. She laughed a lot, all the time, and her laugh had the tune of an unforgettable song. Their pairing made for perfect synergy: Holly loved to laugh, and Ebon loved to make her do it. She joked to her friends that he could make her laugh until she came, but Ebon, who wasn’t entirely sure she was kidding, always felt uncomfortable when she said it. But that was Holly through and through: she had no filter, and said what she meant. 
“I am funny,” he said, watching the ceiling.
“We’re funny together.” 
“Yes. Your Elvira impression is hilarious.” 
“It’s not hilarious at all. It’s terrifying.” 
“Oh. I’m sorry.” 
“Why don’t you fuck the terror right out of my body?” 
Ebon looked over, sensing a sincere request, but was still too spent. 
“I can’t just keep going like that, over and over.” 
Holly sighed, then began playing with his flaccid penis under the covers as if it were a toy and she could stir it to action. 
“Just so you know,” she said, “I masturbate all the time.” 
If Ebon had been drinking something, he’d have spit it out all over the bed. 
“I just think you should know that. You come into the bedroom unexpectedly, you might find me wrinkling fingers. You come in while I’m taking a bath, you might … ” 
“I wouldn’t just pop into the bathroom while you’re in there.” 
“Well, feel free.”
A moment passed. Holly’s hand surrendered, sensing a lack of reward for the effort. 
“Holly.” 
She looked over. 
“That’s a big difference between us, you know.”
“What?” 
“Sex.” 
“We both like it. Problem solved.” 
“Yes, but your … appetites … are beyond mine.” It felt like a strange thing to say, because most of the time Holly’s incessant sexual energy was a thrill. When his dander was up, the idea of screwing in cars and public bathrooms or getting head while he drove all sounded exciting. But when the pressure was released and Ebon was back to his baseline, sometimes he wondered if he could keep up — and if he couldn’t, he wondered if Holly would be happy enough with what he had to offer. 
“You’re complaining about a horny girlfriend?”  
“Not complaining at all. I just wonder … ” Oh, just say it. “Well, I wonder if I’m enough for you. If it could cause problems.” 
“Problems,” she scoffed. 
“Is it a bad idea to look out for problems?” 
“We’ve only been going out for, like, three weeks.” Holly didn’t need to say the rest, which was that for her, the relationship was still very much an open project. Not so for Ebon. The minute a girl returned his affections, he started thinking of what they’d be like as a couple, if they could ever be married, if they made sense as a long-term family. He knew it was too much pressure for the early days and kept it to himself, but the tendency to think long term from the start was in his DNA. Not so for Holly. If there were problems, she surely assumed they’d just break up and enjoy the ride, carefree, until then. Ebon, though, didn’t want to deepen their connection in the light of an inevitable breakup. In Ebon’s mind, it was better never to have loved than to have loved and lost. 
Ebon shrugged, knowing it would be a bad idea to voice his thoughts. But they’d talked a lifetime in the last three weeks, as inseparable as two people could be without being compulsive or codependent. For Ebon, this wasn’t about a good time, laughs, or sex. He was sure he loved Holly, and had fallen for her entirely too deeply. And Holly, who was as insightful as she was brash, knew it. Her still being with him despite his tendencies had to mean something. 
“Okay,” she said, shifting. “Then let’s talk it out. What are you worried about?” 
“I’m not worried. I’m just … ” 
“What concerns you? What logical puzzle are you working out?” She gave him a sarcastic grin, knowing that “worried,” though Ebon wouldn’t admit it, was much closer to the mark.
“Well, what if you’re all worked up, and I’m not game, and … ” 
“Do you really think I can’t make you ‘game’? You’re a dude. It’s in your wiring.” 
“But what if you want to … and I’m kind of … ” 
“You mean if we’re in the middle of Disney World, and I want you to bend me over a trashcan, but you kind of just want to ride Space Mountain.” 
“Well, sure.” 
She hugged him tighter. “Believe it or not, Ebon, I can separate my feelings about you from my throbbing biological needs. I can also suppress things that need suppressing until the appropriate time.” 
“I don’t want you to have to suppress anything.” 
“If I get bored, I’ll grab one of the Disney employees.” 
Ebon laughed. 
“Okay,” she said. “I know I’m a lot to handle.” 
“In a good way.” 
“Of course. But also, a lot to handle. I talk too much; I don’t shut up about the things I should shut up about; I’m way too impulsive. I’m working on it.” 
“You’re working on it?” 
“I’m looking into getting a shrink.”
“Really?” 
“Not that I’m messed up. Just … self-work, you know.” 
“Naturally.” 
“Your bigger concern is how I’ll spend money. I buy things without thinking.” 
That should have set off alarms on Ebon’s long-term radar, but she’d said it too bluntly to carry much malice. And besides, she was getting a shrink. To “work on it.” 
“I plan on being rich,” he told her.
“Me too,” she said. “I don’t want to glom off my husband.” 
“Husband?” 
“You know, eventually.” 
“Sure.” 
She touched him on the cheek, and he turned to face her, rolling onto his side, head propped up on a hand. 
“Okay, E,” she said, her deep eyes mock-serious. “Cards on the table. How many people have you slept with?” 
“I don’t want to go first.” 
“What makes you think I’m even going to answer?”
“If you don’t answer, I’m definitely not. Come on, party girl. You say what you mean, so out with it. How many?” 
“Not as many as you might think.” 
Ebon didn’t know if he liked that answer. Although, come to think of it, he didn’t really like any answer. He knew, of course, that Holly and virginity had parted ways eons ago, but that was a nugget of knowledge not unlike the truth that all processed food contained insect parts. Of course it was an inarguable fact, but that didn’t mean anyone liked thinking about it. He’d asked, and now he was going to find out. But Holly was his; he’d won her affection against all odds. The hurt that came with imagining another man’s hands on her body was a bones-deep ache. 
“Ooo-kay … ” 
“Are we counting … ” 
Ebon cut her off. “Total. All things sexual, except guys you only kissed.” The one thing he wanted less than the number itself was a detailed accounting of what had been stuck where, what had been rubbed, and what had gushed or where it landed.
“Maybe twelve?” 
“Oh, that’s not too many,” Ebon heard himself say. But truthfully it sounded like a lot — not because it was, but because acknowledging even one other man in Holly’s bed felt like a violation. 
“And a few of those were just hand jobs or … ” 
“I don’t need specifics.” 
“Oh. Sorry.” Holly paused a moment, trying to read his face. Ebon felt deeply hurt. It was an unfair hurt (She hadn’t known him in the past, so how could he judge her?), but it was a hurt nonetheless. He felt like the moment’s intimacy had been shattered and wished very much that he’d never brought it up. This was what “looking out for problems” bought him.
“You okay?” she asked. 
“Of course.” 
Another moment of inspection. Ebon watched the door past her shoulder, then made himself look forward, at her face. 
“Of course,” he repeated. 
“Then what about you?” 
“One,” Ebon said. 
“Seriously.” 
“One.” 
“You’re kidding.”
“I am a funny guy. Aren’t you in stitches?” 
“You’ve seriously only ever been with one person.” 
“Yes.” 
She put her hand on her chest. “Please tell me it’s one other person. Not just me.” It was a strange thing to hope for, but then again, Ebon had learned to read Holly too. The emotion on her face now was one he’d rarely seen, because she didn’t seem to know it: guilt.
“One other.” 
“Before me, you had sex with just one other girl.” 
“I could sketch you a graph.”
“Oh. Wow. That’s … you must think I’m a total slut.” 
“I don’t think that,” he said. And he didn’t. But the gulf was a slut’s worth of wide, especially when Ebon considered that he’d also only been with that other girl one time. And that she hadn’t truly been a girl, technically speaking. 
Holly seemed unseated, her eyes flicking around the room. “Jesus, Ebon. We need to … I need to set you up with some of my friends or something. We should have some threesomes to even things out.” 
Ebon looked over, wondering if she was serious. Surely not. 
“It’s not a big deal.” 
“It is. I get why you feel intimidated now. But it’s fine. I’ll … ugh, is it insulting to say I’ll teach you?” 
Actually, right now, it sounded kind of hot. The Band-Aid of conversation had been ripped from his skin, and Ebon found he felt better. Yes, a dozen or so other men had been in places that were now private to Ebon, but her discombobulation was strangely endearing. It was like she’d crashed his car and wanted to bake him cupcakes in attrition. 
“Seriously, don’t worry about it.” 
“Oh, my God. I just can’t imagine what you must think of me.” 
“I think I lo… I think I really like you.” Ebon chanced a playful jab to deflate the room’s pressure. “In spite of your sluttiness.” 
Holly looked almost offended for a half second, then laughed. 
“Who was the girl?” 
Ebon sighed. 
“What? Long-lost partially requited love?” 
He shook his head. “Family acquaintance.” 
“The girl next door.” 
“My mom’s friend.” 
Holly stopped, her mounting enthusiasm (she’d got over her guilt) freezing in its tracks.  “Really?” 
Ebon nodded. 
“When?” 
“I was sixteen. She was … late thirties? Maybe forty?”
“Oh.” Holly looked like she wanted to say she was sorry, but it was the wrong response. 
“Was it … like … ” 
“Oh, I was really eager at the time. Quite consensual. Her name was Julia. Julia Summers. She’d been around me all my life, on and off, which, looking back, really makes the whole thing kind of twisted. I mean, she babysat for me when I was younger. She was like a second mother in a way, but she was also … how do I put this?”
Holly waited. 
“Smoking fucking hot,” Ebon finished. 
Holly laughed, sensing a break in the tension. 
“I remember figuring that out a few years before. She had these huge boobs, but they weren’t fatty; they were just big and awesome. And they were always sort of on display — not because she was pushing them on anyone, but because there was no way they couldn’t be. Whenever she bent over, I’d try to get a peek. But because her boobs were so huge, none of her shirts were ever loose. But that didn’t stop me from trying to peek at her nipples.” 
“That’s hot.” 
Ebon shook his head, lost in recollection. He’d thought about Julia many times over the years, even after their almost-relationship had fizzled … after he’d got tired of trying to talk her into repeating their single bravura performance. He’d distanced himself from her after that, and she’d stopped coming around. It was best that way. On some days, he loved and desired Julia. On others, he hated her. His lackluster sexual history since hadn’t been the fault of his charisma. He’d attracted women, but pushed them all away. For years after Julia, sex had been a confusing affair, as mired with shame and betrayal as with lust and untold realms of pleasure. Only Holly, with her disarming bluntness, had been able to pierce the veil. 
“She was though,” he said. “You know how, when you’re a kid, forty seems really old? Well, on Julia, it didn’t look old at all. She was really pale, not at all tan and without any of the wrinkles that sometimes come with it.” 
“Hey,” said Holly, whose skin was a light bronze. 
“And she had those huge boobs, like big hotel pillows. But she was also kind of unstable, which, I suppose, is why we ended up where we did. She was hot and cold. She’d be angry and loud, then quiet and seductive. Even when she was around my dad, it was like she was hitting on him. I grew up watching her, seeing how she operated. Today, that kind of bipolar personality would scare me, but she always blamed it on being Irish. ‘It’s in my blood,’ she’d say with these big blue eyes. You’d forgive anything she’d just said or any lamps she’d just broken.” 
“She broke lamps?” 
“Once. And some little ceramic things, like this clown figurine. All by accident … but they were the kind of accidents that would have been prevented if she wasn’t so hot tempered.” Ebon sighed, remembering her moods for the seductions they’d been at the time. “Oh, but it was intoxicating to sixteen-year-old Ebon. You can’t imagine. I was a little bent; she’d always been my icon of what sex would look like in human form. She told my mother stories, and I sometimes overheard them. Things she did with men. I could imagine her doing them to me.” 
“Sounds like a true romance.” 
“She was magnificent, for a warped sort of woman. Tall, curvy in all the right places. Bright-red Irish head of hair, always arranged differently. I remember distinctly wondering, repeatedly, alone and in the presence of various lotions, if the carpet matched the drapes. Turns out, it did.”  
“Again, hot.” 
Ebon turned to look at Holly. She was probably just playing along, but for the first time he wondered if she was into girls. It seemed in character. 
“Anyway, one night my parents were out, and she came over to borrow something. I don’t even remember what it was, because I’m pretty sure her wanting to borrow something was bullshit. She was wearing this short dress with flowers on it, and I remember thinking it looked like she was trying too hard to be sexy. I actually remember that very specifically. ‘Why are you trying to act twenty, Julia, when you’re so hot at your actual age?’ I didn’t say that, of course, but it all seemed contrived. I didn’t have whatever she’d supposedly come to borrow, and she asked if she could use our phone. I said fine. Then afterward, she said it was good to see me, that she hadn’t seen me in a while. Somehow that became her telling me about how well I’d turned out, that I’d ‘grown into a man before her eyes.’ And then … ” He trailed off.
“Coo coo ca choo, Mrs. Robinson,” Holly said. 
Ebon shrugged on the pillow, Holly’s hand pulling gently at his chest hairs. “I was sixteen. This was the woman I’d always fantasized about. She didn’t really need to bother with the playacting. She could have walked into the middle of the room and said, ‘Let’s fuck,’ and I’d have hopped on her.”
“Was it good?”
“It was … climactic.” 
“I guess that’s good.” 
“No, I mean … it’s hard to describe. I’d been wanting it for so long that I couldn’t actually enjoy the event itself. I was too busy not believing it was actually happening. Does that make sense?” 
“Sure.” 
“And I guess I was okay with that, right after, because then the pressure was off. I was all ready to settle in and enjoy myself for a second round, but she said she was tired and needed to go. So she did. But we never did it again.” 
“You only did it once?” 
Ebon nodded. “Before you, I had just the one notch on my belt. Not for lack of trying, mind you. But the thing I didn’t understand at the time — but that I’ve thought a lot, lot, lot about since — was that Julia didn’t actually care about me at all. I think she felt herself getting older and needed me to make her feel young. She needed to prove to herself that she still had what it took to seduce someone at their peak. But it was more than that too. A lot of what I took for brash confidence was more likely insecurity. She was so bold and uncensored because she was trying to convince herself that she couldn’t be hurt. That she didn’t feel pain, or anything less than total surety about herself, her body, whatever. Looking back, it seems sad.” 
“It does.” Holly’s eyes were moist, proving her words. “But not sad for her. Sad for you.” 
“I was fine. It wasn’t exactly abuse.” 
“But it was. Mental abuse. She was just … she played with you!” 
“She did. Afterward too. I spent months following her around, hoping for a repeat. I thought that if I could prove my worth to her, she’d want me again. It was hard, and it messed me up for a while. I started to think of sex as a reward for being a certain way — for serving someone and doing what they wanted. But not just a reward, an impossible reward. She fed it too, the whole time. She called me ‘baby,’ like I was a proper lover, but it was always followed by a request: ‘Baby, can you run to the store for me?’ ‘Baby, can you fix the ceiling fan?’ And I just went right along for the ride. You know the drawings of a donkey pulling a cart, enticed by a stick with a dangling carrot? I felt like that. I kept trying to be and do whatever Julia wanted, handling her chores and errands and all sorts of things, but the promise of her teasing, with lots of wiggling of tits and ass and many suggestive comments, was always out of reach.” 
“I’m sorry, Ebon.”
“Why?” 
“I’m sorry that happened to you. I’m sorry she hurt you.” 
He nodded his thanks. “She had her own baggage. I imagine she thought it was a fair trade and didn’t think of herself as the bad guy — bad girl — at all. If anything, it let me see right through her, and like I said, that made me feel sad. Sad for her. But it went both ways, because I didn’t just want sex. She made me feel wanted too.” 
“But you were only a kid.” 
“A lonely kid. The funny thing is that at the same time Julia was messing me up, she also gave me this huge boost. You think I’m timid and quiet now? It was so much worse before. My parents were always distracted, and I had to compete with my siblings. I barely ever said a word. I couldn’t order food at a McDonald’s, I was so shy. Julia made me feel like I was worth wanting. Worth being with. And yes, it was twisted, but it was more than I’d had before, and at a time when my parents had no time for me. Just a few months earlier, my best friend, Leonard Ammas, had died in a car accident. He was hit by a drunk driver. That’s why I almost never drink.” 
“Oh.” 
“That accident hit me hard, but my parents were too busy to get me through it. Julia made me feel safe. She made me feel understood and anchored during a time of chaos.” 
Holly said nothing. Just watched him with serious green eyes as he finished speaking. Then, after Ebon realized he had nothing left to say, Holly put her hand on his arm. 
“You know, I could be your — ”
But Holly couldn’t finish her sentence, because at that moment there was a tremendous booming outside, as if someone had fired an antique cannon or struck the building with a wrecking ball. The floor and bed shook enough to jiggle Holly’s breasts, and a ghostly trail of dust whispered down from the ceiling. 
Ebon said, “What the hell was that?”
“Is that really your reaction?” 
He looked at Holly, not understanding. 
“What’s going on out there?”
“Who knows?” 
Ebon stood and crossed to the window. He glanced back as he did, and for some reason Holly looked irritated, maybe even angry. Outside, people walked by in the sunlight. Kids played on a distant playground. The building’s geography allowed an oblique view into one of the other apartments, and he could see the man who lived there sitting at a chair at a round table, sipping coffee. Nobody was looking anywhere other than at their personal business. 
“I don’t see anything,” he said. 
Ebon looked back. After a moment, Holly slithered from the sheet in a way that suggested she was summoning his return to bed, then seemed to remember she was nude and tucked the sheet demurely around herself, as if she didn’t want Ebon to mistake her gesture for an invitation to sex. She patted the pillow. Slowly, he returned. 
“What were we talking about?” he asked. 
“Julia.” 
“Oh. Hmm. Well, that conversation can be over. I guess I kind of went overboard unloading all that old baggage on you. Sorry.” 
“It’s okay.” 
Ebon slipped into bed beside her. As he did, his naked leg brushed hers, and it dawned on him just how completely nude she was. His thoughts shifted. He’d dumped his past on her, but no longer wanted to dig up old bones. What was done was done. Now he was getting horny, and Holly was the right person to be with when that happened. He slid a hand along her body from the bottom up, feeling the skin of her thigh surrender to the skin of her smooth side, with no fabric in between. 
“I hadn’t really thought about it, but I guess we all need someone to lean on,” she said. “It just so happened to be Julia for you, and it just so happened to take the form of sex.” 
“Mmm,” said Ebon, still idly stroking Holly’s side with one finger, focusing on her hip, her ass. 
“But you needed it, didn’t you?” 
“Hmm. I needed it.” Spoken with playful lechery. With each passing second, Ebon was finding he needed it now too.
“We have fun, don’t we?” 
Ebon moved to cup a breast before answering in the affirmative. Holly took his hand and held it with more innocent flesh. 
“Well, if we’re going to keep having fun,” she said, “I guess that makes us a couple. And couples should — ”
Again, there was a tremendous booming from outside. This time, several knickknacks tipped sideways on the dresser across the room. Holly’s water glass, beside her on an end table, shook enough to spill a glut onto the table’s lacquered surface. Deeper in the apartment, picture frames clattered against the walls. 
Ebon held his eyes to Holly’s face as it happened. She didn’t stop speaking or acknowledge the disturbance. She finished her thought, undeterred, but Ebon didn’t hear it. 
“What the hell is that?” Again he flexed to rise, but Holly put a hand on his shoulder to hold him in place. 
“Do you hear what I’m saying to you?” 
“I can’t hear anything while someone is trying to knock the building down!” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“The fact that the whole goddamn apartment is shaking! Jesus, Holly!” 
“I didn’t feel any shaking.” 
A long, black crack began to snake across the ceiling, starting in one corner and making its way over the bed. Boards and nails and sheetrock parted with a noise too large for what Ebon was seeing. It sounded as if the world were tearing at the seams. Plaster dust sifted down onto them, turning Holly’s tan skin white in a fuzzy line. Still, her eyes never left his. 
“Are you hearing me, Ebon?” 
In one motion, the apartment’s entire far wall fell inward as if kicked from outside. Two-by-fours splintered; plaster broke into crumbles and dust. The girders that framed the apartments in neat cubbies showed themselves as seams ripped, standing tall while the wall’s detritus showered them with splinters and dust. Ebon held his hands up to shield himself, then tried to hold the sheet to shield Holly. But she pushed it down and began to speak, angry, adamant.
“You know, I can be more than — ”
The apartment above collapsed at its outer rim, someone else’s furniture and belongings falling into the space at the bed’s foot. Nails and screws pelted them, and Ebon felt the building seeming to come loose at its foundation. It would tip over any second now. If he were standing, he’d have trouble getting his footing. As it was, lying down, Ebon felt the world almost seeming to spin. He waited, gripping the sheets, unable to think about Holly as she continued to speak as if nothing unusual was happening at all, waiting for the whole works to topple. 
Ebon wanted to hold Holly tight, to protect her and be her rock as he always had, because she’d always been the flighty one, the one who thought only about fun and parties and pleasure and joy, who had no filter but no fucking adult common sense either. The walls were crumbling while Holly kept blabbing, forcing Ebon, as always, into being the responsible, sensible one. In a hot flash, he felt her frivolity as a burden. She’d always been like this. Up for a good time, but crumbling when it came time to grow up and do what had to be done — for herself, for him, for their lives together, for her career, for the world. 
But before Ebon could take her and hold her tight as the floor before them gave way (tossing their belongings onto the space at the foot of someone else’s bed below), Holly pushed him away, her eyes suddenly full of rage. The emotion looked fake — nothing like the anger he’d seen simmering a moment ago. This was almost a caricature. It was like fury played by a bad actor, or written by a bad screenwriter.
“I want to fuck other men!” she yelled. “It’s how I am! It’s how I’m wired! If you want to be with me, I’ll fuck you too!” Holly reached out and seized Ebon’s flagging member and began tugging with sexual malice, as if unsure how it worked. “I’ll fuck you all day and all night, but if you’re not enough for me — and let’s face it, how could you possibly be? — then I’ll do what I need to do!” 
“Holly, what are you … ” 
Outside, bright day became night in a blink. The blink corresponded perfectly with Holly reaching toward him with another strange snap of demeanor. Ebon flinched, but this touch was kind; her anger departed as if it had never existed. The building continued to shift. A dresser fell, cheap wood exposing its contents like spilled intestines. 
“I have my own painful past,” she said. 
“Jesus Christ, Holly! We have to get out of here!” Finally, belatedly, Ebon sat up on the bed, dragging Holly with him, pulling them both into squats amid the piled-up pillows, slinking back away from the sloughing pit along the building’s failing side. He inched toward the bedroom door, trying not to see the blackness outside. Forget that the sun had left the sky in a blink. Forget that even allowing for the shadows, Ebon felt certain there was nothing out there now at all — no pedestrians walking, no playground filled with kids. No stars, no sky.
“I don’t like to think about it, but — ” she began. But then Holly stopped, and Ebon didn’t know why until he turned to look, wondering if she’d seen a new crisis his panicked attention had missed. When he did, he saw that she no longer had a mouth. Her eyes were still animated, two tiny emerald animals trapped in cages as she tried uselessly to speak. 
“JESUS FUCKING CHRIST!” Ebon yelled, unable to help himself. 
He began to drag her. Holly left the bed like a corpse, hitting the floor at its side with the dull thud of meat onto a butcher’s block. She was too heavy, as if her thin form had doubled in mass, as if she’d swallowed her weight in lead as part of a dumb party stunt. He yanked as hard as he could, but she barely budged. He felt like he could only dislocate her arm, but he’d never make her move. And now, above, the roof was leaving the building, all floors above theirs peeling away like a lid from a pull-tab can. Looking up, he saw more of that unfathomable, featureless blackness and then looked away again, staring back at Holly. 
But now she wasn’t helpless and bound at the mouth. Her lips had cracked into a wide, cruelly seductive grin, her legs spread, her free hand between them, furiously rubbing. 
“Give me what I need, Ebon,” she said. “Here, now, while the world ends.” 
“Get up! We have to go!” 
“Responsible, predictable husband of mine,” Holly purred. “Always wanting to fight the losing battle, just because it’s what seems safe.” She moved the hand away from herself, licked her fingers, then drew a wet line on Ebon’s tugging arm. “Come on, baby. Live a little. Haven’t you ever wanted to fuck while the world ends?” 
“Goddammit, Holly, get on your feet! Get up and — ”
She was on all fours in an instant, moving toward him, unseating Ebon as he pulled. His grip came free, and she was above him in the corner, a hollow wind now pulling at the room’s decimated edge, the sound of nothingness made real. But she wasn’t wanton; she’d flipped again, and this time she slapped him across the face, her eyes brimming with tears. 
“I want to be — ” she began. 
The floor shook, then dropped three inches. Ebon felt his stomach unseat, then felt fear boil as Holly, ignoring her environment, crawled forward and slapped him again. 
“It’s you who — ” 
The floor dropped another three inches. The wind picked up, and Ebon felt the building tip toward the room’s empty side, toward what had become an eternal pit. 
“Holly, we have to go! You have to work with me!” 
“Ebon, honey,” she said, “I’m trying.” 
The entire building seemed to fall off whatever eternal plinth had held it, and Ebon felt himself tumbling into nothing. All around him was darkness and the remains of his bedroom, Holly free falling before him with her hair spread out in the breeze. Her face wore a wry look, and in spite of the moment’s horror Ebon felt her expression yank him into a strange sort of calm where it was just the two of them. They could have been sitting in a cafe, sipping tea. He wanted to speak, but couldn’t. Despite having fully functioning equipment, Ebon felt as if something were holding him fast, telling him not to speak as if he were the one missing a mouth. 
“Fine,” Holly said. “Have it your way.”
Then it was over.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
Baby
 
“HOLLY.” 
THE WORD LEFT IN A gasp. Ebon lay collapsed as if at the end of a race, but he was on a hardwood floor covered with a fine rug rather than at a finish line, and the woman above him wasn’t Holly.
“I’m Vicky.”
Ebon looked around, confused. He remembered Vicky fine, but recalled Holly just as vividly. He felt caught between two realities, both equally true. That conversation with Holly had happened years ago, and yet it felt as fresh as wet paint, his cheek still prickling from her touch. Although, as Ebon’s fingers wandered absently to the spot where she’d touched him, he almost seemed to recall a slap. But Holly hadn’t slapped him. Not then or ever. 
“Why am I on the floor?” 
“You passed out.” 
Ebon tried to stand, but Vicky knelt beside him and gently pushed him back down, until his head was again on the rug. 
“Don’t get up. You fainted because your brain needed blood. Let it have its fill.” 
“What are you, a doctor?” 
“Everyone knows that. You faint, you take your time getting up.” 
“I didn’t know that.” 
“Trust me,” said Vicky, a kind smile on her broad red lips. She was still wearing the same white dress she’d been wearing earlier, but Ebon could only spot it from the corner of his eye. He had a strange sense of seeing the world as if it were on a screen, devoid of the usual crisp sensory immersion that made reality feel real. The fading impression of that old memory with Holly, right here and now, still felt more real than this. It had been rich and vibrant, full of color, scents, and sounds filling his senses in a panorama, whereas he was seeing Vicky almost like a broadcast. But even as Ebon lay on her polished floor and fluffy rug, he could feel the earlier scenario’s veracity spilling over into this one. He was forgetting the old memory’s vividness the way he’d lose a dream on waking, and found himself sad to see it go. It was long gone, seemingly an eon ago. It had been of a time when they’d been fresh, when Holly had been all excitement and pleasure. Before the cheating. Before she’d turned into a snake and revealed her true colors. 
Why did it hurt so much to see the memory leave? Ebon wanted to hold it tight, and clutch it to his chest. But it was like gripping loose sand, and little by little — as blood returned to his needing brain, probably — Ebon felt reality sharpening and felt the memory departing to its proper place, the edges for some reason not quite fitting as neatly as they had before. Something was wrong with the memory. But what? 
“How about now?” said Vicky. 
“Better.”
“Sit up, if you can.” 
Ebon could, quite easily. He made his way to Vicky’s plush designer divan over some mumbled, overprotective protests and sank back into the cushions. Only once he was settled did Vicky’s hands lower to her sides. She still looked poised and perfect, her red hair up without a wayward strand. She pulled a small chair slowly forward and sat opposite Ebon, her knees pressed together, the dress’s bright fabric stretched tight across her pale thighs. 
“I passed out,” said Ebon. 
“Yes.” 
“How embarrassing.” 
“It was a long walk, and it’s cold. I imagine you’re just exhausted.” 
That might have been true. If he was remembering correctly — and after the odd memory of Holly (strange for a reason he couldn’t quite finger), Ebon wasn’t sure he was remembering correctly — then before coming here he’d motored out into a storming December ocean, crashed, then walked here dazed and hypothermic. But according to the story he’d told Vicky, he’d simply walked up the coast. It wasn’t far, and certainly no reason to assume dehydration and exhaustion. She must be trying to make him feel better, because that’s what she did. What she always did.
“Sure.” 
“Don’t feel bad. I once passed out in church.” 
“You go to church?” Another thing he didn’t know about her. It was strange that the person who brought him comfort was such a stranger. 
“I did when I was younger.” 
“How young?” 
“The time I passed out, I was ten or eleven.” 
“Ten or eleven,” he scoffed. “I’m over thirty.” 
“You can pass out at any age.” 
“Hmph.” 
“Do you want me to get you something hot?” 
She meant it literally, but Ebon felt like he was sixteen years old. He looked down at Vicky’s swelling, porcelain cleavage and resisted a powerful urge to make an immature joke, perhaps agreeing emphatically that he wanted something hot, all right. 
“Like a branding iron?” 
“I was thinking coffee or tea.” 
Ebon said, “Sure.” Why hadn’t he had coffee as soon as he’d arrived? Or failing that, why not with dinner? He’d been freezing. Coffee would have been like liquid invigoration. Like coming in from the cold to a cup of …
“I also have hot chocolate.”
“You read my mind.” 
“So … hot chocolate.” 
“That would be wonderful.” 
Vicky stood then leaned down, giving Ebon an eyeful of that delightful cleavage. She planted a kiss on his cheek and pulled a brown afghan over him while she walked away, backside swaying as her heels clacked the floor. 
“How’s your head?” she asked, returning, setting an elegant-looking mug on the coffee table, slipping a stone coaster beneath it. 
“My head?” 
“Before you passed out, you seemed …” she trailed off. 
Ebon was beginning to remember that too — him “seeming” some awkward way toward her moments before going down. He couldn’t recall what he’d done or said specifically, but the sense of discomfort was there. With it came gratitude. He’d done dumb, immature things around Vicky before, and she always saw past them. Whatever oddity his head was still groping to recall had unsettled her before it had unsettled him. But then again, he’d been about to faint at the time. That surely had to excuse whatever idiocy he’d spewed.
“I’m coming around.” 
“I thought you were having an episode.” 
“Hopefully it was an episode of something funny.” 
Vicky ignored the aside. “Your eyes got all swimmy. It was like … ” 
“Like an episode of Sanford and Son.” 
She paused, then resumed, “ … like you didn’t know me at all. I was … a little frightened.” 
“I’m not frightening.” 
“You weren’t. The situation was frightening, I mean.” 
Ebon thought she might be being kind. “Frightening” had rung a bell in his mind, and he wondered what he might have said or done. Somehow, in at least a small way, he — Ebon, as himself — had frightened her, all right.
“I’m sorry I scared you.” 
“As long as you’re better now.” 
Ebon sat up, took a few short sips of the hot chocolate, then nodded slowly, making sure his words were true before they left him. “Yes. I feel better now.” 
“You were just exhausted.” 
“I was. I am.”
“Do you want to go to bed?” 
Ebon sighed. What he wanted was to have dinner with Vicky, then slip that white dress off her shoulders and down the length of her body and do what naturally followed. But as tough as he was trying to be, the truth was nudging its way to the front: he’d been spilled into a near-winter ocean; he’d barely survived a deadly storm. The fact that nobody knew those things didn’t change their toll on his body.
“I suppose,” he said. “But I’ll finish my hot chocolate before I leave.” 
“Leave?” 
Ebon looked at Vicky. “Oh, you meant for me to sleep here.” 
Vicky looked embarrassed. “I was just thinking you might not want to make the walk again if you’re tired and beat. But will she worry if … ?” 
Watching Vicky trail off expectantly, Ebon remembered just how far into uncharted waters he was. He’d skirted the issue of Vicky with Aimee, and he’d skirted the issue of Aimee with Vicky. But Vicky had mentioned Aimee, meaning that she knew. But what did she know? And what, if anything, did Aimee know? He’d lied to her at least once about staying over at Vicky’s. So did Aimee even know Vicky existed? What had he told each woman about his relationship with the other, and had it been the truth? For that matter, what was the truth? And did it make a difference? Why would he keep secrets? There was too much unknown. Treading those grounds was asking to step on a buried mine.
“It’s fine. I’d planned to stay here anyway.” 
Vicky’s face seemed momentarily perplexed. “Why would you plan to stay here?” 
“Oh. I just meant that usually … I mean, in the past, we’d … ” Ebon had no idea how to end any of those sentences. 
“You wanted sex.” 
The statement was a splash of cold water. Yes, Ebon supposed he’d wanted sex. And, given the precedent that seemed to exist between them (he’d woken up nude in her bed, after all), he supposed it wasn’t an unreasonable expectation. But hearing it so baldly was disarming. Even Holly had usually been more discreet. 
“Well … sure?” He didn’t want to say no, thinking it might sound like rejection.
“So you just assumed.” 
“Well, I figured that … ” 
“I don’t live here, Ebon. This is my weekend home. And I’ve told you over and over how much I value being alone. How much I need that time to recharge.” 
“But you’ve been coming here this late in the year to see me.” 
Vicky put her hands on her hips. Three strikes in a row. 
“Oh, really.” 
“That’s what you told me,” said Ebon sheepishly.
“Look, I liked having sex with you. I’d definitely do it again. But …” Vicky sighed, seeming to realize that she might be overreacting, trying to dial down. Softer, she said, “I just don’t do dependence well. You can’t go asking me for a dedicated drawer, assuming without being asked that you’ll sleep over, all that.” Still trying to dim what was clearly an honest and important set of statements, she stepped closer and ran her hand down his arm. “It’s just how I am. Yes, I’d love it if you’d stay over tonight. But … ” 
“The fact that I assumed is a problem.” 
Vicky rolled her eyes up and sighed, as if frustrated with herself. “See? I’m not good at relationships. I’m too selfish.” 
Ebon had been thinking the opposite. She took care of him. She soothed his sorrows. She was his rock. Nobody had ever been that for him before, or had ever even tried. Even Aimee, though she’d given him a place to stay and an ear to hear him, was too flighty for Ebon to feel stable. Over the course of just a few months, Vicky had become his port in the storm — the fully realized woman that Aimee had never really become, that Holly had never aspired to be, and that Ebon was slightly ashamed to admit he needed, both because of the way he was wired and because more and more recently he felt like he was falling apart. 
The disorientation. The skipped time. The spinning reality; the fact that seaside carnivals vanished and reappeared. It was easy to pretend that the lies weren’t there with Vicky by his side. 
“You’re not selfish.” 
“Stay. Go. You can choose.” She watched him, waiting. 
“I’d like to stay at least for a while longer.” It was a non-response and a non-decision, but seemed to do the job. Vicky softened. Ebon sat back down on the divan and resumed sipping his cocoa. 
“You were mumbling when you were passed out.” 
“I was … dreaming …  about Holly.” 
“Who’s Holly?” 
Sip. “My wife.”
“You’re married?” 
“Of course I’m … ” Ebon trailed off as he raised his left hand to point out his rather obvious wedding ring, but apparently he hadn’t worn it today. During the pockets of time when Ebon seemed to be in control, he’d been about fifty-fifty with the ring. On some days, he was nostalgic for his early times with Holly before she’d shown her true colors. On other days — often those on which he read her journal and saw the monster under the surface — he took it off. Today must have been one of the latter. 
“You’re kidding, right? You’re not actually married.” Vicky sounded as if she was trying to turn the words into reality, rather than waiting to see if they were objectively true or false. 
“Was married. You know this.” 
“How could you not tell me?” 
“It was … ” He was about to say … a long time ago, but it had only been a few months. Ebon’s sense of time was distorted and sloppy, like an overly cluttered room. He changed tacks and said rather bluntly, “She died.” 
“When?” 
“This spring.” 
“This spring?” Her hand went to her mouth, flat across like a Norman Rockwell of surprise. 
“I told you all of this,” Ebon said. But was that true? He’d discussed it in depth with Aimee, but had just assumed with Vicky, given all their time together. 
“No, you did not. I feel pretty sure I’d remember it. How did she die?” 
“In a car accident.” Ebon thought about stopping, but something bitter made him add, “With her lover.” 
“Oh, my God. I’m so sorry.” 
“It’s nothing.” 
“It’s not nothing! How could you not tell me?”
Ebon wanted to say, I assumed I had, but decided it would do more harm than good.
“Ebon, Jesus! So, what … she was cheating?” 
“Yes.” Part of him wanted to go on and tell Vicky all about what a cheating, filthy, traitorous whore Holly had turned out to be, but another part — a surprisingly strong part — held his tongue. Something about the dream (or whatever) was pushing against him, shouting that telling her all of that wouldn’t just be inappropriate and unfair to Vicky, but that it would also not be the whole truth. And yet it was the truth. He’d caught Holly red-handed barely an hour after she’d died, then repeatedly afterward while browsing her private, handwritten pages. He’d been the most stable notch on Holly’s bedpost, but nothing more. She’d been his world, but all he’d been to her was an earner, a sometimes-friend, and a toy. 
That internal hand held him back. He felt a psychic aftershock that only dimly made sense: the feeling of a shaking room, of the world crumbling away. Something that shouldn’t be said, or recalled. 
“I’m so sorry.” 
“It is what it is.” 
“How have you been dealing with it? Did you talk to anyone about it?” 
“I talked to Aimee.” 
“Why?” 
“Why not?” 
“I don’t understand you, Ebon.” Vicky shook her head. “You won’t talk to me about any of this, but you’ll talk to her?” 
“Jesus, Vicky. Of course I’d talk to her about it. And I’m telling you now.” 
“What do you mean, of course you’d tell her?” 
Ebon felt frustration mounting. He was tired of not knowing where he stood, tired of hiding without the benefits of choosing to hide, tired of not being able to trust the ground underfoot — literally, it seemed, in some cases. He wanted to keep peace with Vicky (and ideally get some of the sex he seemed to need), but was done with niceties and eggshells. 
“I’ve known her all my life!”  
“So what?” 
“We played on the beach as kids! We did all those stupid teen things together! She taught me how to kiss, Vicky!” 
“She … what?” 
Ebon was on a roll, now more broken and angry than tentative. “When you’ve known someone that long, you talk to them. Don’t you have childhood friends who you … ” 
“I thought you were just renting her father’s cottage.” 
“What? No. I’m staying there with her.” 
“As lovers?” 
“No, but … ” 
“You said you have a past. She’s an old girlfriend.”
Ebon was tired of charades. He stood. “Old girlfriend! And even then, just barely! Look, what the fuck did you think was going on? You asked about checking in with her. I always mention that she’s there, and — ” 
“Because you’re helping to fix up the cottage. I didn’t realize she was sleeping there too.” 
“What fucking difference does it make?” 
Vicky crossed her arms. When she spoke, her words were spiteful, bitter. “You’ll have to give me a minute to process. I just learned about two of your past intimate relationships in the span of sixty seconds. A wife and a girlfriend, both kept from me.”
“They weren’t kept from you.” 
“And yet,” she said, “I had no idea.” 
“Well, what does it matter?” Ebon spat back. “I’m not allowed to stay here and invade your ‘alone time.’ I guess that gives me some idea where I stand in your life.” Ebon felt his own arms cross. He probably looked
angry, but was actually hurt. Vicky was his anchor, and she’d just broken the chain before his eyes. How could someone be your port in the storm when it was clear she wanted no layabout ships bobbing idle in her docks?
“That’s not fair.” 
“Like hell it isn’t! What have you told me, Vicky?” 
“I tell you everything!” 
“And yet,” he said, mimicking her from earlier, “I know nothing.” 
“This is ridiculous! It’s not the same! How could you not tell me about your past with Aimee? How could you not tell me about your wife?” 
“Because she’s fucking dead!” 
Ebon’s shout surprised him as much as it surprised Vicky. The room was dead silent for a beat. Vicky waited, standing in place, disarmed. Then Ebon sat. Slowly, Vicky sat opposite him. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. 
“It’s okay.” 
“It’s not. I guess I should have said something.” He wanted to clip “I guess” from the sentence, but it was the best he could do. Some other Ebon had forged the relationship with Vicky. Ebon couldn’t take responsibility for it, even though that responsibility paradoxically seemed to be his. He felt as if he had a doppelgänger — one who’d lived an idealized version of events while he, the real Ebon, was left behind to struggle through the muck. They were a pair of mirror personalities, each fighting to control the today that would become tomorrow’s official history.
Vicky kept her body language open. She looked almost maternal, no longer angry but still dead sexy. Ebon had to fight to keep his mind clean through the moment’s sobriety.  
“Did you know she was unfaithful before she died?” Vicky said softly. 
Ebon, looking at his shoes, shook his head. 
“How did you find out?” 
“They brought them in together. I guess she was still alive when the EMTs arrived, and they told me she said my name, and … ” 
Ebon felt something hard settle into his gut. He blinked, and the room shimmered for a moment. Then the feeling was gone. 
“ … And they thought he — Mark, that was the guy’s name; they had him on a stretcher nearby and … ” Ebon couldn’t tell Vicky what he’d seen, the way his fly had been open and too much had been visible. It seemed to sully a hard moment, though it had all been true. That was Holly, through and through. Sex in the fast lane right up until the moment the driver crossed the middle line, jarred by a spasm biology had intended for no man to control. “ … And they thought Mark, the driver, was me. It all unraveled from there.” 
Vicky put her hand on his leg, urging him to continue. 
“When I was cleaning out her stuff, I found a journal. I know I shouldn’t have opened it, but I did.” Ebon clearly remembered that journal. It had been massive, book-sized and meant for recording decades and earning its permanent spot on a shelf. The first hundred pages or so had been blank, and Holly had started writing fresh in the middle, giving no clue as to why she she’d ignored the beginning. “She … well, it was obvious, reading through it, that she hadn’t been faithful for long after we were married. And definitely not while we were dating.” 
“She must have loved you enough to marry you.” 
It was a presumptuous thing to say. Ebon was suddenly sure that regardless of what he’d thought earlier, Vicky didn’t know him well enough to say such a thing. He didn’t like her talking about Holly. It felt too tender, too precious and damaged. But he didn’t rebuke her. 
He thought about what she’d said. Strangely, his memories of those times weren’t as rose colored as he’d expected. They felt dark to him now, every tick of Holly’s eyes sinister, full of lust. He recalled times they’d had sex, and with them he recalled the many times her needs had been too much for him and she’d left unsatisfied. Where had she gone? He didn’t know. Those jumbled memories formed a soup of desire and writhing, with little emotion holding them together. He saw timelines like jumbled filmstrips, all in a pile and out of order, no rhyme or reason between them. In his mind’s eye, the pile was full of burnt ends, as if the film had been caught in a projector and burned behind the white-hot bulb. His memories of Holly were half ashes, damaged and charred. Too many were missing — or scratched raw by someone’s angry blade until they were no longer visible for what they’d once been. 
Ebon felt his head wanting to swim. He held it firm, trying to summon a pleasant memory with Holly. He saw only fire and twisted metal. He felt only empty. 
“I suppose,” he said. 
“How did you meet?” 
“I don’t want to talk about it.” 
Vicky reasserted the comforting hand on his leg, then moved to sit beside him on the divan. 
“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk to me about it, so long as you talk to someone.” 
“What are you, a psychiatrist?” 
 “Almost. I came close to becoming a psychologist — not a psychiatrist, but close enough — before meeting the woman who became my first design client a week before my final exams.” 
“I don’t really want to lay down on a … ” Ebon chuckled, realizing he was already sitting on something very much like a stereotypical shrink’s couch. 
“What have you told Aimee?” 
“Everything.” Or at least, everything that was comfortable to tell, or that felt good to say because it was cathartic. Aimee had heard about the worst of Holly, surely suspecting that it was skewed from reality. But Ebon had needed to get it off his chest.
“And you’re not mixing signals?” 
“How?” 
“If Aimee was an old girlfriend, she might not be the best person to talk to about this because one set of memories and impressions will color the other. You’ll tend to project one woman onto the next.” 
“It’s not like that.” 
“Did you and Aimee ever sleep together?” 
“No.” 
“Did you want to?” 
“I don’t really want to be psychoanalyzed, Vicky.” 
“I’m just trying to help.” She smiled, but Ebon, looking at her, flinched back. For a moment — really just the blink of an eye — she’d looked very different. For that fraction of a second, he’d been looking at a slimmer woman, less buxom, with narrower but still attractive features. Her skin had been darker, her hair still red but somewhat more artificial, as if she was natural but had enhanced the depth of nature’s gift. Then it was gone, and she was back to being Vicky. 
“Aimee and I are just friends. What we had — what we almost had — was a long time ago.” 
“But you carried a torch, right?” 
Again, the scene shivered. The other woman was in front of Ebon, but seeing her was like trying to outrun your reflection. 
“No.” He hadn’t. Really. They’d run into each other on LiveLyfe just after Holly’s death, and they’d started laughing at old times. It had been platonic, and remained so. In the intervening years, he’d barely thought about Aimee at all. Just as he wasn’t thinking about how his hand, beside Vicky’s, had become that of a rotting corpse. 
Ebon jumped up, away from Vicky. His hand went behind his back but his other hand was afraid to touch it, fearful of what it might find. 
“What?” said Vicky. 
“I should go.” 
“Right now?” 
Ebon breathed. Slowly, keeping his arm side-on and away from Vicky, he slithered his hand out from behind his back and peeked covertly down. It looked normal. Totally and completely normal. 
A stark but crystal clear thought marched into Ebon’s mind: You’re going crazy. 
With neutral eyes on Vicky, Ebon watched his internal vision as puzzle pieces slotted into place: losing Vicky on the beach, that first day he’d seen her. Becoming disoriented and lost without reason, in the empty subdivision. The strange, changing nature of Aimee and her cottage; the pushing of the ocean; the way Aaron’s horizon had seemed to tip and spin. He’d lost wedges of time, initiated an intimate relationship with a woman he didn’t know. He’d sailed west and ended up east, twice. He’d seen a carnival vanish, then reappear.
The problem wasn’t Aaron. It wasn’t the others. It was him. 
“Stay,” Vicky whispered. “Stay with me and dance.” 
“Dance?” 
She stood to meet him, then reached over and clicked on an old radio. It was the kind of thing that nobody owned anymore. He’d only seen this kind of radio once before. His parents had owned one, and had kept it in their living room through his teen years. 
Vicky clicked on the radio and took Ebon’s hands, leading the left one to her swaying hip. 
“I love this song,” she said. 
It was “Wonderwall” by Oasis. 
Ebon swallowed, compliant, his hands and feet nudged around the large open space beside Vicky’s dining room table, its top still set with finery and food. The song ended, then started again, on a loop. 
“I have to go,” he said.
“Don’t go.” 
“I shouldn’t be here.” 
“This is where you belong.” 
“No. It’s not right. Nothing is right.”
“Aren’t you comfortable?” 
“It doesn’t matter.” 
“It’s cold outside.” Vicky pulled back and looked Ebon in the face. In another odd blink, she became the other woman. Then Vicky. Then the other woman. “If you leave, you’ll have to go out into the dark.” 
“Only for a while.” Aimee’s cottage was maybe a ten-minute walk. It would be unpleasant, given the drop of mercury that happened after dark, and he’d almost certainly trip over everything due to the lack of a decent moon. But he couldn’t stay. Suddenly, his anchor of comfort felt uncomfortable. He had to get back to Aimee. 
“Don’t leave, baby.” 
“‘Baby?’”
“Stay with me.”
“I’m … I’m … ” 
“You’re what?” 
I’m falling apart, he thought. I’m losing my mind. I can’t tell which end is up and which end is down, but at least I’m beginning to see that I am the problem. And while it’s true that I can run but not hide, there are plenty of reasons to run. And to fight for what must, somewhere, be true. 
Ebon pulled his hands away from Vicky’s hand and hip. She held tighter than he’d thought, and his hand felt raw, rubbed to bruising. The sensation was like the ripping of a Band-Aid, but once Ebon was moving, moving further became easier. 
“I’m tired,” he said. 
Vicky looked almost hurt. “So lie down here.” 
“I can’t.” 
She tipped her head in a way that was almost condescending, seeming to say, Oh, sweetie, you don’t see what’s right in front of you. “Of course you can. You should. You must.” 
“This isn’t right,” he repeated. 
“Maybe it is, and maybe it isn’t,” she said. “But doesn’t it feel good regardless?” 
Ebon stepped backward, moving toward the door. Vicky seemed to shimmer, becoming one woman and then the other. Thoughts of Holly and Aimee, stirred like angry wasps, swarmed in his head as the old song looped on the much older radio. Aimee the friend.
Holly the whore. Good conversation. Good riddance. And Ebon a pawn in between, out of his mind only if he chose to be. 
“Don’t go, baby,” Vicky pled. 
“Thank you,” Ebon replied. “For everything.” 
He slipped through the door and found himself outside, the only light coming from Vicky’s shimmering windows. The world was hollow and silent, as if Ebon was its lone occupant. 
It was difficult to leave the light of her doorstep. But once he started to walk even the uncertainty held a dark and brooding comfort.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
Three Beads on a Braid
 
TRUTH. 
THE WALK WASN’T NEARLY AS daunting as Ebon had imagined. The sliver of moon provided adequate light once his eyes adjusted, and the shoreline, though mostly deserted of its summertime occupants, wasn’t entirely abandoned. A few incandescents here and there lit patches of beach as he walked, and just as the ocean had so recently sent him back to Aaron, a similarly strong force now seemed almost friendly, determined to keep Ebon where he was, while nudging him toward where he needed to be. 
That place, he thought as he walked, had to be the truth. 
Ebon slowly realized that he hadn’t been seeking the truth; he’d been working to justify. He’d wanted to make things okay, because they weren’t okay at all. 
He had to reach Aimee’s. She would help him discover the truth, then face it. 
This wasn’t simple insanity. Everyone seemed to agree that crazy people didn’t suspect themselves of madness, and Ebon, right now, suspected it plenty. But the doubt itself implied reason, which meant that some of what was happening around him had to be real and not just the works of a leaky mind. It seemed impossible, and he was alternately sure that it was a stupid notion and that it was brilliant. The cool, dark salt air gave Ebon nothing to hold onto. It was like ascending a greased ramp with no handholds. 
One moment, Ebon believed he was losing his mind — the conclusion that had felt so certain back at Vicky’s, when she’d seemed to change before his eyes, or when his hand had appeared to rot and fall apart. Or, for that matter, when he’d fainted and been hurled back into that old memory of Holly. That had felt quite real. The memory had slipped away bit by bit afterward like any dream, but his mind’s chronology wanted to wedge it in the middle of his visit to Vicky’s, as if he’d taken a break from their dinner to visit a day years in the past. He couldn’t remember everything about that day now, but what he did recall was a dagger to the gut. He remembered a soft bed, spongy pillows, Holly smiling inches from his face. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t summon hatred for her within the context of that memory. And there was something at the dream’s end, right before Vicky had reappeared above him … 
But Ebon couldn’t remember what it was. 
And then, as he walked, the next moment would usher in an equal but opposite certainty. He’d decide that he wasn’t losing his mind at all. He couldn’t be, because he was considering the idea, and crazy people didn’t do that. This was happening for real. It was impossible, just like the alternative. Ebon had never gone crazy before, but felt quite sure it looked nothing like this. He was confused, but only because of the changes. None of his individual experiences were confusing once he was actually in and adjusted to the moment. None felt unreal, or dreamlike, or like he was floating. Because after all, how could false visions have such substance? When he’d been boating (Good God; had that been just a few hours ago? The answer depended on how crazy he was, har-har), he’d felt the crisp certainty of the wheel under his hands the entire time. He’d heard the crash of the waves around him, the crack of thunder, the blue-turned-white fury of the waves as they’d shoved him back to shore. He’d smelled the fuel reeking from the bilge. He’d even tasted the ocean’s salt as it whipped about him. 
If he was insane, which part of the experience had been insanity? Had it been the crisp reality of motoring toward the mainland, or the crisp reality of being shoved back to Aaron? 
No, it wasn’t that simple. He might not be able to sort his situation if he’d lost his mind, but he should be able to ponder the deck’s feel underfoot, the wash of spray onto his front, and the shifting of the wind. 
So he wasn’t going crazy. Something was wrong with the island after all. 
Unless it was him. Unless it was Ebon, and his marbles were gone. 
Which couldn’t be the answer, given the time he spent wondering if he was losing his mind.
But then again, weren’t thoughts like The world is out to get me a hallmark of madness? So he was the problem, not the island. Which made sense, because how could the island be wrong with nobody else realizing it?
Ebon watched the water as he walked, its huge and looming presence at his left like a warning. If he swam straight out into the ice water now, he felt sure he’d get turned around and end up back on shore. The waves would come up suddenly and toss him onto the beach. He’d find a reverse undertow, defying natural laws to drag him toward the island like a magnet rather than out to sea. And if he fought the current, he’d pass out from the cold or hit his head on a rock. And then when he woke up, he’d be on the shore. Or maybe in another strange woman’s bed. 
Ebon thought about wading out into the water just to prove to himself that he was being ridiculous, but what was the point? He’d already done it several times, and had been chilled to the bone once today already. 
A one-liner from something ran through his mind: It’s not paranoia if they’re really out to get you.
Ebon laughed, noticing how crazy it sounded out here, all alone, in the coming winter’s chill. 
He felt momentarily disoriented. For a few terrible seconds, he not only felt out of place, but also had no idea why. The lack of even the smallest inkling of what had just gone wrong was like losing his footing and finding himself floating in an unforgiving void. Ebon felt a soul-deep flicker of existential terror — a terror that felt like floating in space, somehow able to breathe but unable to die. It was worse than unanchored; it was eternal. Life alone, without bedrock or anything to do but exist in uncertainty. Then the thought came within reach, and Ebon grabbed it, now staring at the idea that had crept under his skin. 
Maybe there is no truth. 
Floating in space, able to breathe but unable to die. Forever. 
The idea’s converse dawned: But of course there’s a truth. 
And that, at least, was something. It was self-evidentially true, looping back upon itself like a serpent swallowing its tail. It had the simplicity of a philosophical postulate: I exist. Therefore, there is a truth. 
His mind returned to his earlier conviction, propping it up with his newest crutch. Of course there was a truth, so of course the world wasn’t a whim, subject to interpretation. Whatever his problem, Ebon could solve it if he just had the guts to face it. No more avoiding. No more turning his head, hoping it would all disappear. It wasn’t normal to see a carnival as both there and not there. It wasn’t normal to lose months. It wasn’t normal to believe in both sides of a contradiction. He’d been rolling with the punches, trying to accept everything his senses gave him with the hope that it’d somehow all work out. But that had been about fear, and a failure to accept the truth. 
Aimee could help him find the truth. 
As he saw the spark of Aimee’s cottage lights around the coming dunes, Ebon became surer the idea was right. He’d tell Aimee everything. He wouldn’t pretend that all was well or normal. He’d tell her about his lost time, the things he’d seen. He’d tell her all about Holly, from end to end — even the things he’d been hiding or keeping safe inside, like the other times she’d cheated and how he’d learned of them by reading her diary. He’d tell the truth as he knew it, and be open to any answer, no matter how uncomfortable.
Thinking about finally spilling the unadorned truth felt comforting. It was almost like surrendering to the relief of a dropped guard that had taken a mountain of effort to maintain. Yes, he’d be defenseless if he told Aimee everything. And yes, the truth might be terrible. But at least once he could stop struggling, he could relax and let it all go. Even people about to commit suicide supposedly felt relief once they’d surrendered the battle. 
Ebon opened the door to find Aimee across the large combination living room/dining room/kitchen, sitting in a chair and biting her nails. It was a very un-Aimee-like posture. She was usually urgently flitting from place to place, tripping over everything to keep up with herself. She had a second, quieter mode too where she’d sleep in, read a book, or stare out across the water. This was neither. 
She stood. 
“Oh, holy shit. Holy shit, Ebon. Thank God.” 
Ebon came forward. “Hey,” he said. 
“Hey?” 
Apparently his salutation was off, but he shrugged, numb. The cottage around him was all tarps and paintbrushes and plaster dust. It looked a lot like it had when he’d been here as a kid: weathered by age but finally being restored to life. There were the same number of rooms as there’d always been, so far as he could see. 
Aimee came forward and began patting at Ebon as if searching for something. He remembered his last trip through airport security and chuckled. Aimee looked up, almost worried. 
“Are you okay? You’re not wet. Were you on the boat when the storm … ?” She raised her eyebrows.
“When the storm what?” 
“Do you really not know?” 
“Aimee, hell, just say it.” Hadn’t he come here for the truth? Now she was evasive. Being in the cottage felt like he was caught in a slipstream, and he already felt his earlier conviction being swept away. He remembered being quite sure he’d wanted to uncover the truth no matter the cost, but wasn’t the truth what he saw now? The truth was that the cottage’s same-old living room had just been spackled and sanded the final time and was finally due to be repainted. The truth was that the living room had been re-laid with Spanish tile and built out into a veranda floored with pea stone, lit with torch sconces and adorned with a beautiful black grand piano. 
“Your boat must have come untethered in the storm. It was smashed to bits.” 
“Oh.” 
“‘Oh?’”
“I like this game where you just repeat what I say,” said Ebon. 
Aimee’s eyebrows drew together. She took a single large step and smacked him, hard, in the chest. “Fuck you. I’ve been so worried. I called the police. I called the goddamned Coast Guard. I got in the truck and went out driving, looking for you. I went out on foot. I didn’t have anyone to help me.” 
“You don’t know anyone after living here your whole life?” 
She punched him again, harder. Ebon’s hand went to the spot and rubbed it. 
“Damn you, Ebon.” Her eyes were watering. Aimee looked as if she was about to break down. 
A part of Ebon’s mind rose above the slipstream and remembered his conviction. He was here to find the truth, and getting it meant telling the truth himself. Aimee was the one who could help him uncover that truth. And what’s more, he could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen her cry. She’d always been the strongest between them, probably because she’d built such unassailable defenses under her father’s unflinching rule. Ebon’s wounds were weaker, and that made him weaker too. But of course that was the biggest lie of all, and interestingly Richard Frey was at the heart of them just as he was for Aimee. 
The walls seemed to scroll sideways, as if flying by on a highway. When they blurred to a stop, Ebon found himself looking at a different cottage. Now the place looked older than ancient. Cobwebs threaded every corner; plaster was stripped to the lath in great chunks; stains dripped to the floors, which were unseating and splintered. The windows were broken; Ebon crossed his arms against a sudden chill. Only Aimee was unchanged, and seemingly not noticing what had just happened.
“This is just like you,” she said. Behind her, a huge chunk of plaster fell away, raising a cloud. A rodent (rat or mouse, Ebon couldn’t tell) scurried away and into a hole in the opposite corner. “Always making jokes. You know, you’re supposed to be the quiet one. Sometimes it’s best to stay quiet and not make a goddamned joke every second. There are times when being flip just makes things worse.” 
Ebon blinked. The truth. However much it hurt to hear, he had to find the truth. And to find the truth, he had to start with the truth. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. 
“You’d fucking better be. So where were you?” 
Ebon resisted the impulse to call her “Mom” and joke about her need to check up on him. Instead he said, “I was at Vicky’s.” 
“Who is Vicky?”
“The woman I’ve been sleeping with.” 
“Excuse me?” 
“She lives on the bluff. Apparently I’ve been keeping her from you.” 
“‘Apparently?’” 
Ebon opened his mouth to say again how she was just repeating his words, but that would be another joke. He forced himself above the slipstream as it tried to drag him into acceptance and denial. He could feel it like a force whispering in his ear to believe all was well, the way he always felt the ocean’s insistence returning him to neutral.
“I’m not well, Aimee.”
“I guess not.” She crossed her arms. In front of Ebon’s eyes, she fell backward in years until she was again the spiteful teenager he’d known as a boy. Then she blinked into something older, her smile relaxing into thirty years of charm. Younger. Older. 
“I’m seeing things.” 
She shook her head. “Forgive me, but right now I don’t really give a shit about your mid-life crisis epiphanies.” 
“No, I don’t mean … ” Ebon began. But before he could finish, the living room stretched long and belled wide, its floor turning to polished marble laid with friction mats, an enormous in-ground pool forming behind Aimee, lighting from beneath the blue water’s surface the moment it formed. Greek statues grew like grass along the room’s edges. In the corner was a fountain, the rhythmic sound of its flowing water seductive. The walls became glass, but all Ebon could see beyond them were the dull shapes of nighttime dunes, the ghost of the crescent moon on the ocean’s gentle waves. 
“You don’t mean what?” 
“Is that a salt water pool?” Ebon asked. Was she part of this, or was she beyond it? Was he seeing things, or was he going places and taking Aimee with him? He had to know if she saw the room’s new elements even if she didn’t realize anything had changed to create them. It would show Ebon the shape of his madness, and let him know just how frightened he should be. 
Aimee turned. “Did we not already have this discussion in depth before we built it?” 
“How did we build a huge indoor pool in just a few months?” 
“Jesus, Ebon.” 
“Just the two of us. Working alone. On an island, where supply deliveries are rare.” 
Aimee rolled her eyes as if frustrated at his change of subject. “You want to hook up with some random woman, fine. You want to wander off all night and leave me to worry, fine. You want to feel I have no right to worry and think I’m being a nagging bitch about it, fine. But I don’t see why you feel you have to lie to me about any of it. It’s insulting.” 
“I wasn’t … ” 
“You want to make little jokes when I’m trying to be serious, fine.” She blinked hard and looked to the side, as if fighting something. Ebon looked away to give her a second of implied privacy, but when he looked up the cottage was as it had been in Richard’s day. He could see his fishing poles hanging from the wall like trophies, his tackle boxes at the wall’s foot. The photos on the shelves were all of Aimee as a little girl, and at least a third featured a stunning brown-haired woman with Aimee’s cheekbones, Aimee’s lips. 
“You want to make it like this between us, fine.” 
“Like what?” 
“Oh, whatever, Ebon.” Aimee’s head was still turned, and Ebon found himself wanting to reach forward and turn it around, to see her face. She used to dismiss things with “Oh, whatever” all the time, but it was a juvenile response, just like Ebon’s jokes. In many ways, Aimee hadn’t grown up at all — not as fully as Vicky had, for sure — but in other ways she very much had. She’d always had a psychic split down her middle: stunted by arrested development at the same time she was so mature as to be jaded. Just like Ebon. 
“Aimee,” he said. “What have I told you about Holly?” 
She was still turned away, her posture now betraying more anger than anything else. But Ebon had known Aimee for years. They’d never lost touch. Not really. He knew her moods as well as she knew them, maybe better. This was hurt. And yet he didn’t even know how he’d hurt her. 
“Aimee?” 
The room around them became old and crumbled, reeking of mildew and droppings. Then modern, filled with stark chrome-and-black furniture. Aimee’s hair lightened. Darkened. Grew scattered gray at the roots. 
“You once told me that when I was ready to talk, we could talk,” he said.
Aimee looked up. Her features almost seemed to be shifting before him, but one thing never changed. Her eyes were always, always the same, and always had been. He got the impression of an animal in a cage, the cage growing and evolving while the animal stayed the same.
“Now you want to talk.” 
“I don’t know what else to do. I’m … ” Despite his decision to tell the unvarnished truth, he didn’t know where to start. She had to be willing to talk. She had to think he wasn’t beyond his mind, unable to hear her replies. “It’s hard,” he finished. 
“I’m sure.” 
“Please. What did I tell you?” 
“You know what you told me.” 
“I told you she cheated.” 
“Yes.” 
“And that when she died, she was with her lover.” 
Aimee looked vaguely uncomfortable, but she also looked like she wanted to hear him. Not for Ebon’s sake, but for her own. Then, in a moment, Ebon realized what was truly going on: she’d been trying to get him to open up, but it hadn’t been for his sake. It had been for hers. 
He closed his eyes. 
“Are you okay?” came her voice. 
You can control this, he thought. It’s about you. Whatever is going on, it’s about you.
“Ebon?” 
 If it’s really happening and nobody else can see it, that means it’s about you and for your eyes only. And on the other hand, if it’s not really happening and it’s all in your head, then it’s also for your eyes only. Either way, you can control it. You’ve lost control before. You’ve been at the effect, losing your grip because you refused to face what was happening. Face it now. Face it with Aimee. 
Ebon thought: This room is blue. 
He opened his eyes. Every object in the room had become a hue between robin’s egg and navy. When children wanted a blue crayon, they got a color several shades darker than this, but the room hadn’t become that color. It had become this color, because this was the color of a cloudless summer sky. Because this was Ebon’s blue — the one he’d always known here on Aaron.
Aimee, her skin its normal color but clothed in blue from head to foot, was watching him with concern. 
“Ebon?”
“Why did we make this room blue?” 
“You wanted it this way,” she said.
Ebon closed his eyes. Normal. Just for a while, give me normality. 
He opened his eyes. The room was Ebon’s vision of normal: the same as Richard’s cottage had always been, but under light construction. A pile of supplies sat in the living room’s middle, partially covered by a dust tarp. Paintbrushes and buckets of joint compound were near the walls, and a ladder was lying collapsed on the floor. If he explored, he’d find dozens of in-progress renovation projects, testament to Aimee’s inability to stay focused on one thing at a time and her inability to complete anything. 
Music is playing. Something by Springsteen. 
But when the music came on, it was playing Oasis. “Wonderwall.”
“Why isn’t this room blue?” Ebon asked. 
“Why would anyone want a blue room?” 
“Do you remember this song?”  
Aimee nodded. “Sure.” 
“When did it come out?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“But we listened to it together.” 
“It was on, I’m sure. I don’t remember listening to it, like sitting there and doing nothing else.” 
“But it was during those summers.” 
“I guess.” 
“Does it have any particular significance to you?” 
“Like what?” 
“I don’t know. That’s the problem.” 
“Why is it a problem?” 
“What about that day,” he said. “That last day.” 
“When I was seventeen?” 
“Yes.”
“With my dad.” 
Ebon nodded. 
“What about that day?” 
“How did you feel afterward?” 
Aimee scrunched her brow. “How did I feel?” 
“After … ” This was uncomfortable. “ … with your dad.” 
“I don’t know how I felt.”
That couldn’t be right. How could Aimee not know how she felt? Ebon knew plenty how he’d felt, that last day together, without wearing the weight of grown-ups. It was a cornerstone of his childhood, as unflinching an event as his first kiss, also with Aimee. He’d spent weeks afterward replaying that day in his mind, imagining what Aimee must have felt. What he hoped she felt. There must have been anger, and fear. There must have been loss and love. 
“Angry,” she said. “Afraid. It was like I’d lost something, because I loved you.” 
“I loved you too.” 
“But we were kids. What does love mean to a seventeen-year-old? And for you, at fifteen?” 
It had meant everything. Even now, years and years later, that early love felt unchanged. Ebon’s emotions then had been beyond their years. Either that, or his feelings today were behind. 
“Things changed over the years,” she said, “but because we never lost touch … ” 
The room slipped. It became old. Ebon forced it back to newness. This was like using a new muscle, tiring and hard to hold. Clinging to the moment took tremendous effort, like trying to divert a stream that was supposed to flow elsewhere. 
“But we did lose touch,” said Ebon. “I lost track of you. You had to find me.” 
“Then things changed and evolved in my mind,” she said. 
“Because you carried a torch.” 
Aimee nodded. “I guess I did. But you did too.” 
“No. I didn’t. Not after those first few months.” The room was still slipping. Ebon saw the clean, new walls split to show rot underneath. In the corner, the roof caved in to cloudless daytime sky. He pushed back and it sealed. “I had Holly.”
“Holly never loved you.”
“She did. Of course she did.” 
Aimee’s hair grew short, the way he’d seen it in a LiveLyfe photo from a few years ago. Then it became lighter, blonder, straighter — an experiment in her twenties, again as he’d seen in a shared photo. He’d liked it that way too. 
“Of course she did,” Aimee echoed. 
“Aimee,” said Ebon. “Don’t you see any of this?” 
“What?” 
“The changes. The shifts.” 
“Things change. Things shift.” 
“I mean around us right now. Look at your hair.” 
Aimee held a strand of straight blonde hair and looked at it as if seeking split ends. The color turned chestnut as she stared.
“What about my hair?” 
Ebon closed his eyes and laid his forehead in his hand. The room should be spinning. The fact that he didn’t feel dizzy or out of sorts was making this terrible. It all felt so real. Full of colors and smells and edges he could feel beneath his hands. The normality was a horror. He wanted to find himself sliding down a tunnel without brakes, his senses and sense becoming unhinged as he fell. But it was all so ordinary. So impossibly, out-of-the-ordinary ordinary. 
He looked up. “I need you to see this, Aimee.” 
“See what?” 
“The things that are happening. The things I see. I can’t be alone.” 
She put her hand on his arm, her earlier anger gone. “You’re not alone, Ebon. I told you, you can talk to me. I want you to talk to me.”
“Not about what happened this spring. About … ” He swallowed. 
“Yes?” 
“It’s hard to focus. I feel like I’m coming apart.” 
“That’s normal, after what you’ve been through.” 
“Aimee, this isn’t normal.” He held up her hand, showing it to her as he made it old and wrinkled. Young and smooth. Small, like a child’s. She gasped and pulled the hand away as if burned. 
“You see it.” He had to work hard to keep the excitement from his voice. So it wasn’t just him. He was doing something, but at least maybe, judging by Aimee’s reaction, it was actually being done. “You see it, don’t you?” 
“Jesus. I saw … ” She shook her head. “I’m sure it was nothing.” 
“It’s not.” 
“It’s nothing.” 
Ebon leaned forward and grasped one of her hands in both of his. “It’s not,” he repeated. “Something is wrong. Since I’ve been here, something has been wrong. With the cottage. With you. With the island. With the other woman I told you about — with Vicky.” 
“The woman you’re sleeping with.” Her voice was edged with spite, a secret assiduously kept from her. 
“But that’s the thing. I don’t know her at all.” 
Aimee shook her head in disgust.
“Not like that. I mean I don’t know how I met her. I don’t know what I’ve told you about her, or her about you. I don’t know how often I see her. I have no idea what she means to me.”
“Men.” 
“I don’t know how this house is supposed to look, Aimee! How is it supposed to look?” 
She threw up her hands. Daylight had dawned, though Ebon wasn’t sure when. The sunlight looked warm enough to be summer’s. The beach, from where he stood, looked clean and clear, ready for sandcastles. “Like it looks!” she said. “I don’t know what you want from me!”
“I want help.” 
“Help with what? With tickling her G-spot? Why don’t you ask her?” 
Aimee was no longer seeing the changes. She’d seen for a moment, but she’d forgotten already, sucked into the slipstream. He could feel himself wanting to go into the slipstream with her, but even though the cottage (in partial repair, simple in its floor plan, washed with morning sun and open) seemed average enough to settle into for morning coffee, it wasn’t. Five minutes ago, Ebon had been sitting beside an indoor pool. Five minutes ago, it had been midnight.  
“Forget about Vicky! I need your help. I need you to be my anchor.” 
A small, female voice inside said, I want to be that for you, Ebon. Then there was a noise like a foot stepping in dry grass and the pleasant, sun-washed cottage wilted like time-lapsed flowers around him. The walls turned dusty and gray. The floor creaked where Aimee pressed it with her foot.
“I was always your anchor. Always here for you.” 
“Yes, but … ” 
“Your port in the storm. But always at arm’s length. You could never make a decision, could you? And when I invited you here, you came right away.” 
“Because we’re friends.” 
“Yes,” she said. “Just friends.” There was something behind her words. Aimee had admitted to carrying a torch for Ebon all these years, but he knew for a fact that she’d had several serious, long-term boyfriends. Throughout her late teens and early twenties, she’d sent him letters — and then, later, emails. Aimee had never been shy in describing to Ebon all that she’d learned, her invitation to return seemingly always open. But that had been a hard time. There had been Holly. And before Holly, Julia. 
Aimee. Julia. Holly. Three beads on a braid. They weren’t just Ebon’s key relationships, independent and valuable for what they’d been. They were tied together, each an arrow toward the next. 
“Why did you really come here, Ebon?” 
He closed his eyes. Focused. When he opened them, she was ordinary Aimee — in her early thirties with soft, dark-blonde hair around her friendly face, somewhat tan but unlined by the sun. She had that crooked tooth, which she’d never cared to fix despite the way she hated it. She had the beauty mark on her chin, which she also hated. Somehow those flaws made her real. This was Aimee. The one he was supposed to see. He took her hand. She looked down, seeming pleased by his affection. But really he just had to hang on. 
“I wanted to start fresh.” 
“And you left your job. Just took all that time off, free to return whenever you wanted.” 
“Yes.” 
She shook her head. “Why did you really come here?” 
Ebon sighed. “To forget.” 
“You didn’t come for me.” 
“I wanted to see you, of course.” 
“But not … for me.” 
“No.” 
Again the room wilted. One of the walls fell, and Ebon found himself looking out across the untidy, sparse-grass lawn in front of the dunes. The weeds had taken over, volunteer bushes and trees edging out even the tall and hearty beach grass. The wall decayed where it had fallen, the weeds seeming to surround and swallow it. Sun streamed from above, and Ebon looked up to see great holes in the ceiling. They were sitting around a rickety metal table in two wrought iron chairs that had turned into a rainbow of mold.
“Do you see this?” he said. 
“Of course.” 
“What does it mean?” 
“I don’t know, Ebon.” 
“What should I do?”
“Maybe you should let go.” 
“‘Let go?’ What do you mean?” 
“I don’t know what I mean. You don’t know what I mean.” 
“What the hell are you talking about?” 
“Tell me about us.” 
“What about us?” 
“Tell me about Holly.” 
“I’ve told you about Holly!” 
“Was she a monster? Did she betray you?” 
“You know she did.” 
“Were you a victim?” 
“Aimee … ” 
“Were the two of you too different from the start? Was she a sex fiend, caring about nothing else, unable to adapt into something more, unable to grow, caring only about herself, stealing for thrills when she wasn’t screwing around to feed something inside, something you never had and didn’t know how to accept? Did you accept? You tried, didn’t you, but she said she had no filter and really that meant that she only saw what she wanted to see, only lived how she wanted to live, only looked at your relationship through her own lens and never yours, never offered more, could never become more, was just a party girl who you should’ve never hooked up with because you weren’t right for her any more than she was right for you, because some people never change, and … ” 
(I could be your —)
“… and you tried and tried, didn’t you, but there’s no pleasing some people, there’s no getting through to people who you just can’t match, who are selfish, who don’t believe in quid pro quo, who don’t believe in fair trade and give and take, who don’t so much as not believe in compromise as never consider compromise because they live myopically, a horse wearing blinders, not bad but not good either, not willfully cruel but not voluntarily kind, like a manic breed of Asperger's, or ADD, you were sure she had ADD because she never stopped trying to find the next thing just because she was born clutching selfishness in her fists, and … ” 
(I have my own painful past)
“… and sometimes, like the expression goes, if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em, or maybe if you can’t even join ‘em, you let ‘em go … ” 
(Let go) 
“ … and every person is responsible for themselves, of course, and it wasn’t your responsibility to tell anyone how to live, not me and not her and not Vicky, not Julia, it’s not your job to fix everyone; you’re a good guy, and you do your best, but they were all big girls, we were all big girls, and you can’t hold a person’s hand through every step of life. Some lessons you have to learn on your own, the hard way. So you want to leave, Ebon? Well why don’t you just goddamn go already?” 
Aimee stopped. Ebon found himself staring gape-mouthed. Behind her, the walls pulsed as if breathing. They bloomed from the ruins like vines, coloring from dust gray to bright white and brighter blues and yellows and reds, then cycling down, decaying, growing holes, mending apertures, sewing the ceiling shut, growing the roof high like a double-story great room. Décor changed; years marched backward and forward. Framed photos leaning on shelves changed occupants, tarnished, grew polished, curled and aged in sepia.
“‘Leave?’” said Ebon, shell-shocked.
“I like this game where you just repeat what I say,” she said. 
“Where should I go?” 
“You can control it, can’t you? So control it. Leave the island. Leave me behind. Get out of the loop, and you know you’ll be free. Go back to your life in the city. Beg for your job back — ”
“I still have my job. I’m on sabbatical.” 
“Beg for your old job back. Grovel. Get on your knees. Catch up on your rent. Pay your bills. Move on, and let it all go. All you have to do is to choose.” 
“Choose what?” 
“To leave. To go.” 
“I’ve been trying to go.”
“Have you?” 
“Jesus. Yes!” 
“So do it. Go.” 
“How?” 
“Take your boat.” 
“My boat was destroyed.” 
Aimee gave a little laugh. There was some odd emotion in it that Ebon couldn’t place. It was part humor, but it was mostly a mishmash of a dozen other things. Scorn. Irritation. Loathing. Self-loathing? Impatience. Condescension. 
“What?” 
“Un-destroy it,” she said.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Weathered Boards 
 
EBON REACHED THE FOOT OF PINKY Slip to find his boat whole and undamaged. It even looked like someone had come down in the middle of the night and given it a fresh coat of paint. He’d told Aimee that his plan included removing the boat’s many shiny pieces over winter and making them even shinier, but that was a laugh; somehow, despite owning the boat for just a few days, he’d already done it … this time without losing time to a mysterious skip.
He’d had his fill of boating from the day before but couldn’t help taking a peek. The vessel looked ready for puttering about on the bay, ignorant of the month and coming winter. Its snap cover had been replaced with a new one that hadn’t yet met the savage, relentless abuse of daily UV exposure. Most of the dock lines had been upgraded and were coiled into nautilus-like spirals on the planks. 
Ebon opened the cover and stepped into the cockpit. There were photos taped to the dash of him and Aimee together, open water behind them and their hair whipping in the wind. She was wearing a bikini top and looked stunning. Ebon realized that he hadn’t seen that much skin on Aimee since she’d been seventeen. The thought made him shiver, as if he’d just barely missed something important without seeing it. As if he’d been racing a car and had missed a pedestrian by inches. 
He turned from the photos and looked into the cabin. The downstairs had been tidied, the bunks reupholstered, upgraded plates and utensils in the small galley. But Ebon still smelled the slight stink of fuel, and peering into the bilge he saw the same rainbow sheen standing atop the small amount of bilge water. He pressed the bilge pump button, which ran without needing the key. Were all boats like that? Ebon wasn’t sure. He watched the rainbow of fuel sift into the water, feeling a flush of environmentalist’s guilt, seeing it broken apart almost immediately by the gentle surf. 
He climbed out of the boat, then buttoned it up. His thoughts were churning. Not only because of his most recent surreality with Aimee, but because his mind had become a soup, all inputs equally valid and worthy of his attention. He should be afraid. He should feel like he was grasping a relic as it turned to sand and sifted through his fingers. But he didn’t. Somehow — deep, deep down — this was all acceptable. This was, in some way Ebon couldn’t articulate, to be expected. 
He glanced back at the boat. Before his eyes, the snap cover grew old and ripped, then became whole. The boat rusted, then turned pristine. He watched the water freeze, its temperature far below thirty-two degrees, the compacting grip of ocean ice clutching the vessel’s sides like an iron fist. Metal buckled. Wood splintered. Holes appeared, and as the water thawed it flowed in through the holes and the boat began to sink. But then, as the water returned to normal, the boat healed and was new again. 
Ebon focused: The boat is old.
The cover ripped. Rust grew. Holes appeared in the deck. 
The boat is new. 
It became new. 
Ebon stood on the wood, staring down at the shiny boat in the slip, its dock lines barely used, coiled into spirals on the deck like sleeping snakes. Aimee was right. She’d simply repeated what he realized he’d always known. He could control this. 
He walked to the top of the rise, then looked down at Richard Frey’s old home on the beach. That bastard. That asshole. That bitter old motherfucking cocksucker of a drunk, who hadn’t known Ebon even then, not for real anyway, and wouldn’t know him now, even as good of a man as he’d become, because that’s how Richard was. Richard had acted first and thought second, and Aimee had had to stand by him even at the end, even after what had happened to them that final summer, because blood was cursedly thicker than water. And when he’d died, Aimee’s family had buried him in a rich drunk’s grave, somewhere opulent that they all knew was really God’s gutter, where sons of bitches woke daily amid their puke, even in Heaven. 
Ebon made the house something from a ghost story, its walls denuded of paint, windows sagging inward to holes like an old man’s collapsed gums. He imagined Richard inside, suffering. 
Things could have been different. 
He thought of Aimee. Of Julia. Of Holly. Three women who’d lined up in his life like dominoes, each leaving a legacy to be filled by the second. How could his relationship with Holly not have been what it was? That was Julia’s fault. And how could things with Julia not have turned out as they had? Aimee had left no choice. 
But Ebon didn’t want to think about Richard anymore. So the cottage became something quaint, timeless, nostalgic in the way only artifice could be. It was in its own beam of sunlight, a garden thriving outside, a pink-painted mailbox visible near the road despite the fact that mail on Aaron was delivered to centralized group mailboxes. There was a white fence on the home’s roadside. If Ebon were to head back, he’d probably find Aimee in an apron, her hair done up, wearing heels. A 1950s sitcom portrait of the ideal way things had never been. 
Ebon tried to believe it. He tried to accept it. And for the slightest of moments, he almost could. But the effort was nearly impossible. Something inside knew full well that Aimee had never worn heels. The cottage had never had a mailbox. And he and Aimee had, from those early summers on, never completely fallen out of …
A beam of sunlight disappeared behind the shifting clouds. The cottage on the dunes was suddenly ordinary — an old place, under slight construction. The cold wind reasserted itself, forcing Ebon to pull his coat tighter around his body. In a few weeks, if he believed the calendar, it would be Christmas. How would he and Aimee celebrate? She had a brother. He had siblings, parents, grandparents. Would they make a meal, get a tree, and sing carols? Would they trade presents like friends? Like lovers? Would their holiday extend to where it rightfully belonged: to those off-island family and friends? Or was his life now here: contained, isolated, wanting for nothing beyond it?
Ebon walked. 
Controlling what he saw became harder, as if he was exhausting some internal muscle. In order to make anything change, Ebon found he couldn’t just alter that thing. He had to change all he’d already seen, because life wasn’t lived in a bubble that extended only to the horizon of sight. The cottage was out of view, but Ebon knew, as he looked at a ramshackle set of stairs and tried to polish them with his mind, that the cottage existed somewhere behind him. If he wanted to see the steps as new, he had to march progress forward for all of Aaron — to make all he’d seen so far more new, more ideal, more perfect. Yet there were flaws everywhere, and fixing them all created a complicated web. Making the steps shine meant making the cottage gleam along with his boat. The job was getting too big. It wasn’t difficult to see one small thing falsely (something that had been said that should be forgotten, some misstep that he wished he could go back in time to fix but chose to grow blind to instead), but it was so much harder to change the world all at once. 
Rounding the curving beach, Ebon saw Aaron’s Party. Abandoned, dead, decaying in place. He tried, but making it live again felt like lifting a boulder. In a world where Aaron’s Party continued to thrill children and make magical nights, Aimee’s cottage would be whole and new. Richard Frey would still be alive. Redrafting it all took the work of a master articulator — someone who could imagine not only how things could have been different, but what even those myriad differences would have affected. 
Ebon wasn’t that master articulator. He’d made his living, rising to the top of his agency, because for him the details had always been easy. He’d always been quiet, able to form connections with others and get them to start talking. To do it, he needed only to remember all that they’d spilled: the scope of their kids’ soccer victories, where they vacationed, the color of their mother’s hair when she’d been younger. That all came from allowing things to happen — from being quiet and passive enough to allow others to paint the world in bright colors that were easy to see. Ebon wasn’t a builder. He didn’t create or manage details. He was a collector, taking what came and holding it close. Remembering every detail. Forever. 
As Ebon passed the pier, he thought back to his job, to what Aimee had said. 
Get on your knees. Grovel.
But Ebon was sure that he still had his job in the city, and his apartment. He was on sabbatical from both. He hadn’t been let go, or in the middle of an eviction. He was a carefree island dweller, not a deadbeat. He was recovering from his wife’s infidelity and death, not running away from … 
From … 
Ebon wasn’t sure. His usually drum-tight memory was slipping. Around him, reality continued to shift — under his control when he pushed, out of control as he strolled. None of it seemed strange anymore. He’d flitted backward and forward in time with no memory of the intervening weeks; he’d struck up a relationship with a beautiful woman he didn’t know at all. His mind had come to accept it. Change was difficult, and this was merely a time of change. Sometimes the past wasn’t as immutable as people pretended. Sometimes the past was an intruder to the future. Sometimes the brush that colored the world was subjective. Sometimes a man saw what he wanted — or needed — to see.
Ebon saw his destination ahead. Redding Dock was long and winding, its form unchanged, its planks still fresh and red. He felt fatigued, because accepting the shifting reality was exhausting. Part of Ebon wanted to surrender. To stop trying to make his surroundings something palatable and just accept what they were. Part of him longed to let go. 
Redding would make everything okay. The dock (not Vicky, not Aimee’s funhouse cottage) was his port in the storm and always had been. When he’d been twelve and had met the pretty, bossy girl on the beach and her strangely overbearing father, he’d dipped his toes into Redding’s cool water and thought about the new stir of feelings within him. Contemplation had sifted his world into place. When he’d seen the Pleasantville veneer peel away at age fifteen, when Aimee had fled her father and their day had ended in a kiss, stolen thoughts at the dock had eased his mind. And that final summer, when he’d been fifteen, Redding had wrapped its arms around him and promised that everything would be okay. 
Ebon stepped onto the dock, not looking back until he was halfway down. When he finally did, he found that the changes had stopped. The shoreline looked denuded and gray, as it should in the days nipping winter. Water licked the shore, as if it had all the time in the world. Aaron’s Party, visible to the south, was whole but abandoned, just as it should be. 
Tempting fate, Ebon looked at the dock’s freshly painted boards, then closed his eyes and focused.
The boards are weathered.
He opened his eyes. The boards were fresh and new and red. Timeless. Immutable. Immune to whatever was going on, whatever Ebon was able to do. 
He sighed, then walked to the dock’s end. Knowing it was foolish and perhaps even slightly insane, Ebon removed his shoes and socks and dangled his feet in the frigid water. The feeling was like a slap; he focused on the sense of chilling discomfort as if it were all he’d ever wanted. Something to center him. Sensation as a reminder of who he was, where he was, and what was real. 
He looked back at the low fishing bench beside him. All the initials were still there, including his own redacted contribution. One day’s infatuation, a subsequent day’s embarrassment and regret. But both emotions — infatuation and regret — had been equally real.
Again Ebon closed his eyes and focused. 
The initials read ES + AF. 
But when he opened his eyes, they remained BS + AP. 
Ebon looked at the carnival. He’d seen that shift, even from here. But Redding Dock itself didn’t change. It was some sort of an axis. Even when a wheel spun, the wheel’s center stayed where it was. You could survive the fastest rotation if you found its center. 
Ebon smelled the air, noticing the way salt mingled with the scent of fresh wood and fresher paint. Redding had always seemed new to Ebon, save the initials. When he’d carved them, the bench had seemed to bleed. Today they stayed in the wood like a fresh scar, still sharp and angular where his clumsy knife had cut rather than rounded by time, wind, and changing seasons. 
He sat on the dock, feet to the ankles in the swell of gentle waves. His feet were going numb; his ass and hands, both on the planks, were dying a slow but similar death. During his walk, he’d kept his blood pumping. Now it was pooling. Redding was unchanging, its colors and scents forever bright. But he couldn’t just sit through eternity, staring as the world revolved without mercy around him.
I have to go back.
But Ebon didn’t want to go back. It didn’t matter that his mind was finding a perverse sort of sense in reality’s shifting. Things had been getting worse and worse, increasingly unstable. He’d thought Vicky was a kind of anchor (a safe place in a storm, like Redding Dock), but even she’d begun to shift on him — to become someone or something else. Aimee became what Ebon seemed to want, seemed to fear, seemed to expect. Even if he returned to her cottage, which Aimee would he find? He wanted her to be how she was, whatever that meant. He needed someone to talk to. Someone to level with him, to center him while the world spiraled out of control. But he couldn’t even trust her anymore. He had only his memories. He could trust them, because memories didn’t change, or twist in front of the mind’s eye to become something different. Except when they did, which was all the time, as their host demanded.
Ebon looked at Aaron’s Party. 
Maybe that had been Aimee’s anchor point, all those years ago. Her bullying father, her loving father, her father who cared so much about his only daughter that he protected her enough to make her hate him. It had been where they’d gone that time Ebon had seen her cry, where they’d shared that first aggressive, nonromantic kiss. And Aaron’s Party was where, years later, in a letter, Aimee had told him she’d gone at the end of their last summer. Aaron’s pier wasn’t like a city pier; there weren’t homeless people and delinquents huddling under its skeleton. Aimee said she’d gone there that day, wrapped in a ball with her knees hugged up to her face, sobbing. She’d stayed long enough to force her father to call the police, but emerged before they’d sussed her out, keeping her secret spot hidden for later. The place where she’d later taken boys who weren’t Ebon. Boys who, Ebon sometimes wondered, she might have been using as stand-ins, to help her forget him. Because sometimes, a person must force themselves to forget in order to keep on living.
Ebon didn’t like to think about that final summer. How it had ended. He’d draped a blanket over the memory in his mind’s attic, always knowing what lurked there. He was unwilling to discard it, but always afraid to peek. But it was there like a cavity. And like an untreated cavity, it had spread. So much of what had followed — Julia, Holly, Aimee again — had begun on that day, beginning with that old and malignant cancer.
Ebon looked across the water, then stood and returned to the shore, back away from the axis and into the spinning portion of the world’s wheel.
He waited. 
The shore began to morph into something more washed by the sun. Buildings shifted until Redding Dock was no longer behind him. Instead, Ebon found himself facing the cottage. Aimee’s cottage. Her father’s cottage. 
Ebon didn’t want to remember. 
But with a feeling like coming sleep, he did.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
A Cobbled Picture
 
AIMEE SAID, “YOU PROBABLY THINK YOU love me, don’t you?” 
Ebon looked up from his Game Boy. He finally had Mortal Kombat, but compared to the arcade version, it kind of sucked. Neither of them had spoken for at least an hour. Aimee was sketching something on her lap, and he’d been hearing the charcoal pencil scratching the pad. From the corner of his eye, he kept seeing Aimee set down the pencil, then wipe at the paper with a careful finger to turn a line into an artful smudge. 
Aimee had been into painting two summers ago, and Ebon knew from her letters that last summer — the summer a family vacation had kept him away from Aaron — she’d been into sculpting clay. Now she was into charcoal sketching. Everything she was into was, at the time, terribly serious and important because she was a consummate artiste. But he knew she’d only picked up charcoal a few weeks ago (he’d been there when she’d discovered her mother’s old charcoal sketches and had decided instantly to try it herself), and found her posturing annoying. Kind of. But still, part of him found it cute, like everything about Aimee. She was two full years older than he was, and although he knew he was falling into her trap by doing so, Ebon couldn’t help but see her superior experience as compelling. She was seventeen and had blossomed into something magnificent over the past two years. He could only be annoyed until his hormones took over.
“What?” 
She looked him in the eyes. “Admit it. You think about me all the time.” 
“No,” he lied. The truth was that he’d thought about Aimee almost nonstop for two years of absence and then even more fervently throughout their third shared summer. The terrible thing was that he knew exactly how she’d been manipulating him with her letters, yet was helpless to resist. As usual, Aimee was in charge. As usual, she was going to call all the shots, push him around, and make him do what she wanted. She held all the cards. Her unabashedly heated off-season letters — which, throughout the summer, she’d been playing off as “just for fun” rather than seductive — had left Ebon, yet again, at her total mercy. 
She set the sketch pad to one side, then used a napkin to wipe at her hand. The wiping was perfunctory; she didn’t so much as touch the huge black smudge that had blossomed on her hand’s meaty heel where it had been brushing the page. When she laced her fingers together atop the afghan like a teacher about to commence lecturing, black marred the white fabric. 
“Yes, you do.”
Ebon felt himself blushing. “No.” 
“It’s okay. I’ve thought about you too.” 
“Really?” The word was too eager. Aimee was reeling off affections with all the passion of an accountant lining columns, but he’d too eagerly leapt at what she’d said.
“Well, sure. A girl has needs.” 
“Um … ” 
“Look,” she said. “Here’s the thing. I’m not ready for you to love me. You can’t understand yet anyway. You’re only fifteen.” 
“Fifteen and a half.” Ebon regretted saying it immediately. Only little kids measured their age in half years. 
“When we’re older, maybe. But I can’t exactly be tied down. You’re gone too often. This time, you were gone for two full years.” Aimee paused, and in the gap Ebon realized how deftly she was avoiding any true part in their friendship … or whatever it was they had. She could have said, “I had to wait two years.” But no. Instead, he’d been “gone for two years.” She was neutral, uncaring. Ebon was the one who came and went, and hence was always at fault. 
“Okay,” said Ebon. 
“Can I see a future, some day in the way — like, way — distant future where we’re married and stuff? Sure. I guess. But you need to hold off until then.” 
“Hold off?” 
“You know, get yourself a girlfriend.” 
“Oh.” 
“But when you do, you need to tell me what you do with her.” 
Ebon knew exactly what Aimee meant, but she’d said it like Ebon’s theoretical girlfriend would be as passive as his Game Boy. Like a life-size action figure that he could pose and buy expansion sets for. 
“Um … ”
“You need to catch up,” she said. 
“Sure.” 
“But maybe you should wait a year. You’re still so young.” 
That was too much. Ebon wasn’t actually two years younger than Aimee; he was more like one and three-quarters. And although Ebon was a virgin and didn’t think there was anything wrong with it, he knew for a fact that Aimee had rounded the bases at his age, and done plenty of other stuff years earlier. She’d told him all about it last summer. She’d told him the way she’d tell her girlfriends, as if he’d have no more than a passing interest. He’d had to sit with a pillow in his lap for an hour afterward and think about nothing but baseball. 
“Hey,” he said. “I so am not.” 
“Okay, okay, fine. But I know you, Ebon. I know you’re all hung up on me.” 
“Bullshit.” He didn’t swear often, but Ebon had been a card-carrying teen for two and a half years. Time to turn up the dial.
Aimee reached, picked up the sketchpad, and showed it to Ebon. He saw himself from the shoulders up. She hadn’t sketched his Game Boy, but the likeness was still remarkable. Ebon hadn’t even realized she’d been scoping him, but the thought left him with a desperate sort of hope. 
“What do you think of this?” 
It was remarkable. 
“It’s okay, I guess.” 
Aimee turned the sketch pad to look at it. “Sure. I’m still playing with media. I don’t know which medium I like best. My mom was into a lot, like me. She couldn’t sit still — ”
“Like you,” Ebon interrupted. 
“ — And it’s like she just kind of did a little of all media. What’s your favorite medium?” 
Ebon was finding Aimee’s overuse of the word “medium” pretentious. Most people would just say “style” or “kind of art” or something pedestrian, but not Aimee. No. She was an artist. She worked in various media. 
“Dunno.” 
“You must have a favorite medium,” she said. 
“I don’t know. Paint?” 
Aimee rolled her eyes. “What kind of paint? Watercolors? Acrylic? Oil? Pastel? Fresco, enamel, tempera, gouache, even spray paint?” Ebon got the impression she was reading an encyclopedia entry rather than actually listing styles (sorry: media). 
Ebon returned to his Game Boy, annoyed. Getting Raiden’s tricks to work was different on Aimee’s couch than in the arcade. He kept teleporting when he meant to shoot lightning. Unseen, Aimee prattled on. 
“I could see myself being a sculptor. But not with clay. I feel like I’m done with clay. I’ve done all I can with it. I mean, not that I’ve literally done all I can, but I feel like I’ve reached the end of my own artistic interest. I just don’t feel it anymore, you know?” There was no pause. As usual, Ebon wasn’t actually supposed to respond. “I’m thinking of maybe, like, welding steel and stuff. I asked my dad about it, but he said he’s not going to let me use a blowtorch. But I figure when I turn eighteen, some of my trust will probably unlock and I can probably, like, lease a space in town and do it there. He can’t stop me, right? I’ll be eighteen. Not that I even know that I’ll like it, but I kind of like the idea of it, you know? Like, the look? Like in Flashdance. It’s just kind of a badass chick thing to do. Being a welder. Don’t you think I’d make a good welder chick?” 
Ebon didn’t look up. “Mmm-hmm.” 
“Dad said my mom tried it for a while. He hated it. Kept being afraid she’d burn the house down — not this one; the old house. The big one I showed you? He said she was always coming in from the garage with burns on her arms, and when he asked about it she’d laugh it off and say, ‘Oh, it’s nothing.’ And he’d get all mad.” She laughed. 
“So he’s been cool?” Ebon amended: “I mean, he was over the winter or whatever?” He knew perfectly well that Richard hadn’t been cool in the near present — at least not throughout the summer, when Ebon had visited. Then again, that might be because of Ebon. Richard seemed to think that Ebon had been after his daughter from the moment he’d met her. The way he spoke to Ebon (When he did speak to Ebon; often he just stalked around in angry judgment), it sounded like Richard thought Ebon had already had sex with Aimee all over the island. It was unfair. Ebon hadn’t done more than kiss her. If he was going to get the cold shoulder and angry stares, then at least he should be permitted the sex to go with it. 
“Oh, you know how he is.” Aimee waved a dismissive hand. She was wearing a light-blue tank top with (Ebon felt sure) no bra underneath. She hadn’t grown particularly large breasts, but Ebon still watched a delightful handful jiggle with the wave, hopefully without being obvious. “He can be such a dick, but he’s okay deep down.” 
Ebon thought about the many times Aimee had said — both with her words and with her manner — the exact opposite.
“He’s been … ” she paused, seeming to sidestep; They both knew her father was an alcoholic, but neither liked to say it out loud, “ … better.”  “There are … well, I guess there are meetings, you know, and he’s been going to them … ” She blushed, then rushed on. “Well, anyway, over the winter, it was kind of nice. We had a lot of good talks.” 
Ebon knew this part of the story. In bits and pieces over their three summers and via letters in the seasons in between, Ebon had cobbled together his own picture of Frey life. With her older brother moved out (due to sometimes-violent father-son arguments, Ebon intuited), Aimee and Richard were more like a codependent couple than father and daughter. They fought often; sometimes they had days’-long spells of angry quiet between them; frequently they patched the holes with marathon conversations like the closest of friends. Their relationship seemed complex, but Ebon felt sure that Aimee and her father loved each other while she hated him, and he feared for and distrusted her. Richard was sure he needed to control her; she was sure she needed to fly free. He was sure she was screwing around. She was, but ironically cause and effect seemed to be flipped, with Aimee acting out because her father was overbearing rather than in spite of it. 
“Oh yeah?” Ebon put down his game, sensing that now was the time to listen, even if he didn’t particularly care about the answers. “About what?” 
“Just stuff. Mom, Grandma, Grandpa. On both sides; you know. But a lot about Mom. Sometimes he cries.” 
Ebon looked away. 
“He’s not as tough as he tries to be,” she said matter-of-factly, seemingly oblivious to Ebon’s embarrassment. “But he’s also way smart. It’s where I get it — like in school I mean. Like, you probably just think math is math, right?” 
Ebon didn’t think about math at all. He nodded. 
“The way Dad talks, it’s like a language. Math describes the world. It’s the only thing that’s totally universal. Like, if we ran into aliens one day, they wouldn’t speak English or French or anything. But they’d speak math.” 
“How do you speak math?” 
Aimee shrugged. “I don’t know. You seriously don’t have a favorite painting medium?” 
As usual, Ebon felt blindsided. Her letters were the same way, veering into strange turns without advance warning. She seemed to have no censor; she simply said what was on her mind at any given moment. In the middle of writing about her latest sexual discovery or misadventure, she’d detour into fireworks at the pier. In spite of the confusion, Aimee’s way of speaking and writing had grown on Ebon. He found the quiet, linear girls at home too boring. The crazy ones always intrigued him.
“Not really.” 
“I think I like watercolors. Like Monet. You like Monet?” 
Ebon thought about making a joke confusing Monet with money. Dumb jokes were the only way he’d found that could derail Aimee and steal the spotlight for himself, but it was a wafer-thin joke. He shrugged, indicating general disinterest about Monet, who, from context, was probably a painter.  
“I do. Problem with watercolors is they’re hard to control. They kind of bleed into one another. I like colors to stay where I put them, and stay vibrant. So maybe not watercolors. Or!” She did a little jump on the couch. “Flowers. You know? That’s a great medium.” 
“Flowers aren’t a medium,” Ebon said. He had no opinion, but wanted to throw the word medium back at her once so she’d know he wasn’t a total idiot. 
“Are you kidding? They’re so a medium.” 
“They’re just plants.” 
Aimee snorted. “If they were just plants then the blending of colors wouldn’t matter, and neither would the container. But both do.” She rolled her eyes. “Really, you think you’re civilized, but Chinese people from thousands of years ago know more about this stuff than you. Did you know they were the first people ever to put water in a container of cut flowers?” 
Ebon said nothing. He didn’t see how putting water in a vase was so amazing. Or rather, he couldn’t believe everyone before the ancient Chinese had been so dumb as to leave it out.
“No, of course you didn’t,” said Aimee. “But they worked with flowers as an art, you know? Like my grandparents did back when they had their flower shop on the island. Artists understand what you don’t. Flowers are a medium. You’ve got to think about symmetrical and asymmetrical balance, color, all the same things you’d manage with any art form.” 
Aimee finished with a lull. Ebon gathered that he was supposed to feel corrected and duly chastised. He looked back down at his Game Boy, wondering how much time had to pass before he could turn it back on and start playing. 
“We should do something,” she said.
Ebon looked up. “We are doing something.” 
“Something more fun than sitting on the couch. Do you want to go for a walk or something?” 
“Eh.” 
“I’m bored sitting around. Do you want to go into town and hang out?” 
“We’re hanging out here.” 
“With my friends.” 
Ebon tried to hide his disinterest. Aimee had a few year-round Aaron friends, but they were homebodies. Her more outgoing friends were, like Ebon, summer people. In Ebon’s mind, that made them too raucous, with stereotypical teenager interests. They liked to drink and be loud. Ebon had never liked either. Aimee’s friends were okay, he supposed, but he agreed to waste his time with them as seldom as possible. He couldn’t really tell Aimee his reason: Whenever they hung out with the others, his share of her attention was suddenly too small. He preferred having her full focus. And even that was, of late, tinged with a feeling of comfort and warm pleasure, like a blanket in winter. And there was something else too: a feeling of longing hope. A feeling that what they had — whatever it was — might go on forever if they stayed together, holding tight, refusing to let time fade into summer’s end.
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Ebon. 
“Maybe we could go down to the lighthouse. Someone busted the lock a while ago, did you know that? It’s still hanging up there, but if you look close you’ll see that it comes right open.”
“What’s inside?” 
“Staircase. Some controls of some kind. I imagine there’s a big lightbulb up there somewhere.” 
“That’s a long walk to see some stairs.” 
Aimee threw a couch pillow at Ebon. It struck him, then rebounded and hit the side of the coffee table before landing on the floor. Ebon held his breath; there was a full glass of Pepsi inches from where the pillow had hit. If it had spilled, Aimee’s father would have a fit. 
“What, are your legs broken?” she said, completely ignoring the pillow/Pepsi near miss. “What’s that your grandma always says?” 
Ebon rolled his eyes. Aimee liked Ebon’s grandparents a lot, but in the way she liked stuffed animals. She thought they were cute and quaint, and thought Ebon was cute and quaint, by extension, for having them. He didn’t really want to seem cute this summer, especially to Aimee. Or rather, he wanted to seem a different kind of cute. The kind that didn’t involve having cuddly grandparents who said amusing and folksy things to their itty-bitty button of a grandson. 
“‘Find a way to play, every single day,’” Aimee quoted. 
Ebon rolled his eyes harder, trying to get his irises all the way up into the tops of his sockets. 
“Most of the summer’s over, and you want to play video games,” she said. “It’s not like we have a lot of time left. Soon I won’t have you around anymore, and I’ll be bored all the time.”
That grabbed Ebon’s attention. He looked up. He knew perfectly well how much of the summer was gone and how much was left, but it was Aimee’s mention of him not being around anymore that struck a chord inside. Based on the past two years’ worth of letters, Aimee got restless when Aaron was empty, and when she got restless she almost turned into someone else — someone Ebon didn’t want her to become for a reason he didn’t quite understand. Her exploits, as detailed in those letters, had slowly grown in heat, as if she’d been teasing, building him up for something. She’d even alluded, a time or two, that when he arrived she’d need to “show him what she’d learned.” But of course nothing had happened, because Summertime Aimee was someone else. Summertime Aimee was sweet and innocent — almost like she existed in a time capsule that only Ebon could open, suspended during the spring, fall, and winter, waiting like a stored doll to be played with. Off-Season Aimee, by contrast, was a typical teen girl. She rattled around the house, fighting with her father, and found boys to move her mind away from her problems. It made Ebon’s heart ache. He wanted to be here, always. He wanted her for himself, in the form he’d always known, rather than allowing the Miss Hyde of her letters to supplant her familiar Dr. Jekyll.
“What if they fixed the lock?” he said. 
“Then we’ll come back. Big deal. But I doubt they did. Nobody official seems to go there. I went there loads over the winter.” 
“Why? What’s there to do at a lighthouse?” 
“Lots of kids just go there to drink,” she said. 
More evidence of Miss Hyde. Ebon couldn’t imagine Aimee drinking, Aimee drunk, Aimee passed out in a corner with her flat belly exposed for groping hands at the type of teen parties they had in the movies. He didn’t like it. She wasn’t like that. She was this girl, here and now. 
“Not me though,” she said. 
“Oh. Good.” 
“‘Good’?” 
Ebon shrugged. 
“It’s kinda gross inside, but, you know … places you’re not supposed to go and all.” She made a you’ll-appreciate-this gesture with her fingers as if recalling familiar ground. “You remember how I told you about that guy I was hanging out with this summer, and I gave him a blow job, and he got cut on a bottle in the middle of it? That was at the lighthouse.” 
Ebon wasn’t sure what to say.  
“It’s not a great spot for that. It’s kind of dirty. I thought we might get hep C or something.”
“Sure.” 
“You ever have a blow job?”
Ebon looked at his Game Boy, blushing furiously.
“Not that I’m going to give you one at the lighthouse. Like I said: hep C.” 
Now he couldn’t look up. He fiddled with the Game Boy, pretending to be fascinated by the way the game cartridge seated into it. 
“So do you want to go or not?” 
“What is hep C anyway?” was all Ebon could say. 
“I don’t know. Like AIDS or something.” Now she had Ebon by the hand and was attempting to pull him upright. But despite being two years older than him, she was slight and thin, and Ebon had filled out into his bigger bones. “Come on, fat ass,” she grunted.
He looked up. “Aimee?”
Aimee stopped tugging and waited. 
“You haven’t like … with a lot of guys, have you?”
“What?” 
“You know.” 
“Oh. That. I don’t know. A few. I told you about all of them.” 
Ebon knew that much. The first sexual hints had appeared in Aimee’s letters a little over a year ago. After that it was like something had come uncorked. She seemed to have become afflicted with sexual Tourette’s, bleeding every detail into her letters, unable to stop. Ebon almost wished she’d kept it to herself, but every time a new letter arrived he skimmed it for juicy parts first. Aimee’s letters were long, multipaged, and rambling, exactly how she talked. He had to read them flat against a surface or light from the other side would bleed one page’s looping handwriting into its opposite, one page of mania doubling into insanity’s scribbles. Ebon would read them over and over, with a distant and slightly guilty arousal (this was Aimee, after all, and she was something different and sweeter to him), before sending his reply. Ebon’s letters, in contrast to Aimee’s, were short and desert dry. They read like telegrams. But it didn’t matter; as it was in person, Aimee’s correspondence was only seeking permission from Ebon to continue. In a few days after he sent her his own letter, another doorstop of written confessions would always arrive. 
Ebon often wondered what it meant, that Aimee was so candid with him. Did it mean she thought of him as safe like a big sister? Or (and he’d become increasingly convinced of this) was she teasing him? Was she trying to rev him up? And if so, why hadn’t anything happened between them yet? Most of the summer was gone, but they’d spent all their time in Aimee’s usual, summery-sweet time capsule. She could have been fourteen again, building castles with him in the sand — or fifteen, sharing a kiss that was more bossy than romantic. 
“I lost count,” he said. 
“It wasn’t that many. Are you even counting … ?” 
“Everything,” he answered, cutting Aimee off.
“Well,” she said, hands on hips as if about to lay some knowledge on Ebon because without her help, he’d never learn anything on his own. “That’s not all sex.” 
“It’s not?” 
“Sex is only when the guy … you know.” 
Ebon shook his head. He didn’t know. He knew the mechanics, of course, but not what Aimee meant. They hadn’t had this discussion in person. He’d felt, for most of the summer, as if he was with someone different from the girl who’d mailed those salacious letters. This Aimee had always been uncensored, but he hadn’t had the guts to bring up her teasing and what he suspected were implied promises. She hadn’t offered. They’d played in the sun, her body newly developed and exciting. They’d tussled indoors, the play tinged with a fresh scent, a new emotion. But they’d never broached anything serious. Aimee lived in a box in both Ebon’s mind and his life, and seemed like she’d never move to the next box, the next bracket, the next kind of person to him. 
“When he puts his thing in my … ” she continued. 
“Right, right,” Ebon said. “Whatever.” 
“Am I making you uncomfortable?” A slow smile creeped across her wide lips. The smile said that Aimee knew full well how uncomfortable she was making him, and that now that she’d seen it she had no intention of backing down. This had become a game, with Aimee in the lead and in charge. The more he squirmed, the better.
“Have you ever done anything?” she asked. 
“Of course.” 
“Oh yeah? What have you done?” 
Ebon thought he might be able to get away without answering. Aimee sat beside him on the couch. 
“Have you ever fingered a girl?” 
Ebon mumbled something incoherent. 
“Have you ever felt a boob?” 
He couldn’t answer that one. The way Aimee talked in her letters, boob feeling between guys and girls was about as casual as shaking hands. Sure, he was two years younger, but admitting to so little was fiercely embarrassing. 
“Hey,” she said. 
Ebon met Aimee’s eyes. She looked deviously taunting with a crooked and almost cruel smile. A look he knew well: She’d won the exchange, and knew Ebon would do what she said whether he felt it wise or dignified or not. It was embarrassing. It was as if he had no pride. Aimee was always in charge, and that would never change. 
“I know what we could do instead of going to the lighthouse.” Her smile widened.
“What?” 
“You wanna do it?” 
Ebon looked away. 
“I’ll show you how. I guarantee you’ll like it.” 
Jesus. He fumbled with his hands in his lap, the Game Boy now feeling like a lifeline. His head was swimming. The offer was a very, very good one — one that, truth be told, he’d been fantasizing for at least a year — but it was too sudden, too out of the blue. He felt lost.
“It’s cool. Usually for the girl it’s weird the first time — the girl’s first time or so in general, I mean — but I’m past that. For guys it’s always good the first time. And if it’s over too fast, which it could be, then … ” 
“Let’s go to the lighthouse,” Ebon said, still looking down. 
“I’d rather do it here.” 
“Your dad.” 
“Let’s not involve him.” Aimee giggled.
“I mean … ” Ebon didn’t want to elaborate. Her father wouldn’t be back from the mainland for hours, and they both knew it. The blood flow seemed to have left his head. He changed tacks. “I meant, let’s just walk to the lighthouse.” 
“There’s no need. I’ll totally give you a blow job here.” 
Ebon wanted to curl into a ball. 
“But I think we should do more than that. You know, for the memories.” She was snickering. Ebon didn’t want to look up, but he could hear it plain as day. She was messing with him, making him as uncomfortable as possible. This was a game, and he was losing. But then he realized something else: even if he “lost” and Aimee got her way, he was still going to win. 
“Ebon,” she said. 
He looked up. Most of the laughter had left her face. 
“Just start by kissing me.” 
But he couldn’t move. She reached out and took his hand. 
“It’s okay.” Aimee guided his hand to her breast. It felt soft through the fabric. “We’ll move slow.” 
She leaned forward and met his mouth before he could respond. But once her soft lips were on his, Ebon felt something inside himself surrender. He was still nervous, and still unsure that it was right for he and Aimee to cross the line. Ebon didn’t have girlfriends in the way Aimee had boyfriends, but he’d still set Aimee somewhere else in his mind. She was a friend, a confidant, a treasured thing that went back into its cherished box when the leaves turned each year. Maybe they were moving into something wrong, something that would no longer allow the box to properly close. But as his lips and hand moved — clumsily at first, smoother after a moment — he found himself not caring. 
Aimee pulled away. Her eyes met his, deep and no longer kidding. 
“Seriously. You haven’t done anything before, have you?”
Ebon shook his head. It was too fast, almost spastic. 
“It’s okay. I’ll show you.” 
Ebon swallowed. She lay back on the couch, pushing pillows and afghans to the floor. Her body language became soft and receptive as she nestled on the cushions. Aimee looked somehow fragile with her dark-blonde hair spread around her in a halo — quite the opposite of her usual scattered look. She was normally bulletproof, but in that moment Ebon felt like he could wound her deeply if he had cruel intentions. She was at his mercy. Despite being the teacher, she was in his hands. His inexpert, clumsy hands. 
“Come down here,” she whispered. “Lie on top of me, and kiss me some more.” 
Ebon did. Their bodies pressed together from end to end, top to bottom. Below him, Aimee began to writhe slowly, sinuously, as they kissed. His hands moved down of their own accord. After a moment hers did too, palms and fingers under shirts, on bare torsos. 
“Kiss my neck.” Aimee cocked her head back and exposed her throat as if for a killing strike. Her eyes were closed, her hair bunched in clumps behind her. Her breathing was soft. Ebon moved down to comply, sure he was doing it wrong. But she kept breathing slowly, moving with the rhythm of his breath, of her breath. Their hands continued to explore, finding fresh frontier. 
Ebon paused with his hand flat on Aimee’s stomach, his fingers pointing down, toward the snap on her jean shorts. She opened her eyes and looked up at him, eyelids fluttering. In the moment, he saw all the brusqueness — the brave, cavalier, I-don’t-care sexuality — from her letters drop away. She wasn’t the jaded dynamo she pretended to be. She was just a girl. Just a girl. 
Ebon’s hand moved less than an inch. 
Aimee met his eyes and nodded. Slowly. Fragile. 
Across the room, something hit the floor. For some reason, Ebon wanted to leave Aimee’s neck enough to look up. It was a cushion, tipped over by Aimee’s aggressive clearing of the couch. A pillow from the futon, tipped to the floor by the earlier thrown pillow. 
But it wasn’t a cushion or a pillow. It was a book. 
A math book, used for teaching university courses. 
And above the fallen book, the hand that had been holding it wasn’t quite open but slack, the musculature gone forgetful. After a slow moment, Aimee’s father, standing in the doorway, seemed to remember the case in his other hand. He set it down slowly, as if trying to stay silent in church. 
“Get up,” said Richard. 
Ebon had frozen in place. His mouth was still inches from Aimee’s neck as she craned up at her father, his breath still coming slow and low, one hand on her bare belly with his fingertips below the top edge of her shorts. He felt his eyes grow wide as his heart thumped, but strangely he couldn’t move, his erection not getting the memo or uncaring. As Richard stared, Ebon told himself that he couldn’t get up. If he stood, it would be obvious what they’d been doing. Maybe if he stayed perfectly still Richard wouldn’t see him, or where his hand was about to go, where it desperately wanted to keep going, because there might never be another chance. 
“Get. Up,” Richard repeated. 
“We were just … ” 
“GET THE FUCK OFF MY DAUGHTER!” 
Ebon’s paralysis shattered. His hand snatched back as if it had been atop a burning stove and found a home in his lap, pushed tight with his other into the hollow below his gut. He snapped to sitting, guilty hands making a show of their passivity. Aimee scrambled to the couch’s other side, similarly bolt-upright, hands also clasped in her lap. A pair of bookends: Innocence on one end and Chastity on the other.
“Dad,” said Aimee, “it’s not  … ” 
“Don’t you fucking lie to me like I’m an idiot!” Richard kicked the case by his foot as if it
had mouthed off. It struck the base of a table, causing the lamp on its top to wobble. He was a large man, pale, blond hair with red tinges, intimidating, often quiet like a bomb on permanent countdown. Richard Frey wasn’t muscular, but he’d always intimidated Ebon with his adulthood, his scorn, his sheer size, and what Aimee had told him about his wounds, his temper, and his drinking. Especially his drinking. Ebon had an uncle who was an alcoholic, and while Uncle Brian had been sober for Ebon’s entire life, dark stories ran below the family’s surface like black snakes in oil. To Ebon, drink was a boogeyman. Something that grabbed people by the throat and shook them hard enough to loosen all their bolts. 
Ebon sat still, afraid to move. Richard began taking large steps toward his end of the couch. The gin’s juniper scent tinged his outbound breath, and Ebon realized, quite suddenly, that they hadn’t been the only ones lying. For weeks, Aimee had been saying her father was back on the wagon and had picked up a teaching job on the mainland. But as the big man came at him, Ebon saw the truth: Day after day, Richard had never set foot on the ferry. He took his bag and books, said goodbye to his daughter, then parked his car behind the tavern in downtown Aaron, where he lost his days to forgetting. And maybe, from time to paranoid time, where he spent his days imagining what his rebellious daughter would do with the freedom afforded by his regular and predictable “time off the island.” 
Unless Richard was blind, he’d know she’d explored in the past year or two. He’d see how she’d blossomed, and how the boys’ heads turned when she wore her two piece on the beach. He’d never trusted Ebon. Never liked him. Had always, surely, suspected what he’d just walked in on. 
Richard yanked Ebon up by the collar. Ebon went slack, almost hanging into his shirt before Richard got him fully upright and moved one hand from collar to throat. 
“You piece of shit,” said Richard. “I knew it. I knew it all along.” 
Aimee pawed at her father’s hand. He wasn’t squeezing Ebon’s neck, but the threat was a blade. 
“Dad! Knock it off!” 
“You’ve been fucking her all along, haven’t you? Running off. Just wanting to get your tip wet like a dog. I knew it. I knew it, you filthy piece of shit.” 
“This is the first time we even — ” Ebon began. But it was the wrong thing to say. Going for the lesser of evils only drew attention to the evil almost committed. 
“She’s seventeen! She’s only seventeen years old!” 
Ebon wanted to protest that he was only fifteen, but was afraid to make it worse. He was trying to clench, anticipating a blow, afraid he was going to pee himself. Any rebut would only make Richard angrier. Seventeen isn’t that young. She’s been having sex for a year now. She’s told me about all of them in the letters that, now that I think about it, you have no idea she’s been sending because she’s had to creep into town, secretly, and mail them on her own. Of all the guys she’s had sex with, I’m the least of your worries. I never even got that far. I won’t even get blue balls because they’ve shriveled up, too terrified that you’re about to rip them off. 
“Dad!” Aimee screamed.
She scrabbled at her father’s strong hand, but he shoved her away with the other. The push was too hard; her feet kicked the coffee table, and she fell on it sideways, cracking the top and shearing its leg. Despite the hand on his throat, Ebon started toward Aimee, to try to protect her. Pain and anger waged war with betrayal on her face. She needed his help and wanted his comfort. He’d got her into this, even though she’d got him into this. 
It was his fault. She was his to save. That thought was most pressing of all, because with Richard Frey’s light-blue eyes on him, Ebon saw the truth of the past four summers: the raging father, the absent brother, the departed mother, and the shield she wore like a crown. She’d always been his to save, and now he was failing. 
  Ebon put his hand on Richard’s arm, but Richard tightened his grip. The other hand came up, big and swinging, and the world blinked to black as Richard struck him. A moment later he was on the couch again, the side of his face already blushing in agony, Aimee was too close as she gathered her feet. She stumbled, her leg and hip weak where she’d slammed them, and ended up on the cushions at Ebon’s side.  
Richard was flexing his punching hand, knuckles lacerated, staring aghast at the two lovers as they lay together where he’d beaten them. He’d hit Ebon with a left hook, and it had been too much to take. When he hit again — and he looked ready to, seeing Aimee and Ebon accidentally touch as they tried to right themselves — it would be with his right, which was stronger. The hand he drank with.
“Get off her.” 
“He just fell, Daddy!” 
“Get up.” 
“Because you punched him. You fucking punched him!” 
Richard’s eyes flicked to Aimee. She shrank back. His words even and cold: “Don’t you dare talk to me that way. Don’t you dare, you little slut.” 
Aimee blinked. His final word had hit her harder than Richard’s fist had hit Ebon.
“You think I’m blind? You think I’m stupid? You think I don’t know what you’ve been up to? There are wadded-up tissues in the wastebaskets and no one has a cold. There are wrappers in the bottoms of the cans, shoved there as if someone thinks I won’t see them when I take out the trash. And I can smell it. You think I don’t remember what sex smells like? I remember just fine. Your mother wasn’t always dead.” 
Ebon stood, putting himself between Richard and Aimee. The move was bold, but he immediately relented. “Look, Mr. Frey, we didn’t even … I mean, she’s not … ” 
Richard hit him again, this time in the stomach. Wind fled Ebon. He fell over the same coffee table, then into a wall, where his impact teetered a framed painting dangling from its nail by the corner, now almost sideways. For an impossible, terrible time, Ebon couldn’t breathe. He tried to gasp, but his diaphragm had been knocked up against his lungs like paste. He felt his vision swimming in a world of pain and panic. He didn’t know what to do with his hands, his legs. He could only see what was directly in front of him as he tried to hang on, to make it to the next second, sure he was about to suffocate and die. There was a loose nail in the baseboard, its head small and brown. There was a marble under the TV cabinet. He put his hand on the wall, where there was a knot. And waited. 
“Stop it, Daddy!” Aimee was a trumpet at the end of a long corridor. Light threatened to leave the world at its end. 
Ebon caught his first small gasp, saw a spark of color resurge in front of him as oxygen found his brain. His hollow, scraping bray was so undignified, so embarrassing, so impotent. He was on his hands and knees, trying to hold onto the world as the gasps became bigger, more substantive. He saw Aimee crying, grabbing at her unseeing father. He smelled drink, felt fury in the air. Richard was coming, his face set. Something hard struck him in the ribs, and Ebon rolled away, trying to curl inward. 
“Stop it! You’re going to kill him!”
“You want to fuck my daughter?” Richard bellowed, kicking him again. “At least be honest about it! At least act like a man!” 
“He’s only fifteen, Daddy!” 
That hurt Ebon, in his ocean of pain, as much as the blows. To Aimee he was still just a kid.
“I knew it. I saw through you from the start. Always coming around to ‘hang out’ like beach buddies. Always trying to play the innocent. Mr. Frey this and Mr. Frey that. ‘Good morning, Mr. Frey!’ Such a lying, sneaking little shit. You with your fake politeness and your idiot’s jokes. You just kept trying to worm your way into her panties. How long ago were you doing it? Since she was fourteen?” 
“No!” Aimee yelled. “This was the first time! The first time, Daddy!” 
Richard gave a growl and kicked Ebon again, this time in his back. Ebon heard him spin on Aimee and, wheezing, turned to look. The big man was advancing on his daughter, making her tall form seem tiny. 
“It’s my fault, isn’t it?” he said, his voice suddenly softer, more penitent. “I left you alone. We never had the talk. We had talks, but not that one. Not the important one. About boys. About how they are. You can never know, Aimee. They’re all predators. All of us. We only want one thing.” 
“That’s not true!” 
Richard spun. “Yes it IS!” On the final word, he kicked Ebon again. Aimee gave a sob, tried to come forward, but he pushed her back. “Yes we DO!” Another kick. Above Ebon, Richard’s pale, freckled face was contorted with confused rage. “I’ve tried to protect you from this kind of THING!” Another kick for emphasis. “But I haven’t, have I? I failed you like I failed your mother. And I lost her. Oh God, Aimee. I just want the best for you. I just want you to be safe.” Ebon heard Richard start to sob with remorse — not for what he’d done to Ebon, but for untold wounds with Aimee — and wondered if it was a good turn or something worse in waiting. 
The screen door was within crawling range. Maybe he could make it. He looked back, tasting the copper of blood in his mouth. He knew only pain and the crunch of bones with each small motion. How it hurt to breathe. And the door, the way out.
“I’ve ruined it, haven’t I?” he said. “Like I did with Corinne. Like I always do. It’s true, isn’t it?” 
“You’re drunk!” 
“I don’t drink!” 
Tears mingled with Aimee’s words. Ebon heard them behind him as he made a half foot of progress. The door was at least fifteen feet away. He was never going to make it. 
“You asshole! You son of a bitch!” 
“I just want you to be safe,” he sobbed. “You’re all I have left of her.”
“Goddamn you!” 
“Do you love him?” said Richard. “You do, don’t you?” 
“No! We were just … being stupid!” 
“I’m so sorry, Aimee. I’m so, so sorry…” 
Ebon looked back. Maybe he didn’t have to crawl after all. His heart broke as he saw Aimee sit beside her father and take his hand.
“You were going to … ” He sighed. “It’s not my business. You’re old enough now. I can’t control you. I shouldn’t try.” Another sob. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything.” 
“We weren’t going to do anything.”
“I saw you.” 
“We were just playing around, Daddy. We’re … just friends.” 
Ebon looked up. He couldn’t believe his ears. Aimee was comforting her father, completely having abandoned the idea of comforting Ebon. But then he remembered that there was a lot here he’d never witnessed — that she’d never shown him, never talked about … that he’d never wanted to witness. This was more intimate than sex. This was blood on blood, and maybe bringing him down was the only way out.
“I didn’t want this for you. To let boys like him in.” He gripped her hand suddenly, desperately, with both of his own. In his bear’s grip, Aimee looked tiny. “If you do love him, Aim, don’t just … don’t make it trashy. Don’t give it up. Don’t give him what he wants so easily. He’s … ” 
“It’s not like that. Shh.”
“It’s one thing or another. You can be in love, or you can be like … like you were going to.” Richard wiped his eyes. “You’re too young. That’s why you need to wait. One or the other, Aimee.” 
“I know.” 
“You’re my little peach. You know I love you, don’t you?” 
Aimee’s eyes flicked to Ebon, trying to send him a silent message. “I know.” She draped her arm around her father’s neck, nestling his head. Impossibly, she began to pat it. 
“I’m so sorry, Aimee.” 
Ebon stared. Wheezed. Bled. 
Aimee laid her head atop her father’s as he cried. “I know you are.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Closed Windows 
 
 
> OMG I JUST SAW THE neighbors dog run by with what looked like a cat in its mouth
>> omg
> i don’t think it was really a cat lol
>> oh good
> i think it was a honey badger
>> honey badger don’t give a shit
 
Aimee’s callback to their earlier exchange about a hilarious online video made Ebon do a spit take, spattering his computer screen with drops of Crystal Light. He considered himself fortunate to have set the glass down without incident. The sun was streaming through his office window in thin sheaves like yellow daggers and the street outside was (for a city street anyway) relatively quiet. Quiet enough to hear the radio on the corner of his desk, currently playing something by Pearl Jam. Ebon had never been a fan. The songs, for him, all ran together. 
Ebon typed his reply to Aimee in the chat window:
 
> omg now i need to watch the honey badger video again
>> lol
> i don’t have time for youtube. i’m trying to work
>> be like honey badger and don’t give a shit about work
 
This time, Ebon was ready and avoided the spit take. Aimee always repeated her jokes on LiveLyfe chat. He wanted to believe she was just adhering to comedy’s first cardinal rule (“If something’s funny, say it once … but if it’s not funny, say it over and over until it is”), but Ebon suspected the repetition was just Aimee’s inability to focus coming through. It had been fifteen years since he’d last seen her face, and yet she hadn’t changed a bit. 
 
> i seriously have to go
>> oh fine abandon me
> what can you be doing anyway?
>> starting work on my dads cottage finally
> lies
>>  seriously. i bought paint and plaster today off island
> i don’t believe it
>> true
> you’ve been talking about fixing it up for like five years
>> come see for yourself
> maybe holly and i can come this summer
>> don’t bring holly. i want you all to myself
 
Ebon stared at the screen.
 
>> kidding. i want to meet her
>> assuming she’s okay with you flirting with an old girlfriend that is
 
Another moment passed. Finally Aimee wrote: 
 
>> yt?
> just had to close the blinds. i have more to do today than just wait for your chats every few seconds. 
 
Then he added:
 
> lol
 
Ebon had been thinking about accepting Aimee’s invitation to video chat for a while, and right now wished he had done so rather than demurring to text for a reason he couldn’t quite understand. Tone was too hard to read in email, and harder in chat. But somehow going to video had felt too wrong, like crossing a line they’d managed to skirt for years. 
Ebon glanced through the last few chat messages, remembering something that had pinged at his brain. LiveLyfe let you delete individual messages from chat history, so he moved up and deleted Aimee’s joke about wanting Ebon all to himself, then the one about ex-girlfriends. He wasn’t doing anything wrong, and Holly should feel free to look at any of this (not that she would), but there was a chance she might misinterpret a line like that, not knowing Aimee as well as Ebon did. It was crazy to think that some people thought Internet friendships were odd or stilted. He probably knew Aimee better than he knew anyone despite the distance, and their depth of knowledge about each other had only grown during their separation. Email and chat were perfect replacements for Aimee’s old marathon letters. Technology had allowed their communications to become shorter but more frequent — more casual, friendlier, more intimate. Ebon knew about Aimee’s marriage, her divorce, her miscarriage, and of course her father’s death, but it hadn’t taken a backbreaker of a handwritten letter to learn it.
Ebon wasn’t sure how to feel about that last one — about Richard’s passing. On one hand, he felt bad because Aimee felt bad. But secretly — and he thought this as his hand stole subconsciously to the side of his jaw, to his ribs with their titanium plates — he felt relieved for her. And even spitefully grateful. 
 
>> i’m going to add a porch outside dads old room. where the phantom door is
> phantom door ??
>> the one that goes nowhere
> clueless
>> did you never go upstairs?
> lol your dad would have liked that, us upstairs together
 
For some reason, typing the sentence made Ebon shiver. 
 
> > door opens into nothing off the master br. i was always afraid dad would open it and walk out and fall when he was drunk
 
Ebon stared at the message. It no longer surprised him. The dirty little secret of Richard’s drinking had stopped being secret when Ebon had begun emailing Aimee. By that time she’d already moved out, distancing herself from Richard on the advice of a therapist after he’d beaten Ebon nearly to death. They’d decided, for Aimee’s sake, to blame it on a gang of teens beneath the pier, but the psychologist had been right nonetheless. Too right for comfort.
 
> i really do have to get back to work :(
>> cool. ciao
 
Ebon closed the chat window. For a moment, he considered downloading and installing an app he’d been meaning to get — the one that shut down all social interaction during specified periods of time. But he’d been emailing Aimee in fits and starts for well over a dozen years now — and chat, though infinitely more obtrusive and disruptive, had been an evolution that Ebon had to admit he rather enjoyed. Yes, her messages constantly derailed him. But when he and Aimee returned to one of their talkative phases, he always found he never wanted it totally off. 
And besides, Aimee wasn’t the only one who needed to vent. She was the only person in the world (other than Holly, of course) who knew that Holly was cheating on him. He’d known about it for three months, and they’d only been married for six. Ebon knew that Holly had cheated on him throughout their dating life too. He’d never caught or confronted her, but he’d read it in her diary. Aimee had helped him through it all. 
There was a photo of them on the corner of his desk. Ebon picked it up, hefting the frame’s weight, and looked closely. It was from their honeymoon, in Hawaii. He was wearing a short-sleeve red shirt and white pants, looking very “islands” in a way that Holly found hilarious. She was dressed to the casual nines, understatedly beautiful in a way that was neither over the top nor smacking of effort. Her makeup was perfect and light, her hair back and shining in the Pacific sun. She was wearing a pretty blue dress that he remembered was just shy of modest — and, because it was Holly, he recalled the way she’d worn nothing underneath. 
The DJ returned and announced another uninterrupted half-hour rock block after some words from the sponsors. Ebon resisted the urge to kill it. He didn’t work well in quiet. Even if he had to labor through promises of discounts on laser hair removal (“Buy one body area, get one free!”), it was better than silence. That was why he liked the city. It was always alive and never made him sit with only his brain for company, asking questions he couldn’t answer in the spaces between thoughts. 
Are you ever going to ask for that commission increase from Mr. Avery?
Are you ever going to confront Holly? 
On the radio, two women with annoying voices yammered back and forth about dental whitening and how they were now getting glances from guys who used to ignore them. Ebon wasn’t sure this was a good thing. Who wanted to be noticed for their teeth? 
He thought about teeth, and laser hair removal. An ad for a rental car company came on, featuring Tom Cochrane’s “Life is a Highway.” Even the commercials on the ‘90s station were on-period. Ebon remembered how his parents had had an old radio with a cassette deck, and how he’d recorded this song when it had come on. How old had he been? Younger than ten anyway. He’d listened to the tape over and over. Because when you thought about it, life really was a highway. And Ebon wanted to drive it all night long. 
Yeah.
He’d been thinking something a moment ago. He couldn’t remember what it was. Wasn’t sure he wanted to, really. He returned to his client roster and clicked around, not really being productive but not truly wasting time, gathering details from the ACT database that he’d already known because he had a mind for details without exerting effort. Ebon was the best because he recalled pretty much everything about everyone. That was why he deserved that increased commission. Clients hooked up with Ebon Shale and stayed with Ebon Shale, not because he was so excellent at negotiating (he was fine, but not exemplary), but because he was everyone’s friend. And Ebon was everyone’s friend because he listened well and remembered flawlessly. Ebon knew everything about everyone he worked with. It was his superpower. It was why he did so well, why he earned the big bucks and would have a job with the agency for as long as he wanted. 
The commercials ended. Ebon didn’t recognize the next song, but remembered its tune — some flash-in-the-pan band that had risen like a bottle rocket around 1992. Rapidly up, then rapidly down. One hit, and no more. What must that be like, to have one event drastically change your life, but only temporarily? Where were those people now? Were their lives better for having lived through those ups and downs, or would they have done better to remain in anonymity? 
Ebon clicked at the hidden LifeLyfe window. He really didn’t need more chat to distract him. He also kind of wished Aimee would ping at him. Holly was out. He was bored. Ebon wanted to be entertained rather than work. If Holly were here, he could have sex. That would help him procrastinate. Yes, she was cheating. But she was still Holly. She was still sweet and fun and funny, and she was (truth be told) still a really good time in the sack. He might have been fooling himself, but he also could have sworn that she really, really still loved him. It was as if she fucked some other guy here and there but always came home, choosing Ebon at the end of the day. In a way, it was touching. Holly was a free bird. Locking her in a cage and forcing her to be faithful would, of course, keep her faithful. But would she resent it? The saying went, “If you love someone, set them free.” That’s what Ebon was doing. And time and time again, Holly returned. 
He looked again at the honeymoon photo, picking it up to peer closer. They’d laughed a lot on that trip. A lot. Holly always rocked Ebon’s socks off, and he always tickled her funny bone. Those were each other’s purposes to one another, and they were jobs each did well. Did it really matter that she was getting a bit extra on the side — not as a replacement for Ebon, but as a cherry on top of an otherwise delightful sundae?
Yes. Yes, it mattered. 
Ebon didn’t like to think about it, but he wanted to confront her about it even less. With the exception of the infidelity, they were the perfect couple. They laughed constantly; they had a great time together; they almost never fought. If Ebon said something about her cheating, that balance would teeter. He’d either have to threaten Holly with his departure (to save his pride) or stay (and swallow that pride, living as a cuckold). He’d have to forbid her from sleeping around, knowing she would never be able to stop because she was Holly, and Holly was whom he’d married. She’d always had insatiable appetites without any filter. She’d always chased desire without restraint or shame. He couldn’t change her. He’d be as likely to change the stars. 
He could either have Holly as she was, or not have Holly at all. 
Ebon set the photo down with a sigh. It was too much to think about. He’d think about it tomorrow. Or the next day. Or the day after that. 
The song changed, the radio now playing something he hadn’t heard in what felt like forever. It was by that band of two brothers who seemed to always be fighting. Oasis. And the song was one he could swear he hadn’t heard since he’d heard it fresh, when it was new. Called “Wonderwall.” 
A light, catchy hook on an acoustic guitar. 
The first words of a first verse, every one familiar. 
He and Aimee used to listen to this song. This album. Over and over, at her father’s cottage, on that little CD boom box. Despite having chatted with Aimee not ten minutes ago, Ebon found himself swimming through forgotten nostalgia. How much time had passed? He thought of Aaron, of the island, of Aimee’s promise that she was, finally, going to fix up that old cottage she’d been threatening to restore for years. Now that her father was gone, he’d be unable to stop her meddling. She’d be able to make the place fine again, now that its blight had shuffled off this mortal coil. 
Richard Frey was in the ground, for better or worse from Aimee’s perspective. Even after years of emails and chats detailing their ever-contentious relationship, Ebon could tell that father and daughter were still intertwined, each having grown older as half of the other. When Richard died, Ebon had allowed an actual conversation with Aimee, and he’d been able to hear the grief in her voice. Halfway through the call he’d realized speaking might have been a mistake. Because while Aimee had been struggling to bar the tears from her voice, Ebon had fought to keep elation from his. That big, bullying, overbearing motherfucker was dead. Ebon felt old bruises resurge then vanish forever. He felt relief for himself, for Aimee. Yes, she would hurt for a while. But the piece of Aimee’s heart that Richard had wrapped like a parasite would grow into its own, finally able to breathe. She wouldn’t be half of a codependent pair — a pair that had remained nearly as codependent even after Aimee had moved across town whether she’d admit it or not. Now she could be the Aimee she was meant to be. 
You’re lucky you have Holly, Aimee had sobbed. Someone to talk to. Someone who loves you, and whose job it is to hug you and promise that everything will be all right.
Yes. Ebon had Holly. But while they had plenty of fun, Holly had never been that person for Ebon. He had explained that to Aimee — in chats he deleted afterward to avoid hurting Holly’s feelings if she ever uncovered them, which she was of course welcome to do — but Aimee never really believed him. She kept saying that Ebon was just being Ebon, and that if anyone knew Ebon, it was Aimee. She told him that relationships were complicated and not all the same, but that if he’d been with Holly for a decade and had decided to tie the knot, there was love there. Not just familiarity and laughter, but honest to God love. Ebon wondered if Holly knew the difference. 
So Ebon had steered the conversation back to Aimee and her loss, away from his problems. He told Aimee that everything would be all right, over and over again. 
Now, in his office, Ebon listened to a light strumming of guitar chords. A soft, accented voice, singing, “Maybe you’re gonna be the one that saves me.”
Maybe. 
Ebon’s phone rang. 
“Hello?”
He listened while a brusque yet somewhat tentative voice rattled off a string of nonsense words. The voice called him “Mr. Shale.” Ebon interrupted, in the middle of the nonsense, and corrected his caller, saying he preferred Ebon. 
“Mr. Shale,” the voice asserted, its tone somehow apologetic, going out of its way to disobey Ebon’s familiarity, to irritate him, to be formal, to keep its distance. “Do you understand what I’ve just said?” 
“So I should come down.” Ebon’s eyes strayed to the honeymoon photo. To the corkboard beside his desk, where there were three more photos of Holly. One showing her face close up, emerald eyes smiling, a painted turtle in her hands. Ebon remembered that day. They’d laughed and played. Afterward Holly had said she wanted to fuck him in a public aquarium’s bathroom. One photo was of them together — a selfie Ebon had taken by holding the camera (it had been a camera back then) at arm’s length. The Brooklyn Bridge’s arch was in the background. They’d laughed on their walk through New York, and Holly had dragged him back to the hotel room and drained him dry. The last was one of those ride photos taken at an amusement park by a mounted camera. You could see both of Ebon’s hands in the photo because they were up. You could only see Holly’s left hand because her other was down. Ebon remembered what it had been doing, and how hard Holly had been laughing. 
“Mr. Shale … ” 
He did love her. He really, really did. It was probably a bit dramatic to say she was the one who’d saved him, but she’d been the last in his string of admittedly stilted female interactions. She’d corrected so much of Julia’s damage. She may or may not have been his soul mate, but she might just have been his wonderwall. 
“Yes, yes,” said Ebon. “I just need to finish what I’m doing. Maybe fifteen minutes.” 
“You should come immediately, sir.”
Ebon blinked. His vision was blurring. His eyes were watering for some reason. The honeymoon photo. The aquarium photo. The Brooklyn Bridge selfie. The amusement park ride. All were difficult to see, as if disappearing behind a fog. 
“Tell her I was stupid,” he said, the moment growing suddenly urgent, worth dredging up something ancient. “What she said that one night, when I told her about Julia. Tell her I take it back. That I’m sorry.” 
“Mr. Shale … ” 
“She’ll know what it means.” 
The voice swallowed. “I’m afraid she’s already gone, sir.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
It's a Nice Place, Aaron
 
THE WAVES WERE LOW AND KIND, not so much breaking under the small fishing boat’s bow as sloughing out of the way to make room for its passage. The sky was overcast behind — not quite stormy, but certainly gloomy — yet seemed to be clearing ahead. As he stood at the wires strung through posts around the boat’s sides, clinging to the top one as if it were a proper railing, Ebon Shale stared out at the relatively sunnier coastline with the distinct impression that the small town of Aaron was beckoning him forward, and that the world behind was pushing him out. 
“You okay there, buddy?”
Ebon nodded, not looking back. “Fine.” 
“Because you looked a little green back there. When it was rough, a bit ago.” 
Ebon looked down. His hands were large, and the thin, plastic-coated wire biting into his palms made them look larger. He wanted to fiddle with his wedding ring, but it was packed in his suitcase. Part of him didn’t want to think about that ring at all right now, even though another part felt he was duty-bound to think of nothing else. Holly was gone. Forever. It hurt to consider, but Ebon found himself wielding the simple fact of her death over and over when the world went thoughtful and still, whipping himself with it as some sort of penance. 
“If you’re sick, you shouldn’t look down. Watch the horizon. Watch the shoreline, up yonder.” 
“I’m fine.” 
Behind Ebon, the boat’s pilot shuffled his feet as he guided the wheel and ignored the maxed-out throttle. He’d introduced himself as Captain Jack, like in the Billy Joel song. Maybe, like that Captain Jack, he could get Ebon high tonight. Ebon had never done any kind of illegal (or even illicit) drug before, but right now he felt willing to learn. It was ironic: Holly had been the adventurous one. She’d wanted to try ecstasy before making frantic, tripped-out love. When Ebon had demurred, she’d let it go as she always did when he felt strongly about something. As far as he knew, she’d never even tried it without him. 
It was strange, the things Holly pulled from their relationship. She’d avoided the sex drug out of loyalty to Ebon’s wishes, but that hadn’t stopped her from screwing other men. Only he’d sort of given her tacit permission to do that, hadn’t he? He’d known what she was up to, and she’d almost certainly known he’d known. And yet he’d said nothing, using Holly’s infidelity as his own sort of neutered get-out-of-jail free card rather than speaking up and ending it. Strangely, he felt increasingly sure that she’d have stopped if he’d insisted. But that would be caging the bird, refusing to set it free in order to find out if it loved him back. And besides, if Holly had stopped cheating, that would have left Ebon as the only one with a secret to hide.
“Why would you hire a charter if you’re prone to get sick?” the captain asked. 
Ebon turned. Captain Jack didn’t look much like the old sea dog his name seemed to imply. He wasn’t much older than Ebon, clean-shaven and wearing a threadbare long-sleeve shirt bearing the name and tour schedule of a band Ebon had never heard of. He had a prominent mole above one eyebrow and was squinting into the breeze, his skin weathered and tan. There was a beer in an insulating foam sleeve perched on the dash above the wheel — and somehow, miraculously, it hadn’t tipped despite the chop. Jack had been sipping from it the entire time. Ebon wondered if drinking while boating was against nautical law. He wasn’t sure. His father had taught him a lot about boats over the years, but how and when to drink properly while on them had been missing from the lessons. 
“I’m really not seasick,” said Ebon, sitting. 
“No shame on it, buddy.”
“Really. I don’t get seasick.” 
“I was just wondering why you’d hire a charter if you knew it happened. Or didn’t you know?” 
Ebon sighed, deciding to break the cycle with silence. Apparently Jack had decided Ebon was seasick. He couldn’t deny it, so he stayed mute, staring out at the horizon like a dutiful landlubber. 
From out in the bay, the approaching island looked more or less unchanged from his youth. Ebon felt something inside him sigh. He’d asked Aimee about Aaron before he’d notified the office of his indefinite furlough (perhaps too impulsively and foolhardily responding to his boss’s concerns that Ebon was “slipping” and “embarrassing himself,” but there would be time to think about that later), but he hadn’t believed her when she’d said it was the same. Aimee had lived on Aaron all her life. Like a parent living with a growing child, the small, daily changes would be invisible to her, he’d assumed. And yet one day, that unchanging child would suddenly be an adult — and so too could Aaron have grown paved roads, shopping centers, and vacationers’ hotels without notice. But from the west shore at least, he was seeing something straight out of his memory. He wasn’t sure if that sameness would be a comfort for him in his current state, or a bittersweet crutch.
Jack was still looking at Ebon, waiting for a response. 
“Have you ever taken the ferry to Aaron from the mainland, Jack?” 
“Ayuh. Of course.”
“Well, you talk about seasickness? When that thing hits rough water, it’s like … ” 
“Ayuh,” Captain Jack repeated. “You’re right. Someone like you, you’ll barf harder when a tub that big gets to swaying. I forget. Not that I go to the island often. But you’re gonna go broke hiring me to run over and get you whenever you want to make a run to Costco or something.” 
“I can afford it,” said Ebon. 
And he could. For a while anyway. He had a nice financial cushion. It would come in handy when his furlough turned officially into fired, but part of Ebon had already been working the numbers, wondering if he was as free as he suspected he might be. Aimee had been inviting him to Aaron for years, and he’d been seriously considering a trip for the last few months of Holly’s life. (It would probably be a solo trip. He could “allow” Holly to go off on one of her “weekend jobs” pretty easily, leaving him available. They’d nod at each other, both understanding what wasn’t said, and walk away guilty with their base impulses satisfied.) But now that Holly was gone? Well, it was a horrible thing to think, but with his furlough in effect and his rent more or less ignored, relocating to the island was actually a workable silver lining. Aaron had been a constant splinter in the back of Ebon’s mind ever since he’d been a teenager, and now there was no reason he couldn’t go. No reason he couldn’t accept Aimee’s leading invitation. No reason at all that he couldn’t, if it was cool with Aimee, stay for as long as he wanted, reclaiming should-have-beens.
“You been to Aaron before?” asked Jack.
Ebon nodded. “I used to stay with my grandparents when I was younger.” 
“So you ain’t as sea-green as I thought. Just a queasy stomach is all. I got relations on the island myself. Where was their place?” 
“East Shore. Dead opposite West Dock.” 
“I know it.” He paused, then added, “Why’d you want to pull in at Pinky Slip? West Dock is easier, y’know. Closer too.”
But this was supposed to be a fresh start. Ebon had always come to Aaron on the ferry, and he’d always, therefore, approached his destination from the roadside. Now things were different. For a reason he couldn’t articulate, Ebon felt sure he had to arrive by the ocean. He had to see the cottage from the water first. Anything to erase the memory of his last time here. 
“Yes, Pinky Slip.”  
Jack shrugged. “When were you here last?” 
“Sixteen years,” said Ebon. “I was fifteen.” The words left in a sigh, as if he hadn’t realized how long it had been until he’d said them. But really, the weight of those years wasn’t upon the island’s back. It was on his own. It was on Aimee’s. They’d been great friends back then, and were better friends now. It was difficult to admit, but Aimee had always been there for Ebon when Holly hadn’t. Holly had never truly got close to him, whereas Aimee had never strayed far. He’d tried with Holly. And Holly — well, he didn’t really want to consider what she’d tried, and how he’d responded. But wasn’t there only one harbor in a man’s heart? 
Tell the truth, Ebon, he thought. That harbor was always reserved for Aimee. 
But no. No, he’d loved Holly — just in a different way. He hadn’t needed to let go of Aimee. He could have both. He could have a backup. He and Aimee had never crossed any inappropriate lines — even, come to think of it, when they’d been young and unattached and were supposed to cross lines. He could have returned to Aaron when he’d turned eighteen to see her again. He could have broken it off with Holly after Aimee’s divorce, after Aimee had become available. But he hadn’t, and those decisions proved what Ebon had always heartbreakingly known: that all things happened for a reason, and that he’d loved Holly most of all. 
She’d been wrong here, not him. Now she was gone — and maybe that too had happened for a reason. 
“It’s a nice place, Aaron,” said Jack, his eyes on the approaching dock. “People complain about the long boat ride, but that’s what keeps the island small. Ain’t no reason for developers to come over. Plenty of dirt roads left, but so what? That’s a small price to pay for quiet.” 
“I’m definitely looking forward to the quiet.” Ebon wondered if the words were true as they left his mouth. The city was loud and full of distractions. On Aaron, he’d be able to hear himself think. Whether that was a good thing or not was yet to be decided.
The boat turned sidelong to the island, now in the bay, far enough out to obey the wake restrictions but close enough to see details. Ebon was shocked by how much was coming back to him. He’d thought about Aaron often, but usually those thoughts centered on Aimee. He didn’t realize he’d remember the A-frame beside the still-empty and tree-overrun lot. He hadn’t realized how familiar the sight of the cottages atop the docks would still feel. He didn’t know he’d recall the hammocks still hanging outside three cottages in a row, their colors coincidentally red, white, and blue. 
“Is that Fortford Circle right there?” 
“Ayuh, I think so.” 
“And that’s Dick’s Marina.” 
“Used to be,” the captain said. “I guess you do go back.” 
“‘Go back?’”
“Dick’s hasn’t been open since maybe ’98 or ’99.” 
Right. Ebon remembered Grams and Pappy mentioning that. It had been only one of three places on the island where you could fuel a boat. Aaron wasn’t huge, but it was large enough. If boaters didn’t plan right, they could easily find themselves stranded halfway down the west shore, low on gas with nowhere to refuel. 
It was all so familiar. Except … 
“Shouldn’t Aaron’s Party be around here?” 
Jack looked around, then took a sip of his beer as if it were a prop used to make a point. “The Party? Fella, they tore that place apart years ago. Guess it really has been a while for you.” He pointed north, toward the bow. 
“Can we see it?”
“I can’t,” said Jack. He took another sip. 
“I meant, could we? Can you take us up north a bit?”
Jack looked at Ebon. He didn’t seem exactly annoyed or put out, but it was clear the idea didn’t thrill him. Jack lived on the mainland and had said several times that he wanted to get back by dinnertime. He’d also made a point, before leaving the dock, of saying how expensive gas was out here. 
“I’ll pay you another twenty bucks,” said Ebon. “For your time and fuel.” 
Jack nodded amiably. “All righty. What the client wants, the client gets.” He turned the wheel to swing the bow seaward, then arced out of the bay and toward the saddle-horn point beyond it. Five minutes later, Ebon saw the end of the pier peeking around the trees. Something unexpected stirred in his chest and there was a strange moment of panic. He both desperately wanted to see Aaron’s Party and didn’t want to see it at all, and here they were hurtling toward it. He should have waited. Met Aimee first, then come up here once he was adjusted and emotionally ready for the wallop that the nostalgic pier was sure to give him. But it was too late now. 
“There she is.” Jack slowed the boat, nosing closer to give Ebon a good look. When he glanced over and saw Ebon’s jaw hanging open, he chuckled. 
“Right. You’d’ve been here when last she was open, wouldn’t you?”  
The place was dead and deserted. The Danger Wheel’s red paint, always vibrant in the canvas of Ebon’s mind, had faded and chipped to rust. The pier’s wood looked old and weathered, green with algae and age. He could see the carousel, its decaying face pocked with small forms that must have been the once-brilliant horses, now broken and askew on their poles. He could see abandoned vendors’ stalls and games, a barely visible gap where the caricaturists used to set up shop. Seeing one of his most precious memories in shambles like this — especially now, when he felt most vulnerable — felt like torture. He wished he hadn’t asked Jack to swing around and see it. If Aaron’s Party couldn’t remain as unchanged in his absence as the rest of the island had, he’d rather have arrived to find the old carnival gone entirely.
“When did they take it apart?” he asked, gutted but unable to turn away.
“Not sure on exactly when, but as to why? Wasn’t no percentage in it, I imagine. Summer people mostly went, and it took a beating in winter. Same for those dock cottages, I guess, but the government helps keep those ship-shape with tax money.” 
Ebon felt hollow. Scooped out. Almost wishing he’d never come, because this felt like a betrayal. While his attention had been distracted by life and jobs and marriage, someone had come along and smashed his childhood to bits. He could almost smell the cotton candy on the air, now crystallized into dust. He could smell the grease for funnel cakes and elephant ears, now gone rancid. Those carousel horses had been maintained like treasures throughout Ebon’s time on Aaron, but once he’d gone, they’d been abandoned as if they meant nothing. 
He could almost see the great Danger Wheel turning in his mind, his lips remembering his first real kiss. He could see the pier’s junk-strewn undercarriage as they drifted — a place where he and Aimee had shared many follow-ups. He’d walked this beach hundreds of times with money in his pocket, the sun high in the sky, nothing but summer and carefree afternoons on his mind. Now life was deadlines, pressure, and the fathomless ache of loss. Looking at the dead carnival, he felt like he’d propped himself up with a cane  — but someone had come along and kicked it away, laughing as he fell. 
“Couldn’t tax money have been used to save the carnival?” 
Jack shrugged. 
“It’s an attraction! It’s an institution! I remember when those carousel horses … ” 
Jack cut him off. “I guess it carried a lot of insurance, ran half speed or less once the summer folks left … ” He made a vague gesture, seemingly uncomfortable in the face of Ebon’s disbelieving, pained expression. 
“Well,” Jack concluded. “Anyway.” 
Unable to turn away, Ebon watched the carnival disappear as Jack steered the boat back around the horn and into the bay. But as they approached Pinky Slip from the north, Ebon thought to spin around again in a second flash of panic, realizing something else that might have gone missing. But he was just in time to see that it was still there before the shore obscured it, still as it had always been: Redding Dock’s long red length, beyond the pier, intact and waiting for Ebon’s return. 
So there was still a Redding Dock. And there was still Aimee. 
I’m so sorry, Ebon. I’m so, so sorry. 
Their second phone conversation in sixteen long years, both calls occasioned by an untimely death. Only this time, it was Ebon who’d tried to hold in his tears. This time, it was Ebon who failed. 
I miss her. I miss her so much. 
I know you do. 
This was all my fault. I could have stopped it. I could have told her I knew. She’d have ended it; I know she would’ve. Because …
She loved you, Ebon. Of course she did. But she had her own baggage, and her decisions were her own. It’s not your fault. 
But it was. Aimee didn’t know it all, couldn’t know it all. Things with Holly had never been simple, though they’d always seemed simple from the outside. Holly was always a good time, a fun girl to laugh and play with. But there had been more. Or at least, there could have been. 
He’d cried. And cried. And cried. Enough, as he’d sagged on his living room floor with Holly’s clean laundry in a basket at his feet, that he’d wondered if he’d regret all this sobbing later. His eyes bled saltwater. His nose was a faucet. He could only keep talking, only keep feeling, only keep spilling what he had inside like leeching poison from a snakebite. Part of him imagined the next day, trying to face Aimee online or on the phone, knowing she’d seen him at his most pathetic and weak. But it wouldn’t matter with Aimee. Because he’d seen her, all those years ago, in all the same vulnerable places. And worse.
I don’t want to think about her, but I can’t stop. 
Shh. It’s okay. You’ll be okay. 
I didn’t want her to be with anyone else. She was always loyal in the ways that mattered. 
Aimee hadn’t responded to that, probably not trusting herself to say what Ebon suspected she felt: If she was loyal, then why did she cheat? And why are you so eager to forgive her? But Aimee had said nothing because loving a betrayer was another thing she knew all about, and uniquely understood. 
Come to visit, she’d told him. Get away for a while. 
Ebon didn’t remember which of them had turned “get away for a while” into “stay,” but that’s how the conversation had ended. Perhaps Aimee had pressed him for reasons of her own. Or maybe Ebon had come up with the idea because he’d actually had it for months, begging Aimee to be with him the way he’d begged God for his Holly back. Even now, watching the Slip approach, he couldn’t be sure which it was. His usually flawless memory had a blank spot there, same as the increasing blank spots that had (let’s be honest) cost him his job. He supposed he could set his career back on track if he wanted. But right now he didn’t want to, just as he no longer wanted to resist the lure of Aaron and Aimee. He’d spent sixteen years thinking about this place and pretending he wasn’t. Sixteen years dreaming about this woman and denying it, even to himself. But now things had changed. Now, for better or worse, he was alone. Available. Suddenly as free as his turned cheek had allowed Holly to be, until she’d died at her lover’s side instead of living at his where she belonged.
Ebon could see Aimee at the dock. From this distance, she looked very young. Seventeen at most, as he’d seen her last. Seventeen years old with a wide, white smile, brown hair, with no filter and piercing emerald eyes. 
But it was an optical illusion. As the boat neared, Ebon saw that Aimee’s hair was as dark blonde as it had always been, her long legs crossed at the ankles because she was a Pisces and standing like that made her legs look like a tail fin. She’d aged (she’d be thirty-three; he’d sent her a happy birthday message on LiveLyfe back in March), but she seemed to have aged well. Long and lean, as always, her face tan and beautiful, her hair a delightful, don’t-give-a-shit (like honey badger) mess. She was standing still now, but he could see her trademark nervous energy around her. She’d mellowed, but she hadn’t slowed. He felt sure she still interrupted herself when her thoughts derailed. She still pursued a hundred creative projects at once, never fully committing to any. She’d still trip over everything — not because she was clumsy, but because she was always moving slightly too fast. This would be their first time touching hands for the better part of two decades, but they’d never truly strayed far from skin-on-skin. 
“That your girl?” Jack didn’t say the rest, but Ebon could see the codicil and a modicum of lechery on the man’s features when he looked over: She’s purrrrty.
“My friend,” Ebon said. 
“She gonna be your girl?” 
Ebon thought it was a forward thing of a charter captain to ask, but he almost nodded. Yes, she just might. They’d spent an eternity simmering. Aimee pretended Ebon was here for comfort and Ebon pretended that he’d come to the island to use his hands enough to forget, but they both knew the truth of what was happening — what had been happening for years now, slowly approaching a boil chat by chat, email by email, text by text. The master bedroom’s mattress was big enough for two. And the cottage’s old owner was no longer around.
“Captain Jack,” Ebon said. 
Jack looked over.
“Like the Billy Joel song.” 
Jack chuckled. 
“Can you get me high tonight?” 
Jack said nothing, only continued to smile. But this was a new place, a new start, a new adventure, and maybe he was now the kind of guy who smoked out from time to time to lower life’s volume. Why not? He’d brought little with him, and a very large part of himself wanted to leave his past in the city to burn. He didn’t just have stereo equipment, TVs, and Blu-Ray players; he had Bang & Olufsen and an LG 55EA9800. His sheets weren’t just high thread count, they were Frette on a Duxiana bed. But right now, all of those trophies meant nothing. They were just the remainders of a life that no longer fit — a life that actually hurt to wear, like a bespoke suit outgrown at the shoulders.
But Jack only smiled, not taking the question as serious.
Ebon caught Aimee’s eye as the distance between the boat and dock closed. She smiled, warming his heart. He’d seen plenty of her photos on LiveLyfe, but in person it was easy to see that the photos hadn’t done her justice. She really was beautiful. She’d always been beautiful. Right now, she was all that mattered. He was Ebon — just plain old Ebon Shale — here to start again. To correct the past’s mistakes. To follow time where it had inexorably taken him, because all things happened for a reason. His life had ripened, and after all these years of waiting, the time was finally right. 
Working together, Jack and Aimee held the boat long enough for Ebon to step off. Then Ebon waved to Jack, who waved back and motored away, sure to make it home in time for dinner. 
Once they were alone, Aimee looked him over from head to toe. 
“Who would have thought we’d ever have our fourth summer?” she finally asked. 
Ebon looked around at the turning leaves. “I think summer is over.”
She gave him a small, almost knowing smile. Something was just under the surface, dying for voice. “Maybe” was all she said. 
“It’s good to see you.”
“I’m glad you’re here, Ebon. I missed you.” 
“I missed you too, Aimee.” 
“And I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”
“It’s okay.”
“I promise to do my best to make you feel better,” she said. 
Ebon looked up at the bluff, toward where the cottage would remain invisible until they climbed the steps leading down to the slip. 
“Thanks.” 
They looked at each other for a strange moment, each seeming ready to say words that never came. Ebon’s were too raw, not yet ready to leave. Aimee’s were held in check, trying to find her role. Already they felt like two pieces of a puzzle clicking together after too long out of sync. Already it was as if no time had passed, as if seventeen and fifteen years old were only a day behind. 
Without waiting for his response, Aimee wrapped her long arms around him, the hug sufficient to pin Ebon’s arms to his sides. He shifted and took her arms under his, hugging her back, feeling the squeeze like something long lost, long gone, long forgotten, long needed like oxygen, yet held at a distance. And quite unexpectedly, he felt his eyes start to water, his chest beginning to hitch. 
“Everything will be all right,” she promised.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Emotional Work 
 
AIMEE POKED HER HEAD INTO THE bedroom to find Ebon sitting on his bunk, leafing through a small book bound in boards like a hardback novel, its pages covered with looping, feminine handwriting. 
“What’s that?”  
“Holly’s diary.” 
“You’re kidding.” 
Ebon looked up. “Why would I be kidding?” 
“Well … you’re reading her diary. You’re not supposed to read a girl’s diary.” 
“She’s dead, Aimee.” The words left his mouth with a hammer’s blunt force. Ebon had said them over and over — sometimes to himself at night, sometimes to the bathroom mirror, sometimes to the crashing waves when he took walks, and occasionally to Aimee when he felt up to discussing it — with a kind of steeling bravado. She was gone. In a box. Underground. There was no changing any of those facts, and dancing around them wouldn’t do anyone any good. Ebon felt like he was flogging himself with a whip, forcing himself to accept what was done because it couldn’t be changed. 
Aimee sat on the opposite bunk, disarmed by the edge in his trio of words. “Oh.” A pause. “Do you think that’s healthy?” 
“Healthy how?” 
“Like you said, she’s … gone. There may be things in there you don’t want to know. Things that don’t make any difference now anyway, and that you’ll be taking out of context.” 
Ebon flipped to a page he’d marked with a dog-ear bookmark, then read aloud: “‘Last night, Mark made me come so hard I sprained my hip.’” He looked up at Aimee. “You’re right. In a different context, that could mean anything.” 
“It’s not fair, Ebon.” 
“What does it matter if it’s fair? She made her own bed.” He rolled his eyes. “Then she invited a bunch of other guys into it.” 
“I meant, it’s not fair to you.” 
Ebon held up the diary. “I disagree. I think this is the comeuppance I deserve.” 
“Because you were wronged.” 
“That’s right.” 
“So you’ll right it by making yourself feel worse.” 
Ebon set the book down and looked at Aimee. He wasn’t good at putting up a tough act, and already felt it melting away. For their entire lives, Aimee had been the alpha between them. She’d taught him all of his life lessons. She’d even coached him, from a distance, through his years dating Holly. It was only a few months after meeting Holly that he and Aimee had found each other again online, and she’d resumed bossing him around almost immediately.
“I have to know,” he said. 
“You know already. Does it make things better for you, knowing more?” Aimee picked up the diary and cracked the spine. Ebon reached for it halfheartedly and she slapped his hand. She read for a few moments, flipping through and skimming pages one after the other, while Ebon made impatient noises. Then she looked up. 
“Have you read the whole thing?” 
Ebon tried to glower. The truth was that like a teenager fast-forwarding to a movie’s nude scenes, he’d obsessively read the juicy parts having to do with Holly’s infidelities and little else. Because of her famous lack of filter, she’d described them in detail. Reading them over now was, for Ebon, the oddest mix of depressing, vindicating, and arousing.
“Because the first half of this book, based on a quick scan, seems to be almost entirely about you.” 
“‘Ebon was an unsatisfying lay,’” Ebon said in a quoting voice. 
“It goes back to 2005,” she said. “Is that when you met her?” 
Ebon nodded reluctantly. 
Aimee opened the book and read aloud. “‘I just met the sweetest guy. He’s a total dork, but I thought he was super cute. I laughed so hard! I know he knows Jimmy, so hopefully I’ll run into him again.’” She looked up. “That’s from the first entry. It’s like she bought and began this journal when she first met you.” 
“So?” 
“Maybe she thought you were worth commemorating. A lot of this — the first half, at least — seems to be about you.” 
Ebon had ignored the first half. The damning stuff was farther in, and the possibly-kind first pages would only confuse him. “Maybe she just wanted to chronicle her social experiment to fuck around on someone who kept trying to love her.”
Aimee sighed, then set the journal down. 
“How are you feeling?” she said. 
“Kind of pissed.” 
“I guess that’s a start.” 
“A start to what?” 
“My shrink said it’s okay to get angry first, because then you can kind of get it out and move beyond.” 
“Move beyond to what?”
“To the hurt that caused it.” 
Ebon vented a mirthless laugh. “I think I’m well aware of the hurt.” 
“And,” she continued, “any role you might have played in causing that hurt.” 
“You’re right. I seem to remember putting condoms on so many dicks that were pointing at my wife.” 
Aimee sighed again. “I keep thinking,” she said. “About our chats.” 
“Well. This one is lovely,” Ebon said, more spitefully than he’d intended. 
“I meant our other chats. Our online chats. And our emails. Our letters, back in the day.” 
“What about them?” 
“How much did Holly know about me?” 
Ebon shuffled on the bed. 
“Did Holly know about me?” she amended, more statement than question. 
“Of course.” 
“What did she know?” 
Ebon rolled his eyes. 
“About those old summers,” she said. “Right?” 
“Right. I told her about the bossy girl I used to hang with. The one who, years later, might coerce me into helping her fix up some old cottage.” He smiled, to make his jest obvious in the jab. 
“If you were Holly, when would you assume that you, Ebon, had last been in touch with me?” 
 Ebon looked at his feet. 
“You didn’t tell her. About any of it. The emails, the texts, the chats — none of it.” 
“It didn’t involve her.” 
Aimee nodded slowly. “To tell you the truth, Ebon, I’ve felt guilty about chatting so much with you, from time to time.” 
“Why?” 
She looked at him, her green eyes — so like Holly’s — strangely serious. “I think we both know it was all a step above friendly.” 
“No, it wasn’t.” 
“Then why did you hide it?” 
“I didn’t hide it!”
“You didn’t tell her.”
“And I didn’t hide it either! I’d have told her, if it had come up. There was nothing to hide. Two old friends, bullshitting to pass the time. You weren’t exactly sending me videos of yourself doing a striptease.” Ebon regretted it the second he said it. Of course they’d kept everything platonic, but even joking about Aimee sending him nude videos now felt like opening a box that ought not be opened. It felt like something held back rather than something that had had no place in their discussions. Because there had been letters, all those years ago, in which Aimee had teased him with something similar. He recalled reading those letters over the years, holding onto them, and falling into fantasy. But that had been a long time ago, and nothing to joke about now that they were two adults who’d clearly moved on. 
Instead of being as embarrassed as Ebon suddenly felt, Aimee laughed. “Thank God we weren’t kids in this day and age. Back then, if I’d had access to email and a webcam … ” 
“What?” said Ebon, too eager. 
“I had that wild phase.”
“But we never … ” 
“Though we got close. And back then, all I really cared about was acting out. It took me years to settle down. To realize that what I’d found so thrilling about … well, you got my letters. But after I moved out, I guess I stayed crazy for a while, and if we’d still been in touch then, things might have been different. But I started therapy pretty quickly after moving out (Dad thought therapy was stupid, and that anyone who needed it was weak), and when I got my head around what holes I was trying to fill in my life … ” 
Ebon laughed immaturely at Aimee’s mention of “filling holes” and regretted it instantly. It wasn’t the first time he’d ruined a serious moment by deflecting into inappropriate humor. 
She looked at him for a moment, then continued. “I’m just saying that sometimes we don’t know what’s actually bothering us, and what’s driving our actions. I saw this movie once, about people who’d had parasitic worms implanted in them by this guy, and then afterward there was some farmer who could control their emotions by touching pigs.” 
“That’s absurd,” said Ebon.  
“But that’s how I saw myself after a bit of therapy. Like I was being controlled.” 
“By pigs.” 
“By my dad. The point is that for the longest time, I didn’t even see it. I didn’t know he was pulling my strings, let alone how they were being pulled. I thought I was making my own decisions.” 
“Just like when you’re controlled by pigs.” 
Aimee gave him a patient look. 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Look,” said Aimee. “It’s really none of my business. I just think that maybe you don’t even know why you’re hurt right now.” 
“My wife fucked around on me. Then she died.” 
“And you don’t know how to feel.” 
“I feel pissed.” 
“And sad.” 
Ebon thought. “More pissed. But also sad, yes.”
“Anything else?” 
Ebon shook his head back at her, but Aimee said nothing. 
“What? Why don’t you just tell me what I’m missing, Sigmund?” he finally said. “Why don’t you just tell me which mysterious pigs are somehow pulling my strings?”
“I’m prying. I’m sorry.” 
Aimee looked away, no longer alpha, no longer trying to be the boss. Her default personality was manic, flighty, bossy, and intrusive. It’s how he knew her, how he liked her. But sitting opposite Aimee on the bed, Ebon saw the influence of her years of therapy. She’d matured beyond the knee-jerk emotions instilled by her bully of a father. She’d learned to hate him on one hand while loving him on another rather than mashing the two emotions together into a confusing stew. She’d moved beyond her short promiscuous phase — something that Ebon, over the years, had joked to himself about regretting. And now she was backing away from intruding in his recovery, despite being a therapy veteran and knowing better, just as she’d known better about how to build a sandcastle, how to kiss, and how to make love. 
Ebon took her hand. “Don’t be sorry. It’s okay. I want your help. Or maybe for now, I just want you to be around.” 
“I’m around,” she said. 
“I didn’t just come here to fix up your house for you.” 
“Good thing I’m not paying you.” 
“Yes. Because in the spring, you’re going to realize how futile this is, and you’re going to hire contractors. Between the two of us, we may successfully spackle a wall. And fix the fireplace, before the snow falls.” 
“Can you stay that long?” 
Ebon sighed. “Maybe. I’m basically fired anyway. I don’t have the strength right now to go back to the city. Tell me: is it bad that I want to walk away from it all — to stay here on Aaron and live … ” He stopped. He was going to add “ … with you,” but suddenly “live with you” seemed as if it meant more than a mutual address. 
Aimee laughed. “I’d say that’s you avoiding.” 
“And avoiding is bad?” 
“Not always. But you do have to deal with this, Ebon. Not to be your mother or anything, but don’t you want to not throw your entire career away?” 
“What does it matter? That career made sense when Holly was around. Now that she’s gone, what’s left for me? Sure, I need a high-paying job to live in the city, but the job’s the only real reason to stay in the city, and the city is the only place that costs enough to require a high-paying job. It’s a closed loop. I’m so much happier here.” 
Aimee was giving him a suspicious look — still psychoanalyzing him, if Ebon had to guess. 
“What?” 
“Nothing.” 
“What, Aimee?” 
“Maybe you’re just happier here because you’re away from all that ‘Holly stuff.’” 
“So what?” 
“Well, again, I don’t know how healthy that is. You can’t just run away.” 
“Why does it have to be about running?” Ebon looked around the bunk room, out the window, out at the blue bay shimmering in the late-day sunshine. “You’ve lived here all your life. It doesn’t cost much to live on Aaron.” Ebon considered working out the economics of paying Aimee rent for living with her (or possibly just mooching, since both of her places were paid for), but it felt too intimate. “I could get a cheap place. I could work in your flower shop.” 
She laughed. 
“Again: what?” He felt vaguely annoyed. Aimee was always like this, always slightly condescending even when she was trying her psychotherapeutic best to behave. She laughed at him first and told him what she was thinking second. That way, she could get her dig in but still come out on top as she always had.
“You can’t have a flower shop on an island!” 
“You’ve had one forever!” said Ebon, refusing to relent on one bit of Aimee miscellany he knew for sure. “Your grandparents’ place, on Main!”
Aimee rolled her eyes. “I’ve been blabbing on at you about flowers for almost twenty years now, Ebon. How the hell can you still be this dense? The Stalk Market barely survived even back then, when they were farming local flowers and rolling the dice on big summer seasons in order to stagger through the winter. Don’t you remember my whole thing with trying to resurrect the shop after I moved out of Dad’s place?” 
“Sure,” said Ebon, not remembering at all. 
“And do you remember my whole rant about refrigeration and shipping costs and the charges dumped on me by the ferry once I realized I’d need to expand beyond a few summer weddings to survive? Do you remember the debacle with the Ecuadorian farms, and how I was losing three extra days with all the back and forth and shortening their shelf life dramatically, and the only way to even make it go was to order my stems from Dole?” 
“The pineapple company?” 
Aimee slapped him on the leg. “Don’t you listen at all?” 
“Of course,” said Ebon, wondering if Dole was obviously good or obviously bad. It was clearly one of the two, but reading Aimee’s letters (and, later, emails) was an endurance sport. He’d skimmed past most parts, including and especially her long-winded diatribes having to do with the flower business.
“And?” she said, waiting.
There was a pause. Then Ebon said, “I like pineapple.”
“The Stalk Market is closed, dummy,” she said. “For almost ten years now. But if you’d like me to check, maybe the doll shop that’s in the building now is hiring.” 
“Well, why not? Or I could work in the liquor store. Or at the co-op. Whatever. Just enough to earn rent. Enough to keep me on the treadmill. I don’t need fancy ‘things’ anymore. Holly wanted expensive stuff, because her makeup clients were all rich and fancy and she got this taste for ‘the finer things in life.’ But I don’t need or want it. Give me a chair to set by the ocean and a beach to walk on. Give me a roof and a microwave and a budget for food. That’s all I need.” 
Aimee was still looking at him. 
“Jesus Fucking Christ, Aimee. Just say what you’re thinking!”
“I just get this feeling that you’re not Owning Your Shit. That you’re avoiding facing reality.” 
Ebon reached over and tapped Holly’s diary. “Reality. Faced.” 
“You’re just angry.” 
“Haven’t we already gone through this?” 
“Maybe it’s not that you don’t want your old apartment. Maybe it’s just that being in it reminds you of her.” 
“Sure. It does.” 
“Eventually you have to go back. You have to do the hard work of clearing out your old life before you can expect to start a new one.” 
“No I don’t.” Ebon shook his head. “I can pick up your phone and hire someone to take it all away. I won’t have to lay eyes on any of it.” 
“I meant the hard emotional work.” 
Ebon wanted to protest, but instead it was as if Aimee had let all the air out of his balloon. He felt his posture sag, his head tilting toward the floor between his slippered feet. His elbows went to his knees, and after a moment, he felt Aimee’s comforting hand on his back as she moved to sit beside him. 
“I don’t want to think about it,” he said. 
“I think you have to. There’s too much to untie. Like with my dad.” 
“I just want to hate her.” 
“But you don’t only hate her.” 
“She cheated. She’s gone. End of story.” 
The hand rubbed his back; the floor and his slippers filled his field of vision. 
“But before that, you loved her. And she loved you.” 
“If she loved me, why did she cheat?” 
“I’m sure she had her own baggage, Ebon. It’s how people are.” 
His eyes were beginning to swim. “I don’t want to think about it,” he repeated. “I just want to go downstairs and do drywall.” 
“You have to think about it eventually.” 
“I’ve been reading that diary all morning. I’ve thought. I’ve wallowed.” 
“But Ebon,” she said. “You didn’t look at the first half. You’re focused on her cheating.” 
“So what?” 
“You have to feel all of it.” 
Ebon wanted to snap at Aimee, tell her to stop playing therapist, to stop bossing him around like always. But he couldn’t say it. He could only focus on the purest of the now: the sensation of the moving hand, the drop of salt water now rolling toward the tip of his nose. Aimee had no right to intrude. No right to tell him who he was, who Holly had been, and what complications may lie in his nest of emotions. She certainly had no right, now that it was all over and too late, to imply that he and Aimee had had something to hide. Holly had hidden plenty. And Ebon’s hands, unlike Holly’s, had never strayed farther than a keyboard. 
“I don’t want to feel all of it.” He sniffed and straightened, trying to make his body conform to his words. It had been weeks. He’d waded through fury, rage, blame, and loss. There was nothing left. He’d done his part, and now he wanted to move on. If there was more, it could be buried decently, as Holly had been. “I just want to forget it ever happened.” 
Aimee rubbed his back. He could feel her judgment in the small circles, in the minute scratching of her short fingernails. 
“Don’t tell me how to feel,” he added when she didn’t reply.
Aimee wrapped her arms around him. 
“I know what happened,” he said. “I know what she did. I’ve made my peace with it.” 
Aimee laid her head on his shoulder, completing the full-body hug. For a silent moment, they sat.
“You only have to face it enough to move on,” she finally said. “You just have to keep remembering her, because she was part of your life.”
“I’ve faced it. It’s over. She’s gone.” 
Aimee hugged him, rocking slightly. 
“I know exactly how I want to remember her,” Ebon said.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Death Forgives Everything 
 
EBON LEFT AIMEE TO FINISH TAPING and mudding the new drywall in the cottage hallway after screwing it in place and verifying that it wouldn’t fall on her while he was away. Doing so had felt decidedly manly. Before his arrival on Aaron six weeks ago, he’d never so much as touched unpainted drywall. Now he’d done two full rooms in three-eighths of an inch 4-by-8 sheetrock, plus most of a hallway. It was dirty work, but using his hands and growing calluses felt strangely cleansing. 
The weather had grown chilly, but for Ebon the cold had yet to dull the beach’s lure. Before this trip, he’d only ever seen Aaron in full bloom, the world green, the air warm and humid, the colors bright like a painter’s canvas. The island’s autumn had turned out to be different but equally beautiful. The leaves had become a fantastic spray of yellows, reds, and oranges before falling. The sky had remained a crisp blue; the bay was dark denim capped with foamy eggshell. But since then, the rest of the island’s colors had been bled of their saturation. The cottage’s wood, siding, and decking were like something on a screen covered with a layer of dust. It didn’t feel like dying to Ebon though. It just felt different. 
He’d seen a different side of Aimee too. And like Aaron itself, the disparity was unfamiliar yet reluctantly beautiful. She now annoyed him in a new way (this one superior instead of blindly bossy), and yet Ebon couldn’t help but admire the change. 
She’d always seemed flighty, and had remained so. Her hair was still a mess, and she still went in six directions at once. She still stumbled when she walked because she always moved slightly too fast. But those childish foibles were now laced with maturity. She had a few gray hairs in her blonde, and a few wrinkles had settled at the corners of her eyes and mouth. Now when Aimee bossed him around her missives came from a sense of earned superiority. She’d been through the war with issues surrounding her father — but Ebon, she insisted, had not. He’d lost a friend in a car accident as a child; his first sexual encounter had been with a woman more than twice his age; he’d been torn violently from Aaron and from Aimee. And yet he’d managed to stuff it all down, to keep moving forward by refusing to open those old boxes. Aimee — veteran that she was — kept asking him to open those boxes, to look past the anger to what lay beneath. It felt more legitimate than her old breed of pestering … but no less annoying.
She watched him with irritating therapist’s eyes as he tried to go about his business. She kept asking “And why is that?” whenever he made pat remarks. But Ebon didn’t want to consider the whys of every tiny thing. Some events had simply occurred, and were what they were. He had months now between him and Holly’s death, and he wanted nothing more than to move on. To close the box, not peer relentlessly into its guts, searching for meaning in a jumble of psychobabble. 
And so he took his walks to get away. To smell the breeze. To feel the increasingly chill wind as it bit into his skin. To see Vicky — who, encounter by encounter, was replacing those old memories with newer, more pleasant ones. 
Ebon wondered again if he should tell Aimee about Vicky. But why should he? Despite his best efforts, things with Aimee had remained maddeningly stagnant. He’d thought, on arrival, that they understood each other. Their chats had moved into old realms, always somewhat flirtatious, often recalling forgotten tenderness as Ebon dragged old feelings topside. She’d been such a tease back then, and he’d never been able to cash in. By the time he was old enough to do so — and distant enough from Richard’s arm to try again — he’d already found Holly. But now he was a widower, and Aimee was years divorced. Finally they were both free to do as they wanted. In a way, they had only each other. And yet Aimee held back — not refusing to move into intimate territory for lack of interest but because she seemed to think it was too soon. Not for her, necessarily, but for Ebon. 
Ebon, she seemed to think, wasn’t quite ready. 
But Ebon was plenty ready. He was thirty-one fucking years old. He’d put in his time. He’d mourned, and mourning was exhausting. Yes, things had turned out miserably with Holly, but they were over now. She’d betrayed him, she’d harmed him, she’d died. End of story. 
But what was your role in all of it? Aimee would ask. 
Aggravated, Ebon would go for a walk.
Were you true to her? Aimee would say. 
Ebon would retort that of course he’d been true, then stalk off. 
Was she truly a monster — or can you, if you try, see things from her perspective? Is there any way, if you look at your relationship objectively, that you can see what you might have done better? 
That line of questioning annoyed Ebon most of all, because it turned an accusing finger right back at his own face. He wanted to yell at Aimee for saying those things — for having the audacity to presume she knew anything at all about his dating record and marriage. Sometimes, he did yell. But whenever he did, Aimee took the assault with obnoxious patience, allowing him to vent, suffusing him with a patronizingly kind smile. And then, instead of standing corrected, she’d wait a few hours and ask the same things again. 
Unwanted emotions prodded at Ebon like thorns, striking at random intervals. He’d be hanging a light fixture, and the wire would snag, and he’d throw it to the floor in a rage. He’d be brushing his teeth, would recall Holly coming into the bathroom to brush beside him (usually giving him a toothpaste grin in the mirror), and would break down. He’d spring awake in the middle of the night, almost always at 3:33 a.m., and seem to sense a body lying beside him, then feel a scooped-out sense of loss when he reached out to touch only frigid sheets. A time or two, he’d masturbated to thoughts of Holly with her lovers, imagining the other man’s touch on her skin, the other man’s presence where only he belonged. He’d done it with a grimace, furious: an act of violence rather than lust. 
Aimee could see the turmoil on his face, but waited until Ebon was at his weakest to speak up. Her questions — always said with supposed love, sounding to Ebon like meddling — never focused on Holly anymore. Now, they were always about him. 
Did you do your best? 
Did you let her in? 
Did you see her through your own biases and rules, or did you try and look at your life together through her eyes?
It made Ebon furious. He was the one who’d been wronged. He’d been a good man, a good husband, a dutiful partner and earner. Holly had done the betraying; she’d broken the pact they’d made on the altar, her promiscuous past supposedly left at the door. Maybe she’d never loved him. Maybe they’d got married because it’s what society had expected. In Ebon’s mind, their good times together had already begun to dim. He refused to read the first half of Holly’s diary — the part that might praise and adore him. Doing so would only pour salt in his wounds. He didn’t want to consider the good times. He didn’t want to give Holly any benefits of any doubts. She’d let another man put his dick in her. She’d been a cheating whore. That was all that mattered.  
Ebon watched Aimee work on their renovations, watching her ass in her tight jeans, watching her in paint-spattered capris, watching the way her body shifted under loose tank tops. What had he come here for? He and Aimee had unfinished business together. He wanted her, and he knew she wanted him. So what was the problem?
So no, Aimee didn’t need to know about Vicky. Not if she wanted to psychoanalyze him instead of treating him like a capable adult. Not if she wanted to remain platonic, to stay on the right side of some invisible line until Ebon dealt with things that didn’t need dealing. Vicky wasn’t any of Aimee’s goddamned business. Vicky was willing to be the dirty girl Aimee had once been, before Ebon had been robbed of his only shot with her. Vicky didn’t ask Ebon stupid questions. Vicky knew all about Holly, but she reacted to the story as a friend should: with support, with scorn for the offending party. 
How could she? Vicky would say. Then they’d fuck for hours, and Ebon would drift into a cloud of bliss in which both Holly and Aimee were forgotten. 
The beach walk had taken Ebon to Vicky’s door almost without conscious choice. He found himself on the doorstep and knocked, then was greeted by a vision in a pale-green robe. 
“Oh,” she said. “Hey, Ebon.” 
“Is there anything under that robe?” 
Vicky cinched the belt tighter through her tiny laugh, then stepped aside and said, “Come on in. I was just going to take a bath.” 
He strode into the living room and sat on one of the modern chairs. It felt more comfortable than it looked — one of Vicky’s many beautiful things, placed in sparse rooms as if for show rather than use. 
“Don’t let me stop you from bathing,” he said, a sly smile picking at one corner of his mouth.
Vicky went into the bedroom. He heard the bathroom door next, then the sound of water shutting off. A few minutes later she appeared in loose khaki pants and a T-shirt. Ebon felt an elevator drop’s worth of disappointment. The first day he’d seen her, she’d been wearing a stunning red dress that clung to her ample curves. Sometime later, after he’d stalked her sufficiently, they’d gone to her place where the same red dress had come off. That first impression would forever haunt his mind, coloring the way he saw her. She’d always be the woman in the red dress to him. Seeing her in something as casual as no-nonsense khakis (with, he now noticed, her bright-red hair in a simple pony tail and no makeup), was somewhat disappointing. 
“Would you like something to drink?” she said. 
“Wine?” 
“Ebon, it’s 10 a.m.” 
“You don’t have wine because it’s 10 a.m.?” 
“How about lemonade?” 
Ebon shrugged. A minute later she was handing him a tall, crystal clear glass filled with something cheap and overly tangy. It seemed wrong. Someone as elegant and dignified as Vicky should actually squeeze lemons for lemonade, ideally using one of those stainless contraptions with a giant pull lever on the front. 
“So what’s up?” she said. 
“Just thought I’d come over.” 
“Oh. Okay. I’d figure you’d call first.” 
“Do I need to call?” 
Vicky sat. She didn’t cross her legs demurely, but that was probably because she wasn’t wearing one of her hot dresses. He almost wanted to ask if she’d dress up for him. He hadn’t come in here horny, but now he was beginning to be. Stress and aggravation had balled up in his gut, and there was only one obvious release, if Vicky would just get with the program and play along.
 “I guess not,” she said, sipping.
They sat for a few minutes, staring at each other. 
“So … ” Ebon said. 
“Yes?” 
“Do you want to … ?” Ebon nodded toward the bedroom. 
“Well, that’s romantic.” 
“I just thought we’d established precedent.” 
“A girl likes to be wooed.”
Ebon rolled his eyes. 
“Unfortunately,” she said, “I have a visitor.” 
He looked into the bedroom again. Her statement was so casual that Ebon felt insulted. Vicky should make such announcements with care — or perhaps with apology, knowing as she did what he’d been through with his cheating dead wife. 
“Who?” 
Vicky blushed. “I’ve got my period.” She flapped her hands in a gesture of surrender. “I thought that was universal slang.” 
“Slang?” 
“‘Got a visitor.’ ‘Aunt Flo is here.’ That sort of thing.” 
“Maybe you could just say what you fucking mean,” Ebon suggested. 
Vicky had been about to take a sip. She lowered her lemonade, slightly cocking her head. 
“Nevermind.” Ebon resisted the urge to sigh, along with the urge to ask for a blow job. He wasn’t exactly the kind of guy who asked outright, but a lot had changed since he’d moved to the island. Not only had Ebon become acutely aware that life was short and that pussyfooting around was a waste of time, but Aimee’s platonic cocktease dance had left him with a strong preference for straight talk. A guy might get rejected asking for a blow job, but at least he’d know enough to move on.
For the scantest of moments, he saw himself through the eyes of the Ebon he’d always been, wondering at his own behavior. Then the introspection was gone, and he found himself wondering how to proceed.
“I just wanted to see you,” he said.
“Oh,” Vicky replied, seemingly unsure whether she wanted to let his earlier transgression go or hold it against him. 
“I thought we could spend the day together.” 
“Oh.” Kinder this time. A reluctant smile began to spread across her wide ruby lips. Even without makeup they contrasted markedly with her pale skin: a vividly colored cartoon drawn on a white moon. “That sounds nice.” 
“Sure. So it doesn’t even matter that … I mean, just hanging out was my whole idea.” 
“What do you want to do?” 
“I don’t know. See the lighthouse?” 
She chuckled, now seemingly defused. “I’ve seen the lighthouse.” 
“Maybe you want to see it again. It looks like something that belongs in this house.” 
Vicky looked around. Given her extreme décor preferences, that had been a fairly big risk. And with that thought, all of a sudden, it dawned on Ebon that he didn’t know Vicky well at all. She felt as familiar as someone from his past, but in truth they’d just had a few days of acrobatic sex and little else. She wasn’t even really his girlfriend. She wasn’t the one he should run to for comfort, though that’s what he was beginning to realize he’d just done. She was a woman who got him off, and now he was proposing a trip to the lighthouse and making design suggestions? It was presumptuous. Not right. Vicky might turn out to be an insufferable bore once he got to know her better, or she might not appreciate his base taste intruding on her artistic sensibilities. 
But Ebon doubted she was boring. Far from it. She’d seemed so elegant and poised — so … life-experienced and worldly — from their first moments together. They’d had enough pillow talk for Ebon to know all he needed to know, so long as his infatuation stayed at the surface. She spoke French, for instance. She traveled the world. She had wealthy clients who whiled away their days in life’s most polished corners, and she had tastes that were exquisite to the point of impracticality for all but an isolated bluff island home. And yes, she was a mother, but Ebon tried not to think about that and to keep her mentally in place as a sexual plaything. In Ebon’s life, depth was what Aimee was for. Passion and love, despite what the romance books said, never seemed to blend when poured into a single bucket. 
“Thanks,” said Vicky. 
“So what do you think?” 
“It’s pretty cold out.” 
Ebon shrugged. “I just walked here. Without calling first.” He laughed uncomfortably to no response. “It’s not bad.” 
Vicky looked uninterested. “We could stay in and watch a movie.” 
“Which movie?” She’d probably want to watch something with subtitles. But sophistication was hot on Vicky. She might not be willing to have sex now, but somehow he was sure that the snootier the movie, the more it would add to Vicky’s mystique for the next time he unwrapped her. And hey, maybe she’d let him play with her boobs. Maybe she’d let him fuck them instead.
“Something funny,” she suggested. “I get bummed out when the weather turns.”
“Okay.” 
“Maybe a Jim Carrey movie.” 
Ebon’s head turned as if on a spindle. He was about to laugh at the absurd suggestion from the cultured woman, but Vicky didn’t look like she was kidding.
“Seriously,” he said. 
“Or I have Happy Gilmore. Under the TV there. Have you seen it?” 
Ebon had seen it, all right. With Holly. He’d even liked it. But for some reason, hearing such a low-brow suggestion from Vicky was like watching her sniff her own armpit. 
“Yes,” he said. 
“So … should we watch it?” 
Ebon looked at Vicky. A few locks of hair had come loose from her pony tail, so she took the rubber band out and fluffed it before beginning to retie it. But the light must have shifted, because to Ebon’s eye her hair’s color didn’t look as red as it had a moment ago. He looked toward the windows, but the sun was where it had been when he’d entered, behind the house, not yet blasting against the polarized glass. 
“What?” she said. 
“Your hair looks different.” 
“Different how?” 
“I don’t know. Did you dye it?” 
She shook her head, gently pursing her lips. Then Ebon saw something else. 
“Do you … ?” But he couldn’t say it. Besides, he knew the answer. Yes, she had a big zit on her chin. It was shiny, probably because she’d rubbed her makeup off in prep for her bath. Her elbows were back, hands behind her head fussing with the band. Ebon tried not to stare at her jiggling breasts. “It just looks less red,” he finished.
“Oh,” she said. “Maybe it’s the sun.” 
“That’s what I thought, but the sun isn’t coming through the windows yet.” 
“I meant just being out in the sun. I was in California all last week. I was out in the sun a lot there, and that brings out the red.” 
Ebon looked at Vicky’s hair. The idea of her red being “brought out” was absurd. She was redder than red … except that now that he was staring at it, her hair wasn’t that red at all. It was kind of reddish brown, like burnt sienna.
“Maybe that’s it,” said Ebon. 
“It was haaard coming back,” Vicky continued, her voice now dreamy, finishing with her hair and lowering her elbows. “It’s always seventy-eight and sunny there. I spent all my time on the beach.” 
“I’ll bet you need a lot of sunscreen,” said Ebon, imagining all that exposed skin. He still had a bit of a boner, and the statement was vaguely (though clumsily) sexual. 
Vicky shrugged. 
“So you were there for work?”  
“Sorta. But the best part was, my ‘client’ — and I use that term loosely — looooves the beach. So that’s why we were there. We met on the beach. I got paid to be at the beach. How cool is that?” 
“Cool.”
“We just hung out and … ” 
“I’ll bet you drove your clients wild, lying around in a bikini.” 
Vicky looked amused. Her somehow-not-as-red hair whipped with a turn of her head. “Oh, I wish I could still wear a bikini.” 
Ebon felt his eyebrows wrinkle. “Of course you can.” 
Vicky smiled, disarmed. She was probably appreciating Ebon’s dutiful complement (“No, baby, you don’t look fat!”), but he seemed to be getting extra points because he’d sounded so sincere. He wasn’t acting though; he was confused because he had been sincere. Vicky had a belly like a drum and the tits of a goddess. He’d explored that territory in detail. Her wearing a one-piece swimsuit would be a crime.
Vicky sat back, then gently patted her stomach. “Mommy bulge. There’s really nothing you can do about it.” 
“You must’ve done something. It sure looks amazing to me.” Perhaps he should have used the past tense, rather than the present. Her belly had been flat when he’d run his tongue across it, yes. But as his eyes fell on her loose shirt now, it seemed less so.
“Thanks.” Vicky stopped, and Ebon felt his curiosity as blue-balled as his groin. She apparently wasn’t going to explain the discrepancy. It was as if she thought he was being polite, when in fact he was annoyed that she was demurring with such false modesty, her self-effacement becoming obnoxious.
“So did you want to watch a movie?” she asked. 
“Not really.” 
“I hope you don’t want to play Chutes and Ladders, because the spinner is loose, and I don’t want to tax it for the few times I can get Sabrina to come up.” Her smile seemed a bit off kilter. It wasn’t at all unattractive (quite the opposite, actually), but it was different, as Aimee and Aaron had been different. Or at least Ebon thought it was different. But again, beyond sex, he didn’t really know Vicky at all. 
“Do you really need to talk about your daughter?” 
Vicky looked over, a wondering look on her face. 
“Sorry,” he said, irritated for a reason he couldn’t understand.
“What’s wrong, Ebon?”  
“Nothing.” 
“Oh, come on.” 
Ebon sighed, realizing with the release of tension that he’d been holding it in. He’d raised a kind of attitude wall, and it had made him snap at Vicky. But he didn’t need to hold that wall up, even though he really didn’t want to think of his hot piece of island ass as having a daughter. It was so unsexy to slam someone’s mother from behind while the headboard made a drumbeat on the wall.
“Just kind of having one of those days. And Aimee won’t let it go. About Holly, I mean.” 
“She’s your sister. She’s allowed to be overbearing.” 
Ebon frowned. When they’d met, it had seemed sensible to tell Vicky that Aimee was his sister — just as he’d told Holly, the time or two Aimee had come up, that she was like a sister. Hearing his own lie recited back now felt wrong, but it was too late and too awkward to correct things. Why had he said Aimee was his sister? There wasn’t anything between him and Aimee to hide. But the truth was too complicated, and his relationship with Vicky was simple. Lies, as needed, would suffice.
“She doesn’t have to be a bitch though,” said Ebon. 
“Tell me about it.” 
But Ebon didn’t want to tell Vicky about it. Telling her about it would make their relationship more complicated. Why did women do that? He’d thought they both understood what this was. This was about sex. So why was he here, if sex was off the table? And yet he couldn’t leave. Even though he sensed a patronizing tone creeping into Vicky’s voice, he couldn’t back away and go home. And besides, sometimes he didn’t mind being patronized. It was close to being lauded, vindicated, or proven correct. Or made to feel at home, as the center of another’s attention. 
“Aimee’s cool and all, but sometimes she won’t let up. She keeps prodding me like she’s trying to find the root of something, but it’s not like there’s a root there, and I kind of just want to get on with … ” 
“Well, she’s your sister.” 
“I know who she is, dammit!” 
Again, Vicky paused. Then she made a little come-here gesture that happened only at her wrists, her arms flapping toward her chest as if fanning an odor. Ebon considered resisting but found himself unable. He crossed to the couch and sat beside her, leaning in, his head resting on her pillowy breasts. He found his eyes on her cleavage as her hand wrapped around him, comforting. 
“You know me too well,” he said, his irritation draining. Being here was like a roller coaster. All of his emotions were a soup, confused in the way they always were around Vicky. What was she to him? And why was he so drawn?
“I don’t know you all that well,” said Vicky. “But I know you’re a human being, right?” 
“I guess.” 
Vicky chuckled. Again: patronizing. Like she was trying to rock him to sleep. He kept his eyes on her cleavage, noticing freckles he hadn’t noticed before.
“So tell me about it,” she said. “Tell Vicky what ails you.”
“I’m tired of thinking about Holly. Aren’t I allowed to just let it go?” 
“That’s up to you. Are you still angry about what she did?” 
“Maybe. I guess. I don’t know.” 
“What does Aimee say?” 
“She says … ” But again, he didn’t want to complicate this. Whereas Aimee had seen Ebon rise to highs and plummet to lows over the course of his time on Aaron (not to mention hearing the details unfold live over the Web and phone beforehand, and knowing him almost his entire life), Vicky had been given the CliffsNotes version of his story — his own approved, boiled-down version. The correct version. The version that made everything simple, straightforward, uncomplicated, and above all easy to accept, as it should be. As it truly was. 
“She says I should learn to stop being angry,” he finished.
“I think that if you’re angry, you should let yourself be angry,” said Vicky in an Aimee-should-really-know-better tone of voice.
Ebon nodded against Vicky’s breasts. “Right?”
“Right,” agreed Vicky, her chest moving as she nodded back above his line of sight. “It’s sad that she died, but I don’t think that means you have to let her off the hook. I saw it when my bastard uncle died. He was a son of a bitch and hit his wife, but when he died everyone acted as if he’d always been a saint. They cried at his funeral. The preacher gave a touching eulogy. My mother put a framed picture of him on an end table in our house, beside a small bowl with a bit of his ashes. This is the same woman that had to stomach his abuse when she’d been younger, who’d once had her jaw shattered by the man she was mourning.” 
“Death forgives everything.” 
“That’s the way people act. But I think it’s bullshit. She cheated on you. She broke your heart and your trust. So you know what, Ebon? It’s okay to keep hating her even though she died. She’s at fault here, not you.” 
“I do hate her a lot,” said Ebon, deciding to believe it.
“When Sabrina’s father cheated on me — ” 
Ebon flinched, annoyed that Vicky kept mentioning her daughter. He wanted simple, not complicated. Hot and single, not encumbered and responsible. 
“—  I felt totally destroyed. I didn’t cheat. He did.” 
“Yeah,” said Ebon, his head nestled on Vicky’s chest. 
“Just like you. You stayed true to Holly.” 
“Right.” 
“And after what you told me about, from before you were even married?” Vicky shook her head, and more of that not-quite-as-red-for-some-reason hair swished at Ebon’s peripheral vision. “She cheated from the start. She was always a cheater.” 
“She had a high libido,” Ebon explained.
“But not for you, right?” A genuine note of anger had entered Vicky’s voice. It was as if Holly had betrayed Vicky instead of Ebon, but that was probably just Vicky being protective a few months too late. Like the sister Aimee supposedly was. “Oh no. She only had a high libido for other men.” 
“Well … ” The truth was that Holly had had plenty of libido for Ebon. In fact, sometimes he couldn’t keep up. His relationship with Holly was a lot like the renewal of a preexisting contract: He always got the right of first refusal. But with someone as adventurous as Holly, a mortal man had no choice but to issue a fair number of refusals. Often she took her needs out on the shower massager. She wasn’t shy, and when she spoke up about it, she just told him again that she had no filter. That meant she was supposed to be an open book, but had she ever truly opened? Or had she been a one-trick girl, always seeking her next stimulatory fix? 
“You deserve better, Ebon.” Vicky’s hand went to his hair and began to stroke it, as if he were a dog. The opposite of sexy. 
“We had our good times,” Ebon said. 
“You’re idealizing the good times. Just like my mother did with my bastard uncle. Just like Sabrina does with her father.” 
This time, the mention of Vicky’s daughter didn’t bother him. “What do you mean?” 
“Oh, to Sabrina, her father is wonderful.” 
“Is he?”
“He’s a cheating bastard.” 
Ebon turned his head to look upward. Vicky’s face seemed strange from below, her red-tinged hair tickling his nose and cheeks. “Well, he doesn’t cheat on his daughter.” 
Vicky looked down. Why had he once thought she had alabaster skin? She wasn’t tan, but her skin color definitely wasn’t porcelain. But of course, he’d known that. Just as he’d known she had reddish hair (bordering on brown, really), not red-red hair. He felt like he was snapping out of a nap, blinking into the realization of where he actually was. 
“You don’t know him,” she said.
Ebon shook his head apologetically. “Of course not.” 
“He’s a son of a bitch. He got an itch, and he ran off to scratch it, not caring that he’d be ruining all our lives. Did you know he gets alimony from me? What kind of judge awards alimony to the man?” 
Ebon, sitting up, thought that alimony would likely be awarded in the direction of descending income, from the higher earner to the lower earner. But he knew it wasn’t his place to say so, even though he intuited that he should. She’d bad-mouthed Holly for him, so he was probably supposed to bad-mouth Sabrina’s father in return. But Ebon didn’t know the man, same as Vicky hadn’t known Holly. He might be an amazing father. Everyone had two faces, at least. And everyone carried their baggage. 
(I have my own painful past.)
“I don’t know,” Ebon said. 
“I got a raw deal. Everyone felt sorry for him because he’d just had a heart attack. Even the judge. But he’s better now. He was better right away!” 
“That’s terrible.” 
“I swear, some people are just liars and manipulators. Don’t you forgive Holly, Ebon. She was wrong. Not you. All she wanted out of life was…”
(You know, I can be more than … ) 
(It’s you who … ) 
“… sex, and probably security, and so she latched onto you because you could provide the security and she knew sex would always be easy to get on the sly. And do you know why?” She paused. Ebon sat up farther, watching Vicky’s face become unattractively bitter, as if she’d sucked a lemon. “Because the worst thing you can be is vulnerable. The worst thing you can do is to trust people. It’ll only get you taken advantage of, and hurt.” 
“Your ex-husband,” Ebon said. “What was he like when you met?” 
“A son of a bitch.” 
“When you met?” 
“Always. He just hid it well for a while.” 
Ebon sat up completely and looked Vicky over from top to bottom. She looked exactly as she always had, but he’d never realized just how sour she was. He should never have told her about Holly. He should have kept things simple. It could have been (and should have been) about sex. Nothing more.
Ebon stood. “I should go.”
Vicky’s face fell, and in a half second went from spiteful to sad. He’d come here for a crutch, but he was seeing now that he’d been her crutch too. They’d meshed so well in the bedroom that first day, when she’d just been a beautiful redhead with swaying hips and he’d just been an intriguing stranger. But sex wasn’t the same as intimacy, and their second time had been slightly less exciting, slightly more familiar. The third even more so. Now nothing was left.
“Don’t go. I thought we were going to watch a movie?” She was looking up at Ebon with her big eyes. Her auburn hair was tied back, making her look younger than her years, like a small girl lost. Looking down, Ebon found himself still lusting after her, knowing he’d be unable to resist if she suddenly became available and willing right now. Her smooth skin looked sun kissed from her time in California, and a spray of freckles had blossomed over her delicate, upturned nose. Her breasts — fair-sized normally, larger than normal with the help of whatever miracle bra she’d donned — seemed to beckon Ebon as they had that first day. But on that first day, she’d felt both familiar and comfortable, something old and compelling woven with lust in his mind. A quick fix for an immediate problem, but at the end of the day they’d never fit. 
Vicky, to him, could never be more than a toy.
(You know, I can be more than … ) 
An old voice in his head. An opportunity squandered. Ebon felt ready to break, looking down at this pretty woman who wasn’t what he’d hoped, who hadn’t scratched the itch a tryst was supposed to scratch. But how could he have known? Ebon had never had a tryst. He’d thought he was in a purely sexual relationship with Vicky, but he’d just been lying to himself, seeing things wrong. Now the blinders were off, and the world was clear. It made him want to fall to his knees and beg through his tears. Not to Vicky, but to someone else. Someone who was now and forever beyond begging, beyond saving.
“I’m sorry,” Ebon told her. 
“But you came all the way over here.” 
“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “It’s just … ” He didn’t know how to finish the sentence. Ebon couldn’t tell her he’d only wanted her for sex. It wasn’t the kind of thing a kind person said to another human being. A kind person offered themselves, with a full heart, or had the decency to back away. A kind person opened like a book, risking rejection. They made themselves vulnerable, exposed to evisceration. A kind person had done that for Ebon, once.
“It’s over, isn’t it?” said Vicky.
He had to leave. He had to start walking, heading north. Vicky wasn’t the anchor and place of comfort he’d thought she was, but at least he now knew where he needed to be, and with whom. Vicky wasn’t an axis. She’d been a placeholder. A port in a storm. Now that he saw it, that storm was growing, churning and swirling, swimming behind his eyelid and unbolting what he’d taken for solid.
Looking at Vicky — pretty but plain, her reddish-brown hair in a pony tail, her skin pale but not white, her chest ample but not overflowing — Ebon nodded slowly.
“Because you only wanted sex,” she said, her voice surprisingly devoid of spite or judgment. Accepting. Perhaps understanding.
Ebon shook his head no, his mind already beginning to tip inward.
“Because it’s all I’ve ever settled for,” he said.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Anywhen. Anywhat.
 
“EBON. SLOW DOWN.” 
EBON CEASED HIS verbal diarrhea, gave Aimee time to absorb his least ridiculous words and hopefully ignore the rest. He wasn’t thinking clearly. He felt cold. Warm. Cold. His feet dragged in the sand, one hand pressing his phone to his ear and the other holding his thin jacket closed against the chill. The breeze blew bitter cold, but the air was warm when the wind was still. Leaves fell from the trees, then miraculously reappeared on the branches. With each drop they fell sooner in the loop repeating before his eyes. Each time they reappeared, they were a little deader on the trees. 
“Jesus Christ,” said Ebon. 
“What?” said Aimee from the other end of the phone.
“It’s so cold. I think it’s trying to become winter.” 
“What the hell does that mean?”
“Just come. Just throw on your coat and come meet me.” 
“Where are you?” 
“Nearing Aaron’s Party. Is it there?” 
“Are you asking me?” 
“Is it there, Aimee?! Aaron’s Party.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Does it exist?” 
“Hell, Ebon. Are you okay?” 
“Does it exist?” 
“Hell, yes, of course. Abandoned. You know that; we went when you first showed up.” 
“Good. I think that’s how it’s supposed to be.” 
“Think?” 
“Nevermind. I can see it ahead. Abandoned, just like you said.”
“You’re almost to the cottage. Just come here. I’ll come out to meet you.” Ebon doubted she understood half of his bullshit (and maybe she hadn’t even heard it; he kind of hoped it had zoomed in one ear and out the other), but she definitely understood that he was in a bad way, and probably thought he’d hit his head. 
“I’ve already gone past the cottage. I’m heading north.” 
“Where were you? Between leaving the cottage and now?” 
“At Vicky’s.” 
“Who’s Vicky?” 
That’s right; he hadn’t told her. He’d thought for a moment that Aimee knew about Vicky, but it was in one of the alternate realities (now jumbled behind his eyes like a dropped deck of cards) that Ebon had told Aimee about Vicky. It was easy to blend the conflicting streams of images and thoughts, but if he could just manage to hold his focus, he could part those diverging streams like Moses at the Red Sea. And then, for a moment, he could manage to see clearly. 
“It doesn’t matter. South. I was south.” 
“You walked right past the cottage?” 
“Yes.” 
“Jesus, Ebon. Why didn’t you come in?”
“Things were changing. I couldn’t risk it.” 
A breeze blew in his face — the coldest yet — and he squinted his eyes against it. Behind his eyelids he saw the cottage as he’d seen it on passing, folding and twisting like a shimmering mirage. Different iterations of the cottage’s myriad instances had seemed to be competing for the same plot of land, its form shaped by the warring hands of a dozen invisible creators. He’d watched it decay and crumble to naked studs, the frame rotting and sliding into the sand. But a moment later time had seemed to rewind, walls rebuilding and roof reforming, the siding suddenly white and the roof slatted red aluminum, additions expanding like architectural tumors. He’d seen the floor plan sprawl, a pool sink into the dunes surrounded by a low white fence. He’d watched a third and a fourth story grow, then collapse as if being folded into a magician’s pocket. He’d seen the cottage as it had been in Richard’s day. As it was supposed to be now, as he and Aimee restored it. Dead. Alive. In forms it had never been.
“Ebon, what the hell are you talking about?” 
“We have to get to Redding Dock. I realize that now. Because it’s the only place that never changes.” 
“You sound delirious. Don’t go up to Redding; you need to come back here.” She made her voice serious. “You need help, for your own good.” 
The stern voice, coming from Aimee, sounded hilarious. Ebon almost wanted to laugh. His focus wavered with the thought and as his mind slipped, he watched Aaron’s Party vanish ahead like a party trick. Had he seen the pier naked like that recently? Or was it just one of the many false thoughts still rattling around in his head?
“I can’t hold it much longer, Aimee.” 
“Hold what?” 
“You have to hurry. If I don’t make it to Redding … ” He didn’t want to think about that, so he added, “Come via the beach. Run. If you see me collapsed or anything, you may need to drag me.” 
Aimee’s response, when it came, sounded panicked. Around Ebon, frost covered the sand like a mist. Then it was gone, and the air warmed. The trees were still naked.  
“Drag you!” Her voice was near tears. “Just tell me what’s happening!” 
“Are you coming?” 
He could hear shuffling as she rummaged in the closet, fumbling for boots while pinching the phone between her shoulder and ear. Not because Aimee believed anything that Ebon was saying, but because she believed he was out of his mind and likely to do himself harm. Good. Because that might be true as well. And honestly, the fact that she was confused was probably a very good thing. It might mean she was real, that he was talking to the true Aimee instead of something else. 
“Yes.” She was fighting for calm, trying to be all business. “Just keep talking. Don’t you dare hang up!” 
“Is it cold out?” 
“You’re the one who’s outside,” she said. 
“Bring a coat. I don’t know if it’ll be winter when you get here.” 
“Jesus, Ebon. Just … please. Stop walking. Let me catch up.” There was a sniffing, and he could tell she was starting to cry. “We can go to Redding together, if that’s what you want.” 
“It’s what I need.” 
“Slow down. Walking, I mean. Let me catch up to you.” 
“There may not be time. Redding is the anchor, Aimee. Redding is the axis. It’s the only thing that never changes.” 
“Oh, shit, Ebon. Shit, shit, shit.” More crying noises, then the sound of a door cracking open. 
“I’ll get there if I can,” he said. “I’ll wait for you. But hurry. I’m not dressed for the weather.” It had been October when he’d left the cottage. Now it had to be late November, maybe December.
“Just keep talking.” The phone made shuffling noises as if something were rubbing rhythmically across the mouthpiece. Aimee’s words came with shortened breath. “I’m coming, Ebon. I’m moving as fast as I can.”
“Is it cold out?” 
“Of course it’s cold.” 
“I screwed up, Aimee. I don’t know why it matters, but I keep thinking about Holly. About this one night, after we started dating, after we’d been together a few weeks. We were in bed. After sex. Just talking. Do you remember?” 
Ebon shook his head. Why the hell would Aimee remember that? She hadn’t been there. If she did somehow remember, it would mean she was the wrong Aimee. And she might well be the wrong Aimee, come to think of it, no matter what she told him. Holding the memories apart — holding one stream of events away from the other — felt incredibly difficult. In one of those streams, Ebon remembered being able to manipulate the world around him and tried to do it now, but nothing happened. He couldn’t keep the winter from coming. How could anyone halt the inevitable? 
“I wasn’t there, Ebon.” 
“Of course. Of course.” He nodded to himself, trying to make his feet move quickly in the sand. He couldn’t run. If he ran, he’d lose control, and whatever was trying to press into his skull would succeed. He felt one body of reality on one side and another reality on the other. One of those realities had to be true, and the other had to be false. But what if neither was true? 
Ebon shook his head. He’d cross that bridge if he came to it. He had to reach Redding Dock. That truth had become increasingly clear, leaving Vicky’s with an itching sort of discomfort and feeling pressure mount by the step. Vicky had been one kind of anchor and Aimee another. But Redding? Between the two sets of realities — or three, or four, or fifty, depending on how he counted — Redding was the only thing that had stayed the same throughout all of them, right down to the initials carved into the bench at its end. 
“You weren’t there,” he continued, “but it’s bright in my mind. Shiny like a beacon. The colors are vivid. The sounds are sharp, like the song. You know the song?” 
“Which song?”
Ebon shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. The song. The feelings, the sights, the sounds. But most of all, this one memory. I can see it all now, even if I try not to. The way her hair was spread on the pillow. A mosquito bite near her wrist. The way her lipstick had smudged, just a tiny bit, into this shape that was like half a heart just below the very middle. We’d made fajitas the night before, like a full twelve hours earlier, and I could still smell cumin in the air. And cayenne. You know?” 
Aimee, out of breath: “I don’t know, Ebon!” 
“I want to see it — and I don’t want to see it at the same time. It’s like a balloon inflating. I can squeeze it to try and keep the size down, to keep it from growing, but it’s getting air whether I like it or not, and it’s going to pop. When it does, I’ll … well, I guess we’ll see what happens.” 
Aimee sounded like she was sobbing, but half of that had to be exertion as she chased him from the south. Ebon chanced a look back as he neared the pier, but he’d already rounded the bend, and the beach by the cottage was out of sight. Would she even be running toward him in the same reality? Until they both reached Redding, they could be anywhere. Anywhen. Anywhat. 
“Keep talking, Ebon.” She sniffed heavily. “Do you feel dizzy? Do you smell anything funny? Are you seeing spots, or stars, or anything else?” 
Ebon almost laughed. He was seeing everything. He was smelling everything. The world was a jumble. A stew of his life, in all its many forms. 
“Where are you now?” she said when Ebon didn’t answer. 
“Just past the pier.” 
“I’m catching up.” He could hear the wind in the phone’s pickups as Aimee ran, the thudding of her feet, the swish of her clothes. “Do you see me?” 
“I’m around the bend. But I don’t think I’d see you anyway.”
“Because the trees would be in the way?” 
“Because everything would be in the way. How can I know you’re even you?” 
“What are you talking about?” A heavy sniff. “Oh God, oh shit, oh damn. Just hang on. I’m coming.” 
“Tell me something I don’t know.”
Aimee faked a laugh, assuming he’d made a joke.
“Seriously.” Ebon could see Redding ahead. Its top surface was white rather than red, but that wasn’t a change in Redding’s reliable, rock-solid persistence. It looked white because it was wearing a quarter-inch blanket of snow, January blooming from an October afternoon. “I mean it, Aimee: Tell me something I don’t know.” 
“I don’t know what you mean,” she panted, her breaths short and rushed. 
“Tell me about flowers.” 
“What?” 
“Tell me about flowers, Aimee. Something I don’t already know. Something you’re sure you haven’t told me before.”
“Why?” 
“Make it complicated. Full of jargon. Something I’d never be able to pull out of my ass in a thousand years, even if I were trying my best to fake it, or to impersonate you.” 
“Impersonate me?” 
“Tell me, Aimee!” he snapped. His feet slipped on the snow. Recovered. Holding things upright — holding himself upright, both inside and out — felt nearly impossible. The going was getting harder. The short, pulsing time cycles were deepening the snow around him, chilling his ankles. Ebon wondered if his solution was a fix after all. Even if he did make it to Redding Dock, he might just freeze to death atop its boards. And wouldn’t that be bitter irony?
“Okay,” she said. A deep sniff. Then she began speaking, her words punctuated every few words by a pause for breath. The jittering rub of the phone on her end increased in frequency, as if she were running faster. 
“Ecuadorian roses use an automated hot-water heating system that allows the climate in each of the greenhouses to be individually monitored and controlled with the ideal temperature and relative humidity to prevent diseases, without the use of pesticides. This gives them a high petal count and clean foliage. If you want to maximize the vase life of your flowers, you have to be aware of their changing and transport them to vases that will support their new size as you get rid of the oldest flowers. And only idiots use scissors to cut the stems. Everyone else knows you should always use a sharp, non-serrated knife to cut an inch from the bottom at a 45-degree angle in a small bowl of water, because that’s the only way to prevent air from permeating the stems and aging the flowers.”
When she finished speaking, Ebon was maybe a hundred yards from Redding Dock. He was so close. But the effort to soldier on, under the weight of the growing and brightening memory of Holly, had become almost unbearable. He wasn’t going to make it. He was too tired. He wanted to lie down, to disappear, to let whatever was supposed to happen, happen. 
“Oh,” he said. “I thought you were supposed to leave them in the same vase until they all died.” 
On the other end of the phone, Ebon heard Aimee vent a surprised laugh, the sound choked with shedding tears. 
“I’m tired, Aimee,” he said, falling to his knees. 
“Keep walking!” 
“I need to sit. I need to lie down.” 
“Goddammit, Ebon! Don’t you fucking dare!” 
“I tried. It’s too much. It wants me. It’s here. I’ve been trying, but I can’t stop it.” 
Aimee shouted between gasped breath and hitching sobs from a sprint. 
Ebon’s vision was clouding, the time cycles around him now shrinking toward equilibrium. It was winter, the time of dying. Autumn had gone. He was cold, too cold. The memory, on the other hand was warm: two bodies under sheets and a comforter, his tired bones eager to lie down and join them. To become them.
He looked back along the white beach, trying to see her approach. But “her” who? But who was he trying to see? He couldn’t remember. Was it Holly? Vicky? Aimee? Yes, Aimee. But he could see nothing other than sand and snow and a skim of ice. The winter must still be new. It took a lot for salt water to freeze over, but in a long enough, cold enough, deep enough winter, he’d always felt like he’d be able to skate to the mainland. The idea was childlike, stirring memories of being nine years old, before he’d known any of them, any of those stirred and combined and shaken women, when life had been simple and bold, tying ice skates to glide across a frozen inland lake only to find uneven ice under his weak ankles. 
“Ebon!”
“It was you first, Aimee,” he said into the small, cold brick of metal and plastic in his hand. “But now I see the problem. I never gave Holly a chance to be second.” 
The phone slipped from Ebon’s ear. He watched it disappear into the snow as his face crashed into white powder, chilling his skin, wrapping him like a corpse’s blanket.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Who I Am
 
“CUTE.” 
“NO, REALLY. WHO AM I?” 
Ebon reached past the pillow, aiming to move aside the mop of blonde hair covering Holly’s face. She must have been able to see past it, despite appearances, because she slapped his hand deftly away before he reached the first strand. 
“I don’t know. A very satisfied woman?”
“Who else?” 
“I don’t know.” 
She whipped her hair back with one hand to show her piercing green eyes. “I was Elvira, Mistress of the Dark.”
Ebon laughed, returning her witticism and following her lead into idle banter. He felt content, but odd at the same time. He had the most curious sense of watching the conversation unfold through known-ahead twists and turns. It felt like they were following a script. He could pre-guess everything Holly said (and then, in turn, his required reply), but mostly he didn’t care. The comforter was warm, and Holly’s nude body, beside him, was warmer. Life was good. Better than it had any right to be, in fact. Or, for that matter, any right to remain.
Holly spoke her parts of the script. Ebon spoke his. Ebon saw her lips move and felt his do the same. The whole scene was numb and predictable, guided from the outside as if they were puppets. As if Ebon were an observer watching a play from inside the lead actor’s skin. He could do nothing wrong, nothing right, only what was real. Cognition wasn’t required or worth the effort. Only the moment, here and in this second, mattered. 
“I will always be down to fuck you, Ebon Shale,” said Holly, faux-serious. Then she laughed. 
But Ebon, with a fondness like nostalgia, could only smile. Who wouldn’t want to fuck Holly Moone? She was twentysomething, ripe, vibrant, and perfect. The kind of girl Ebon had always dreamed of. They constantly laughed, and made love just as much. They were the perfect couple — in many ways like he and Aimee had been, but in other ways the exact opposite. Aimee had always been a tease. With Aimee, he’d had a playground version of love. Then with Julia, he’d found comfort blended with inexorable pleasure. Holly, on the other hand, was a blend of both women — sans Julia’s emasculation and control, of course. 
Ebon felt himself slipping, as if dropping along a greased sliding board. Both body and mind seemed to sigh. The moment was perfect. Ideal. He spoke, but barely noticed. Moments passed. He felt like floating, flying, dipping into and out of his own mind.
“How did we end up together?” he found himself asking.
Holly said, “I saw what I wanted and went after it.” 
“But really. I didn’t exactly see myself with someone like you.” 
Holly made a frown. “That hurts.” 
Again Ebon felt the sensation of slipping down a greased board. More time passed. He saw it, felt the exchange, slid along the moment’s warmth. When he dipped back down into himself, Holly was again speaking as she always had: Blunt. Direct. No filter at all.
“Why don’t you fuck the terror right out of my body?” she purred.
It was an arousing suggestion, but Ebon felt drained. They’d just had sex moments ago. And still, he felt as fresh as he did spent. He felt an afterglow, but it lived beside a distant pining, like something from long ago.
“I can’t just keep going like that, over and over,” he said.
Slip. It was like God had pressed fast-forward. Ebon found he didn’t mind. 
“That’s a big difference between us, you know,” he told Holly.
“What?” 
“Sex.” 
“We both like it,” said Holly. “Problem solved.” 
“Yes, but your … appetites … are beyond mine.” 
Ebon felt the moment sharpening around him. The script suddenly seemed foggy, less rehearsed with each spoken line. He still felt like a voyeur to his own experience as if watching a favorite film, but now the twists were harder to recall. Why couldn’t he remember the ending? He should know how a favorite film ended, shouldn’t he? But he didn’t remember at all. Or had perhaps once remembered, but somehow made himself forget so he could be surprised the next time he saw it. Memory was like that. If you wanted badly enough to forget something, you could.
“You’re complaining about a horny girlfriend?” asked Holly.
“Not complaining at all. I just wonder … Well, I wonder if I’m enough for you. If it could cause problems.” 
Her eyes watched him. He was supposed to say more, wasn’t he? Or she was; he was no longer sure. The slide behind him still felt greased, but his words no longer were. There was a beat of quiet. A moment. And then … 
Slip. 
“Believe it or not, Ebon,” said Holly, “I can separate my feelings about you from my throbbing biological needs. I can also suppress things that need suppressing until the appropriate time.” 
(That makes two of us.)
“I don’t want you to have to suppress anything.” 
(Or to suppress anything myself.)
Ebon’s mind blinked, wondering at the loose and unbolted thoughts. Then he sloughed back down the slide, feeling time fade without effort. The bed was soft. Holly was soft. He was spent, but found himself wanting her anew. But the need wasn’t coming from below. It was coming from somewhere higher. From another place, as if from the outside. 
An internal whisper began to pre-guess the coming action — a spoiler in the movie’s audience, intent on ruining the lines for everyone even though he, himself, seemed determined to forget. 
(How many people)
“Okay, E,” Holly said. “Cards on the table. How many people have you slept with?” 
(Don’t answer that)
“I don’t want to go first.” 
(Ask her)
So Ebon, feeling himself still as both watcher and participant, said, “How many?” 
(Twenty. Fifty. A hundred.) 
Slip.
(TWELVE)
That last voice — that last loose and rattling thought in his head — somehow sounded different. Almost chastising, as if correcting the first. Ebon could almost imagine the new voice rolling its eyes at the other, groaning at the first’s stupidity. Holly could only have been with around a dozen people, not fifty. Of course it was only a dozen. What kind of a person did Ebon think she was?
(A whore. A slut. A monster. A ruiner.)
“Maybe twelve?” she said.
“Oh, that’s not too many,” he replied. Because it wasn’t. Twelve before Ebon. Two after meeting Ebon, including Ebon himself. Only two.
There was another slipping, sliding sensation. Ebon watched Holly move, now less content than he had been earlier, still lightheaded as if floating but now feeling like his disorientation came from a drug. Groping through fog. Uneasy. Uncertain. 
As the actors played the scene out, two internal voices — the spoiler and the scolding, correcting curmudgeon — traded lines, giving an odd sort of play-by-play. 
(Now you)
(One)
(Only one?)
(Julia. And what was she?)
(Pleasure. Delights.)
Comfort, said the scolding voice, again correcting the heckler. Comfort and belonging and worth. 
(Because she was hot. Because she was a goddess.) 
(Because sex was the only available mental slot still up for grabs. Something was jammed into the other slot. Something that retarded growth. Something from a past that was never set free. But not something. Someone.)
(She messed you up.) 
(They both messed you up.)
“I’m sorry, Ebon,” said Holly, her face serious. How often was Holly serious? Now that he thought about it, there had been plenty of times. Plenty of meaningful discussions, beyond sex, beyond lust.
“Why?” 
“I’m sorry that happened to you. I’m sorry she hurt you.” 
Ebon felt himself nod, sensing the approaching end that he couldn’t quite recall, inexplicably nervous. He wanted to change course. But the way was still greased, the script still written. There was no way to change it. No way to alter course, like a freighter sliding inexorably toward an iceberg, unable to arrest its momentum.
“She had her own baggage,” Ebon said. “I imagine she thought it was a fair trade and didn’t think of herself as the bad guy — bad girl — at all. If anything, it let me see right through her, and like I said, that made me feel sad. Sad for her. But it went both ways, because I didn’t just want sex. She made me feel wanted too.” 
“But you were only a kid.” 
“A lonely kid,” he said. 
Ebon found himself telling Holly about his distracted parents and distracting siblings. He told her how shy he’d been, how worthless he’d felt. And he told her about Leonard: how he’d died that year at the hands of a drunk driver. 
“Oh,” said Holly.
“That accident hit me hard, but my parents were too busy to get me through it. Julia made me feel safe. She made me feel understood and anchored during a time of chaos.” 
Because a desperate captain will accept any port in a storm. Because a drowning man will cling to anything he can find … and drown another swimmer if that’s the only way to climb high enough for breath. 
Holly reached for him. Her touch was warm from time spent under the covers. When her hand laid on his arm, it was as if the hand belonged to someone other than Holly. It wasn’t sliding, groping, urging the action into something salacious and lusty. It was sitting still, feeling his pulse, just being there. 
Ebon looked back at Holly. Her lips weren’t smiling, and they weren’t parted with the precursors of desire. She was just being there too. Being there for him, now, when he needed her.  
“You know, I could be your anchor,” she said.
Ebon looked into Holly’s deep-green eyes. She was serious. Too serious. He wasn’t used to this side of her, and seeing it felt raw and strange. It was as if Holly had become someone else. The turnabout made Ebon uneasy. They’d always had a good time, but this moment was like ice on a still pond. It wasn’t cold or unfeeling, but it definitely wasn’t supposed to be there in the middle of a hot summer. 
“Well, you’re certainly good at raising my mast,” he said, forcing a grin through his discomfort.
Holly’s head cocked. She looked almost disappointed. “Is that really your reaction?” 
Ebon ignored Holly’s look, deciding instead to reach down between her legs, feeling inexplicably aroused. She didn’t pull away, or respond. She continued to look at him with those deep-green eyes, both Holly and not Holly at once. 
They’d been going out for a couple of months, and Ebon thought he’d seen all of her, from top to bottom, back to front, inside and out. But as he watched her serious gaze now, he realized he didn’t know her at all. Not at all. He knew facts about her, sure — about her family and friendships, about her college major and where she thought her career might take her, about which classes she took and where they were held, which clubs she liked, the date of her birthday and what he’d buy her if they stayed together that long. But did he know her story? Did he know her goals and dreams? Not at all. 
Before now, he’d never seen her truly serious. He’d never seen her angry. He’d never seen her sad. He’d never seen her cry. He’d never seen her empathetic or concerned. And as he watched her beside him, Ebon realized something astonishing: On some level, he hadn’t thought she’d had those emotions in her. Playing with Holly was like playing with a doll. Dolls didn’t go off script when you pulled their strings. They said what they were supposed to say, even after you pulled them from the box.
Maybe she wasn’t always good-time Holly. Maybe she actually had emotions beyond lust and laughter. Maybe she had a deeper backstory than he realized, and maybe she was a real and whole person, just like him. Ebon felt suddenly small, an inner partition threatening to sigh and spill something unwanted. He had felt safe with Holly, safe in the assumption that he could keep their relationship in pleasant territory, happy away from shark-infested waters. But she wasn’t good-time Holly right now. Ebon had no idea who he was sleeping with, and didn’t want to face that person. Didn’t want to open any of those old boxes, whether she wanted him to or not.
He shouldn’t have told her about Julia. It had felt like innocent play at first, but he’d delved too deep. Deep was where the pain lived, and it had been decently buried for years. Now she wanted to talk about it, to air out all that dirty laundry. Why had he said anything? And how could he get them back to normal?
He moved his gaze from her face to her chest. 
“The great thing about you is that you’re so hot that even when I think I’m spent, I realize I’m not.” Ebon moved closer, within easy reaching distance, ready again after all. She just needed to get back to doing her part and they could move along, beyond this odd hiccup. 
“You know, I can be more than just ‘hot.’” 
“Oh, of course.” Ebon sensed that he should lean in and kiss her, but right now he didn’t want to. His hands continued to trace lines along her body under the covers, but for all the reaction he was getting, he might as well be touching a pillow. 
“I have my own painful past,” she said, still serious.
“This is so hot,” said Ebon, still trying to grin.
“Did I ever tell you about my friend Ginny?”  
“Is she into threesomes?” 
Holly waited a beat. Ebon felt his grin soften. Someone had taken the wheel and was steering this ship away from safe waters, into the open ocean. Where, the old mapmakers used to say, there be dragons. 
“No. Because she’s dead.” 
“Oh.” 
“I don’t like to think about it, but Ginny came from this horrible, horrible family. Lived in this shithole of a house, totally poor. Her father used to hit her — and her uncle, who lived next door, used to abuse her. But when we were growing up, Ginny and I were best friends, and it’s like we didn’t even know any of that was going on. Like she didn’t know it was going on, even though it was happening to her. She was, honestly, the most fun person I’ve ever known. She wasn’t dark, and she wasn’t mopey or sad. It’s like she flipped a switch when she was away from the house, and all we did was laugh and run around and get into trouble. Good-natured trouble, of course. ‘Shenanigans,’ we called it. We were inseparable.” 
Holly paused and seemed to wait for a response, but Ebon was unsure what to say. He sensed that his earlier comment may have left him on thin ice, though, and the best move, when on thin ice, was to remain perfectly still and do nothing whatsoever. 
With a sigh, Holly continued. “When we were thirteen, Ginny hooked up with this guy — Nick, older than us but not by a ton. He was maybe sixteen, and really cute. Ginny said she loved him. Then they became inseparable. She and I spent less and less time together. They spent more and more time together, which was totally possible because she never wanted to go home and usually didn’t have to. Sometimes her family would make a fuss and she’d stick around the house for a while — long enough for a beating and rape, I suppose — but then she’d sneak out, and come to me because I lived across the street. We’d sleep in my garage on these gross old blankets. My parents thought it was strange, but didn’t really care. They knew what was happening over at Ginny’s, and as far as they were concerned, any place was better for her — for us — than there.
“My house was just kind of a temporary bivouac after Nick though, and when my parents were away Ginny would always want to use their car to drive over to his place. So we would. And it was fine, I guess, and even though I didn’t like the idea of driving home by myself at thirteen, I did for a while and just let them be. But I always wondered what would happen if her family found out, until I found out something that was worth worrying about more.” 
“What?” said Ebon. 
“Nick was a real party guy. He had all the best drugs. Well known around the neighborhood, apparently. I just never saw it. I was naive.” 
Ebon looked at Holly. It was hard to imagine her as being naive. He hadn’t asked when she’d started on her dozen guys. He’d assumed it had been very early. But had it been? And was a dozen really that many? 
“My mom said, ‘Poor Ginny, she needs someone to hold her hand.’ Meaning she needed someone to be there for her, I guess. Mom didn’t know about Nick. I did, and for a while I thought, ‘Great, now Ginny has someone to hold her hand.’ It kind of never dawned on me that I’d been doing that job before him. Kind of sexist, I guess; I thought she needed a man. Ginny was like that. She started having sex at, like, twelve or something, and it was all she talked about afterward. But I was only thirteen myself. I didn’t see how wrong the arrangement was until I caught on about the drugs, after she was already half-dead and strung out more and more often, and her family never seemed to notice or care, and even my mom didn’t see it because as things got worse Ginny wanted to keep more secrets. ‘Just between us,’ she said all the time. It felt like I was her … her anchor … when I was actually just her excuse. I didn’t realize it until one day I went over to her house after I hadn’t seen her for a week and her uncle — the one who used to rape her — told me she was dead. But not just dead. Buried. They’d had her funeral already, pathetic affair that it must’ve been. And I never even got to say goodbye. One day she was there, big as life, this thing in my world that I was slowly realizing was my responsibility, because no one else both knew and cared. A week later, she was cut out of my life like a bad spot from a piece of cloth.”
Ebon, still unsure how to respond to this new Holly, kept his face neutral.
“My parents mentioned her a time or two after they found out — from the newspaper, I imagine — but by then I didn’t want to hear her name. They didn’t force it either. My folks aren’t very touchy-feely, and when I got all elusive and distant, nobody tried to make me face what had happened. They didn’t ask how I felt about Ginny’s death, and memories of her just sort of vanished from our house too. After that, I guess I made myself forget about her. But only years later did I realize that Ginny was still there, under my skin like a splinter. Because you can’t really forget that kind of thing. I thought I could push it down, but it only festered. And now … ” 
Holly sniffed. Ebon wondered if he was supposed to ask her to continue. But before he could decide, she did. 
“Now I worry whenever someone gets close. I guess I’m always afraid they’ll become my responsibility. And then if anything happens … ” 
Again, she sniffed. Holly seemed to be waiting for his volley, but Ebon couldn’t make himself say what he supposed had to be said. More than anything, he wanted to steer the conversation back to sunnier seas. Their relationship, so far, had been spent either laughing or making love. Right now, either would be more acceptable than this. Or both at once. 
“I’m just saying,” Holly said, again putting a hand on his arm, her own limb shaking as it came, “that I think … I could … I’m ready to be there for you. If you want.”
Ebon looked into Holly’s eyes. Be there for him? He was fine. It was Holly who, right now, needed someone to be there for her. Someone to hold her hand. 
“I’m fine,” Ebon said. 
He felt her hand on his arm and intuited that he should at least put his own hand over it, but he couldn’t make his other arm move. It felt too heavy. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. Holly’s body language was vulnerable, maybe even needy. But wasn’t love supposed to feel comfortable? He already had references for love, and nothing here was syncing. He felt blindsided. Something was in the wrong box, and Ebon couldn’t collect his bearings. His stomach was threatening to roll, his nerves urging him to flee. If he could just get through this moment, they could start over tomorrow. They’d go see a funny movie, then get ice cream. He’d make Holly laugh so hard she’d almost pee herself. Right now, Ebon just wanted to see that look on her face — that out-of-control, swept-away expression she had when lost in laughter. When they were lost in laughter. When things were rolling well neither had a care in the world. And when things moved on from there and Holly (it was always Holly who did it) dragged them into the bedroom, those same cares didn’t stand a chance. 
“I want to be the rock for you that Julia wasn’t.” 
Ebon gave a dismissive little wave. Why was Holly talking about Julia? Julia and Leonard and those tumultuous years were in the past and had no place in the happy present. He’d told her the story as an amusing anecdote, not as some deep, soul-crushing wound in need of stitching. It was over. Gone. Julia had shaped Ebon in the same — and perhaps opposite — way as Aimee had shaped him. But he was with neither woman now, and Julia’s name on Holly’s lips was offensive, as if one had no place in the presence of the other. He didn’t want to delve. He wanted to be in the now, beyond it all.
“I can be that, Ebon. I’m ready.” 
“Is it wrong that this is making me horny?” he said, burying his discomfort.
The laugh that came to Ebon’s lips didn’t transfer to Holly’s face. Usually, she laughed when he laughed. Laughter was what they shared. Ebon wasn’t hot, wasn’t sexy, wasn’t dashing or particularly interesting. His sense of humor was, supposedly, what had attracted her to him. If he couldn’t make her laugh, what good was he? 
She moved her hand to his and squeezed. 
“I’m trying to be serious,” she said. 
Ebon looked into her eyes. They were shimmering, glazed with a skim of water and dead earnest. He couldn’t meet those emerald eyes for long. He looked away. At their intertwined hands. At her bare shoulder. At the peek of a breast above the covers, and the nude, unseen body below.
“Just say you’ll let me be your anchor,” she said. 
He didn’t like it. Didn’t like it. Didn’t like it. This wasn’t what he and Holly were about. This wasn’t what Ebon did well, or even competently. He had to steer it away. Give Holly what she wanted, then (ahem) give her what she always wanted. She’d take the lead. She always did. He just needed to nudge the moment, and it would roll to equilibrium on its own. 
“Okay, I’ll make you a deal,” he said, the grin returning. “I’ll let you be whatever you want if I can do you up the butt.” 
Holly blinked. It was the sort of immature barb she often found charming. Hilarious. Disrupting, so that they could both move on. 
“Ebon … ” 
“I’m just saying.” 
Holly shook her head. “Jesus, Ebon.” 
Something was wrong. He had to do better.
“We’ll need to change the sheets, of course.” 
She rolled onto her back, blinking at the ceiling, her breasts now fully exposed. With the sense that he was rolling downhill but unable to stop, Ebon reached out and cupped one of them. She didn’t laugh or look over. This wasn’t going as it was supposed to. He was doing it wrong, but felt powerless to hold his tongue, his hands, his erection. Everything was on auto-pilot. He nuzzled beside her, but she only kept shaking her head. 
“Come on,” he said. “I’m behind in this game. Teach me some stuff. I’m your willing student.” 
“I really should get cleaned up for class.” 
“No!” He groped her, feigning mock terror. “How will I ever catch up if I can’t learn from the master?” 
“Ebon … ” 
He flailed. “Teach me, sexual sensei!”
“You’re being an asshole,” she said. 
“Well, sure. But you knew that when you met me.”
Holly rolled her head on the pillow to meet his eyes. Ebon affected his most absurd, most obnoxious innocent smile. She sighed, and Ebon felt something inside relax. The sigh was a crack in her armor. A light at the end of the tunnel. 
“Can’t you be serious for two seconds?” 
“Honestly,” said Ebon, “no.”
“And now you want to have sex.” 
Ebon batted his eyelashes at her.
Holly sighed heavily. Rolled to face him. After a moment, she gave Ebon a slow, tentative smile. 
“I’ll make you a deal,” she said. “I’ll ‘catch you up’ all you want … ” 
“If … ?”
“If you promise to remember that I actually, truly, deeply love you beyond your cover model body and smooth moves, Ebon Shale.”
“I’ll remember,” he said, again reaching for her bare breasts.
But he didn’t.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Axis of Aaron
 
EBON BLINKED HIS EYES OPEN TO see a green-eyed woman above him, her blonde hair hanging down in a bird’s-nest mess. A dust of white powder speckled its waves, twinkling with the light of crystalline refractions before melting into her radiating warmth.
“Hey,” she said. 
“Holly.”
The woman smiled. “I’m Aimee.” 
“No,” he said. “I was thinking about Holly. Just now.” 
“I know you were, sweetheart. You will. Until it’s gone.” 
“It’s gone now. She’s gone.” 
Aimee adjusted something under Ebon’s head, and he realized, judging by its shape, size, and feel that it must be a winter hat. She’d taken it off of her head to nestle his on the freezing cold sand. 
“It’s snowing,” he said. 
“Of course. It was snowing when you called.” 
Ebon looked around, reality slowly returning. The gray sky above was like a snowy road in a storm, flakes coming at him as if he were racing toward them. His arms were outstretched, his coat was too thin, his hand was missing something he’d been clinging to like a lifeline. Then he remembered. He had called her. And she’d come running. 
“You found me.” 
“Of course I found you,” she said. Aimee gave him a small, pinched smile. Her fingertips ran through his hair. It was wet, as if with melted snow. But Ebon was cold, and shouldn’t be. It was summertime on Aaron, as it always was. 
Snow stopped falling behind Aimee’s head. The gray sky cleared. The sun came out, making Ebon squint. Still he shivered, even as he watched a child run shirtless behind Aimee, clasping a kite string in his hand. 
“How are you feeling?”
“Sick,” he said. 
“I have to get you home. Can you walk?” 
“I don’t want to walk,” he said. And he didn’t. Ebon felt like he had a thousand-pound weight on his chest. He was freezing. He could hear the chatter of seagulls and smell sunscreen’s coconut echo. Aimee’s clothing changed as he watched, morphing from a thick coat and carelessly threaded scarf to a light pink sundress. It was the sort of thing she used to wear all the time, but never wore anymore. It was too young for her. But now, as the summertime sun shone through her hair, it made her look like an angel. 
“We have to go, Ebon. You’ll freeze.” 
“Do you remember that first summer? Do you remember the sandcastle?” 
“Sit up. Can you sit up?” She put a hand under his neck, trying to shove him upward. But he could only gaze at the cerulean summertime sky as they’d done thousands of times while listening to music on the beach, searching for shapes in the clouds. 
“I knew what I was doing,” he said. “But you still butted in, insisting on doing things your way. Just like you always do.” He rolled his head toward her, keeping it back, not flinching toward sitting.  “Why do you think I always need to be rescued?” 
“Please sit up, Ebon.” Aimee sniffed, and he realized he could see tracks through what must be a light coat of drywall dust on her face. He remembered speaking to her on the phone. He remembered the sounds of crying. But why? There was no need to be sad. He was finally where he needed to be. He finally saw things clearly. 
Behind Aimee’s head, the trees’ green leaves turned multicolored and fell to the beach. The branches turned dark and shriveled. Snow came. The sky darkened. A moon came out. Set. Then blossoms lined the trees, the air scented by pollen. 
“You ruined me, you know,” he said. 
“What?” 
“For Holly.” Ebon smiled, because it was all right. Because it was said in jest. It had been her fault in a way, but only in the accidental way that things happened, because Aimee couldn’t help being Aimee. Just as Julia couldn’t help being Julia and Holly couldn’t help being Holly. Just as Ebon, now that he saw, had always been unable to help being Ebon. 
“What are you talking about?” 
“It was my fault.” 
“What was your fault?” 
“I pushed her away. I made jokes. Every time she tried to deepen what we had, I refused to allow it. I kept Holly at arm’s length. Because I couldn’t let her in. Not really.” 
“Why?” 
Ebon smiled. His fingers were going numb. He couldn’t remember what kind of shoes he’d worn. Why hadn’t Aimee put the hat on his head? Maybe because he’d merely needed a pillow to stare up into the summer sky. To feel the warmth on his skin that for some reason wasn’t there. 
He sat up. He found himself looking down the beach, south, toward Aaron’s Party. The carnival was alive and vibrant, the Danger Wheel spinning, the carousel revolving. He could barely see it through the line of easels set up by boardwalk artists, all madly sketching. The air was thick with the delighted screams of children and the screeching of gulls. Then the carnival wilted like a flower, the Danger Wheel rusting and coming to a squealing rest as the game stalls emptied. Then everything was gone and the pier was empty. 
“I can’t focus,” he said. “It’s changing. All of it.” 
“What’s changing?” 
“Everything.” Ebon pointed toward Aaron’s Party. The festival again blossomed to life in the sun, then wilted. This time, as it decayed into rust and gray, the pier’s end pilings rotted away and the structure began to slough into the still water, members cracking with tremendous noise in the crisp, cool air. “Everything.” 
“We have to get you home.” 
“Don’t you see it?” 
“See what?”
“I’m so tired, Aimee.” The scenery down the shore was shifting like liquid, never pausing. Cottages rose from nothing. Shacks vanished. The pier resurrected; children ran the beaches; the beaches went cold and white and empty. The sky turned the tangerine of a sunset, except that the sun was rising, not setting. Orange blushed into the white snow, turning it a painter’s palette. Then the snow melted and the color was only in Aimee’s hair: yellow to orange to red to crimson to purple to black. The moon rose. The stars shone. For full seconds Ebon was sure there was nothing but Aimee’s breath, the touch of her hands, and the warmth of her body beside his.
“Get up,” she said, pulling. 
“We have to get to Redding Dock,” he replied, his earlier urgency returning. 
“What we have to do is go home.” She hefted. “Come on. Help me.” 
“Redding,” Ebon said, his heart rate increasing. “It’s the only thing that doesn’t change. I have to find the middle. I have to reset.” He clutched his head, pinching his eyes shut. “Don’t you see? How can I know what’s real and what’s not if it never stops changing?” 
Aimee blinked, hard. A tear spilled onto her cheek, cutting another line through the dust. 
“How long have we been chatting online, Aimee?”
“We … ” 
“Who came up with the idea of me coming to Aaron?” 
“I proposed the specifics, but it was your … ” 
Ebon stood, shambling backward. The ocean swelled. A storm approached, raged around them. Rain drenched them in sheets. Thunder cracked with the sound of a tree snapping over God’s knee; lightning struck something nearby, the static of it prickling Ebon’s skin like warm fuzz. 
“When did I find out about Holly and Mark? Were there other men, or just the one? Did she know I knew? Did I ever tell you? Did I look her in the eye? Did I try to stop it?” 
“Get up. Just get to your feet.” 
“Did I want to stop it? Did I tell you, Aimee? When we chatted, when we texted, when we emailed, when we called, incessantly, endlessly? Did I know what I was doing, or was I blocking it? Was I willfully ignorant, or had I managed to forget even then? Did I ever tell you about Ginny?” He was upright now, the cold numbing his skin, the hot summer sun doing nothing as windsurfers and Jet Skiers sailed by. “Did I ever tell you that? Did I even know it? Or was it gone?” 
“I … ” 
“What did I tell you about Holly, Aimee?” Ebon’s voice began to hitch, his eyes trying to freeze shut. “When I talked about her, what did I say? Did I tell you the truth? Or did I tell you a lie, like I told her about you?” 
It was all starting to crumble. The pier snapped in the middle and spilled into the water, a giant whirlpool at its base swallowing it whole. A rock bluff cleaved off upshore, crumbling into an avalanche. A chasm formed along the shore, and Ebon watched as a massive slab of rock, beach, and water all spilled into it like a widening sinkhole. If they stayed where they were, they’d be sucked down into the chasm’s depths. As it all faded away forever, and for good. 
“I can’t hold it together,” he said, now grasping at Aimee’s coat. Beneath his grip, the coat became a shirt, a light fall jacket, the twin straps of a swimsuit. Aimee became tan, white, tan. The sinkhole gave way and the rest of the island, from where the pier used to be and south, vanished. There was no land, no sky. It was just empty, as if the world held nothing. “I could control it earlier, but whatever it is … it’s falling apart.” 
“We have to get you back to the cottage,” she said, still dragging him, oblivious. 
“The cottage is gone, Aimee! Can’t you see what’s happening around us? We have to get to Redding. To Redding!” 
A new crack in the ground formed at Aimee’s heel. Ebon watched the soft beach shatter like hard glass and fall away. Her foot moved forward, now on the cliff’s edge, and yet she still didn’t seem to notice. Snow fell. A storm blew. Lightning struck the void, alighting on nothing. Now there was weather below too, everywhere around them, snow flying up rather than down, wind blustering at the ground and stirring sand, the shore a symphony of decaying and sundering.
Aimee’s face changed, summoning an expression of regret. She took his face between her palms and turned his head slowly so that he was looking north. He found himself facing empty water. Empty water that looked familiar, near a beach entrance that he knew all too well.
“Ebon,” Aimee said, “Redding Dock has been gone for fifteen years.”
Ebon felt the bottom drop from his stomach. There was no center. There was no safe place. Everything changed, and Redding wasn’t an exception after all. Nothing stayed the same. Time was relentless. You couldn’t go home again. You couldn’t change the past. You could only stumble blindly ahead, helpless, as all that once was decayed into emptiness behind you. 
Another huge crack opened twenty yards to the north and fell away. Beyond it was more void. More gone. More nothingness. 
There was no future. There was no past. There was only now. 
There was no Redding Dock. 
The wheel had no axis. 
You can control this, said a voice. You can stop it. 
But Ebon didn’t know how. 
Start with what’s real.  
He couldn’t. 
Have the courage to tell the truth. 
He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. The pain. The guilt. How much of what he’d lived had been real in the past years? How much of it did he have the strength to face?
“Jesus, Aimee,” Ebon said, taking her hands. “I’m so afraid.” 
She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close. The world continued to shake and fracture. He could hear the splitting of rock through the muffling bulk of her coat. 
“Shh.” 
“I’m so afraid. I’m so scared.” 
“Shh,” she said. “I’m here, Ebon.” 
Something seemed to catch in his mind. He blinked against Aimee’s coat. Then the sounds, the wind, the cold, the heat, and the breeze all stopped at once. 
Ebon looked up to see that they were on a tiny circle of land, floating in a vacuum with nothing around them. There was no ocean. No sand. No sky. Only a single patch of existence, held steady while everything else crumbled around it — the center of a wheel held intact while the edges flew asunder. 
“It’s all gone,” Ebon said, blinking into the void.
“Shh. I’m here. I’m here for you.” 
Ebon met Aimee’s eyes. Her serious eyes. Her eyes that were often playful, often sarcastic, often crude, often sheltered and guarded. But always there. 
“There’s nothing left,” he said.
Aimee smiled. “Not for always,” she said. “It will get better.”
Ebon thought about the warmth of her father’s cottage — a place that encapsulated his worst fears and his very best memories. A place he’d loved as much as he’d hated, because nothing in life was just one thing. Every moment had all the facets of a cut jewel, and could be turned to reflect light from any angle. 
In the distance, a small strip of beach boiled into existence. Atop it, Ebon saw Richard Frey’s cottage. Its siding was blue-gray, faded with age. 
Just an old house. And at the same time, so much more. 
“There’s so much to say,” Ebon said. “So much to sort through.” 
Aimee put her hands in his. 
“Tell me everything,” she said. “From the beginning.” 



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
Something Tangible 
 
“ARE YOU WARM ENOUGH?” AIMEE ASKED as she prodded the fire, stirring sparks.
“Plenty warm,” said Ebon. 
He snuggled deeper into the blanket Aimee had wrapped around him after they’d returned to the cottage. She’d done it as if he were a child, unable to clothe himself. But then again, maybe her attention wasn’t out of line given how few things he could do these days and how many he couldn’t. The world was still fragile. Ebon didn’t want to chance losing it in a vain grab for dignity — so if he had to be swaddled to make things easy, so be it. 
He looked out the window and shivered at the wire frame of reality now visible in the dark sky. The strip of snow-covered beach they’d walked during the return trip had been nothing more than a ribbon in the middle of nothingness, a floating isthmus running through a featureless void. There had been no pier, no beach, no ocean, no sky, no anything at all. He was building the world anew piece by piece as he needed it, adding nothing until it was required. Now, as he looked, he saw a kind of skeleton — that single backbone they’d walked finally growing the thinnest of ribs. None of it felt in his control — and yet it all seemed, deep down, to be. Nothing was amiss from Aimee’s perspective. To her, he was helpless. But that was okay, for now.
Aimee gave Ebon a small, patient smile and set two more logs on the fire. The wood was dry and caught immediately. It looked like the flames came from within, radiating comforting warmth. It was almost too much for Ebon’s near-frostbitten skin. 
“Do you want something to eat?” she asked.
Ebon shook his head. She’d already brought him coffee. The coffeemaker had stopped working after the kitchen’s faulty wiring had burned it out, but the microwave was working fine. Richard had always stocked at least a small jar of instant.
Aimee sat a few feet from Ebon, also opposite the fire, cross-legged. He’d wanted the lights low to remind his body to relax toward sleep, and in that sparse illumination the firelight flickered across Aimee’s features. She seemed younger than her years … but that was just because it was how she looked, not because Ebon’s mind was falsifying her appearance. There had been times that she’d changed while he’d stayed here, sure, but he felt confident she wouldn’t change anymore. Now, Aimee was his center, and she was stable. She’d become what he’d thought Redding Dock was supposed to be. She’d probably been that thing all along, with him too blind to see it.
The anchor. The middle of the wheel.
Around them, as Ebon’s eyes took in the firelit room, parts of the cottage still waxed and waned in flux. The changes were slowing, though, settling into fixed normality as Ebon allowed himself to remember the truth around him without resistance. But even as the walls and corners cycled, Aimee stayed unchanging. She was a girl who’d grown into a pretty woman, her hair still a mess but now strewn with a few silver strands. A girl he’d never stopped loving. A girl who’d become his archetype for infatuation, edging out anyone else who tried to fill that spot in his heart. Like Holly.
“I’d turn on the TV for you,” she said, “but unfortunately, after you left me alone today, I went against your advice and used the jigsaw.” 
Ebon moaned. It felt good to participate in a joke. Normal. Like something a sane man would do. 
“I told you not to do that. Florists can’t operate power tools.” 
“I’m an artist.” 
“It’s even truer for artists. What did you do?” 
“I cut the power cord.” 
Ebon gave a small laugh, then cautioned himself to stay focused. It was easy to be lulled into believing this moment was as normal as Aimee’s gray hair — to forget she’d just rescued him from something like a psychotic episode and that he’d watched the world crumble around him. It was tempting too to forget that he had no real assurance it wouldn’t happen again. Other than the feeling. The feeling told him he was on the right track. And he desperately wanted to believe it. 
Just keep telling the truth, he thought. Especially to yourself. 
“I have a surprise for you,” said Aimee. “Do you remember this?” She’d been hiding something behind her back. She pulled it out, and Ebon felt his heart stir with nostalgia. It was the small CD boom box they’d listened to during their lost summers, all those years ago. In Ebon’s mind, the thing would always look out of place away from the warm sand, its plastic case slowly bleaching in the summer sun as Richard Frey complained about its constant cost of D-cell batteries. 
“Oh, sweet 1995,” Ebon said, reaching out to touch it. 
“I found it yesterday in one of the upstairs closets. And look — ” She opened the top to show him a CD that had sat on the spindle unspun throughout their entire adult lives. Then she closed the top and turned on the box, which worked perfectly. The disc began to play. “Talk about 1995. Remember this one?” 
The song was “Wonderwall,” by Oasis. 
Ebon felt his eyes close. “Turn it off. Please.” He looked up to see Aimee, confused, pressing buttons before setting the boom box aside.
“That was the song that was on when she died.” 
“Holly?” 
Ebon nodded. Swallowed.
“I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be.” 
Aimee waited for Ebon to continue, but he didn’t want to go on. She’d asked to hear everything, and he’d already told her most of what mattered. He’d told her that he’d known about Mark and Holly before their relationship had turned sexual. He’d told her that he was sure he could have stopped the affair in its infancy, but that he’d stayed his hand. Holly’s having a “friend” made it easier for Ebon to justify Aimee’s being a constant “friend” to him. He and Holly had been husband and wife, but their marriage had been a half relationship for them both. Their distance wasn’t entirely Holly’s fault. She’d tried to let Ebon in. She’d tried to hold him close. But in his world, there had been no room for more of Holly than what lived at her ebullient surface, thanks to Aimee’s residency deep in his heart.
Ebon found himself continuing anyway. 
“When you found me out there,” he said, nodding toward the window, “it was like I was dreaming. But more than dreaming. I was remembering Holly.” 
Aimee made a sympathetic face.
“I don’t think we had a chance,” he said. “Because of me.”
Again he looked out the window. The world was still fractured and missing. He was the one changing the world, but only for himself to see and feel and hear. There had been enough untruths. Enough self-deceit. He could face the truth and become whole again, or insist on perpetuating the lie and stay in pieces. Lies were like burrs in a rope: they would slowly saw their way out from the inside, causing the firmest of connections to snap.
I let Holly stray. I encouraged her to do it, so I’d be off the hook myself. So I’d be available for my backup, whenever she finally came calling. 
Through the window, a strip of ocean bay shimmered into existence beside the isthmus of beach. 
“You can’t blame yourself,” said Aimee. 
Ebon nodded slowly, then sighed. “Do you know what made me so good at my job?”  
Aimee blinked, disarmed by the topic’s sudden change. 
“I could remember everything. I knew what each of my clients’ favorite suits looked like. I could remember their birthdays and wedding anniversaries. I could remember which men didn’t shave every day, and whether they’d ever rattled on to me about it, as if it meant something to them. I could remember spouses’ names, kids’ names, pets’ names, which foods they liked and which foods they were allergic to, whether a given client would try to pick up the tab when we dined — and, of those, which clients actually wanted to pay versus those who were merely making a gesture and would resent the bill later if I let them win. Knowing those things made my clients love me. Because everyone, no matter what they say, wants to feel like they are the center of the universe. And when someone remembers trivial details about them, it means that they, as people, must be worth remembering. It was a great career enhancer: everyone loved working with me because I made them feel good about themselves. Like they mattered.” 
Aimee shifted, pulling a blanket around herself. The motion nudged her a few inches closer to Ebon. She probably didn’t even see what she was doing, but Ebon did. It was his gift. Others always talked, but his specialty was to observe and listen.
“But the more I paid attention to my clients and made them feel good, the more I started to realize about them. I noticed that there was the truth about how they all lived … and on the flip side, there was ‘the truth.’” He made air quotes for Aimee, so she’d smell the bullshit as he’d learned to. “People told me what they wanted to believe about themselves rather than what was actually true. At first it bothered me — I thought they were phony or putting on airs — but then I realized they weren’t even doing it on purpose. A man would complain about slow service, and I’d watch him yell and carry on at the waiter. But then he’d turn to me and he’d tell me how the waiter was being disrespectful. He’d tell me how, thanks to huge tips, the waiters at a given restaurant made more money than the chefs. He’d paint a picture of the waiter’s job as a racket … and somehow, through all of this, he’d paint himself as someone who, through his bad behavior, was actually righting a wrong. Standing up against a scam. Righteous.” 
Aimee nodded. Outside the window, snow continued to fall. The ocean expanded, its reality deepening. Ebon watched the moon pop into existence. He blinked his eyes to reset — to accept the sudden appearance of a moon from nothing, to pull away from his own mind and try to see things from a distance. He wasn’t making things appear in the sense that mattered. In the sense that mattered, he was only accepting the truth. The truth, and nothing more. 
“I got too good at seeing both sides of those coins, I think,” Ebon said. “It was easy to see what Holly was doing and convince myself that I wasn’t doing the same.” 
“You cheated?” said Aimee. 
Ebon shrugged. “In all the ways that counted most, yes.”
“With who?” 
This time, he nodded toward Aimee. 
“But we never … ” 
“You were always my backup. Wasn’t I always yours?” 
Aimee sighed. 
“I could have stopped things with Mark,” Ebon continued. “Easily. All I’d have had to do was talk to Holly. She had this ravenous appetite, but it only came out when there was nothing more important holding it down. She wore me out, and she’d still want more. But that’s not why she was with Mark. Oh, I imagine they shook things off the walls with the best of them — ” the brute nature of those words felt like cutting himself on purpose, but he forced himself to go on, “ — but Holly made me a promise. She didn’t break promises.” 
“She broke them, Ebon.”
“I broke them first.” 
Ebon stood, the blanket hugged around him like a cape. He went to the window. They’d replaced them earlier in the fall, and the insulated panes kept the chill from stealing his skin’s new warmth. He pressed his hand against it like a child, knowing he’d leave an oily print. Before his eyes, the beach thickened. Cottages slowly grew into their correct forms like skeletons emerging from underground graves. Stars salted the sky. And somewhere, miles away, Ebon’s dresser top in his city apartment would be filling with framed photos of a couple who’d been happy and well matched both above the neck and below the belt, yet had always hugged each other with a ghostly bolster between them, keeping their hearts at a distance. 
All those things were returning now, as he allowed them. Because they were all true.
“I never really moved on,” he said. One hand became a pointer, and Ebon jabbed his index finger into the glass. “Out there, right there.” He looked back at Aimee, still an Eskimo by the fire. “Do you remember when you stopped me, on my way to Aaron’s Party?” 
She smiled. 
“Why did you do that?” 
“I was bored.” 
“You seemed like you wanted to save me from myself. From spending my money on something ‘lame.’” 
“That too.” 
Ebon shook his head. “I can’t believe it’s been half my life. More than half my life, closing on two-thirds. I’m over thirty years old, and yet I feel like I’m still stuck back then, all those years ago. Boy meets girl. Boy falls for girl. Girl’s father … ” He sighed. 
“Like Romeo and Juliet.” 
“Did you love me, do you think?” he asked.
Aimee smiled. It was kind, but almost bittersweet. “In our way. You?”
The answer was almost out of Ebon’s mouth when he felt something timid inside him calling it back. It was so incredibly raw. That “yes, always” made him pathetic. It made him damaged. That one sad fact — that he’d never dropped the torch he’d carried — had set the stage for all that followed: Julia, Holly, Holly’s attempt to deepen their relationship, Ebon’s rebuke. All of it had happened because he’d never truly stopped loving Aimee. It was so much easier to believe that he’d let her go forever during the autumn of his fifteenth year, and that the hangover of Richard’s beating and Aimee’s turning away hadn’t led to what had happened with Julia. It would be so much easier to keep telling Aimee the lie. 
Ebon watched Aimee as she sat, fighting with himself. Behind her head the fireplace turned gray with age. Paint soured and flaked, revealing what seemed to be patterned wallpaper beneath. Richard’s wallpaper, glued to plaster and lath walls that had been excavated weeks ago, replaced with sheetrock and joint compound. Plaster sifted to dust. Lath slats peeked out from behind. Spider webs of decay formed as the floor creaked and paled to dulled hardwood. 
Tell the truth, he thought. Especially to yourself. 
“I guess I never really got over you,” Ebon admitted. 
Aimee looked away a little when she smiled this time, the wall behind her becoming new and painted, the floors regaining their shine. 
Aimee stood. For a moment, she simply looked out the window as she held space beside him. She took his hand and squeezed it. 
“Are you okay?”  
“I’m getting there.” 
“When I found you out on the beach … ” She stopped, then tried again. “When you called me … ” 
“It’s complicated,” he said. 
“I thought you were having some kind of a breakdown.” 
Ebon looked outside. The world was still in pieces. He didn’t know how much of it he’d perverted. How much he’d changed. How much of his own reality his mind had idealized so that he’d be the hero of his own story rather than the reluctant villain. The only way to find out was to relearn it all, piece by piece. It meant starting over. You couldn’t go home again, but as he looked out the window and then over at Aimee, Ebon realized the small blessing within the curse: that this, for better or worse, was as close to a do-over as anyone ever got. 
“You could say that,” he said. 
“You told me the world was falling apart. You were asking me strange questions.” 
“It’s better now.” 
“You should see someone. There’s a woman on the island who has a psychiatric practice in the city but takes clients at home over the winter. If you want to keep staying here, you have to go see her. If I have to drag you, I will.” 
“I want to stay,” Ebon said. 
“You can’t work these things out alone. You can’t just expect it all to go away.” 
“I know.” He chuckled. “I’ve been learning that the hard way.” 
They looked out the window. Aimee was seeing the nighttime beach as it had always been. Ebon, on the other hand, was watching it build from nothing, learning the scene as if he’d never been here before. 
After a long moment, he said, “I carved our initials into the bench at Redding Dock.” 
Aimee squeezed his hand, both of them looking northward through the windows. If there had been no curve to the bay, they’d be able to see where Aaron’s Party was and where Redding Dock had, for Ebon at least, so recently been. 
“You did?” 
“Yes. ES plus AF. But the next day I went back and changed them.” 
“Changed them to what?”
“BS plus AP.” 
Aimee laughed. 
“I lay awake the whole night worrying that someone would see what I’d carved and figure out who those initials belonged to. But it was like you say about your art: I’d done it because I’d wanted to make something tangible. Something that said, right there in a way anyone could touch and feel, how I felt about you.”
“That’s sweet.”
“But then I chickened out.” 
“Why?”
“I was just a dumb kid. You were too old for me. You were all bossy. Maybe you’d even be the one to see it and make fun of me. But what I liked about the changed initials was that even though I’d encoded them — with a code that only the NSA would be able to crack, of course — they were still there. Still ‘something tangible.’” He sighed, remembering the way his gut had dropped when he’d realized Redding Dock was his mind’s final, taunting phantasm. “I guess nothing lasts forever.” 
“Even if you want it to,” Aimee agreed.
Ebon squeezed her hand, feeling suddenly empty.
“Sit back down by the fire,” she said. “You’re not fully warm yet.” 
Ebon obeyed. This time, Aimee wrapped them both in the same blanket. His hands were around her waist, his head in the crook of her shoulder. For the strangest moment, Ebon found he almost wanted to cry. Signals were jumbled. What was he mourning? The loss of Holly, or the loss of the lie? The death of his past, or the death (long, long overdue) of innocence? Then the moment passed, and all he felt was the press of Aimee’s side, the blanket’s hug, and the fire’s warmth. He heard only the crackle of burning wood, the tick of Richard’s antique clock, and the whip of the chill wind outside in the moonlit night. 
“I feel lost, Aimee.”
Her arm was around him. “I know.” 
“My mind is a mess. I can’t remember what’s true and what I’ve told myself was true in order to feel better. It’s nothing but loose ends.” 
And even though Ebon was talking in circles, laying the truth of his delirium at Aimee’s feet while allowing her to believe he was speaking metaphorically, she said, “I know.” 
“I don’t know what’s in my own head or what’s real. I don’t know what’s true or what I’ve imagined or just wanted to be true.” 
Aimee sat up. Ebon’s head came away, and he found himself looking into her still, green eyes, so very like Holly’s. For once, her smile wasn’t mocking. For once, she didn’t look like she was about to jab him, make fun of him, or tell him what to do. Seeing it made Ebon feel like floating. He knew the year, and he knew their ages. But in another sense Aimee could have been seventeen, her head on a pillow, hair in a halo around her, truly vulnerable for the very first time. 
“At least one of the things you imagined was always true,” she said. 
Aimee shut her eyes. Slowly, Ebon shut his. 
The distance between them closed, measured by the warmth of sighing breath.



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Just a Projection 
 
EBON WOKE BESIDE AIMEE IN FRONT of the fire, blinking in the morning light. The logs were still kindled; she must have woken in the middle of the night to toss more on and keep them warm, together, as they slept on the otherwise cool floor. 
Beside him, to his right side, Aimee’s bare shoulder was visible above the covers, her body turned away as she slept. Ebon smiled, then ran a hand along her skin with a feeling of possession, wanting to assure himself that she was really there, and truly his. Perhaps as she’d always been.
They’d begun sweet. But then, because it was Aimee, she’d giggled and turned things delightfully awkward. Kisses had turned to fumbling. When he’d got her clothes fully off under the blanket, she’d guffawed, tossed the covers away, and made Ebon chase her around the cabin. He’d pinned her on the first-floor guest bed, her nude and him just in boxers. He’d grown annoyed — an odd emotion to counterpoint nearly two decades of simmering infatuation. But she’d fought him off and run again, yelling back that the only way to make sure a memory stuck — to make it stand out as clearly real — was to make it memorable. 
They’d returned to the fire. Aimee hadn’t stopped laughing until Ebon was atop her, laying kisses along her smooth neck. The gap of years had sewn shut, two souls melding as perhaps they were always meant to be. 
She’d turned on the boom box during their melee. It played the Oasis disc, and Ebon had protested. She’d reached over to comply, to change it to something more romantic. Ebon had watched the long curve of her back as she rose, wanting Aimee’s return, and had wrestled her down before she reached her target. Let it continue, he’d decided. Because if it did, in this tender moment, maybe the music’s meaning would finally change within his mind.  
Ebon sighed, looking over. The music had been playing all night, the disc on full-album repeat, and he was already sick of it. He shifted to turn it off, but the morning was cool like the bare wood floor beyond the blanket. The volume was low. He could ignore it a while longer. 
Ebon lay on his back, a couch afghan piled up under his head like a pillow. His left hand, closest to Aimee, traced her bare body beneath the blanket as he watched her sweet, sleeping face. He felt the way thigh surrendered to hip before becoming the curve of her side. Thinking about the sensations (and realizing that continuing to touch her was rude; she should be able to wake on her own rather than being groped from her dreams) gave Ebon a surreal thrill that caused stirring under the pajama bottoms he’d dragged on before fueling the fire a few hours ago. How many years had he dreamed about the feel of Aimee’s bare skin? How many nights had he drifted away with thoughts of her on his mind, even when he’d been with Holly? Had he ever made love to Holly and imagined Aimee? Of course he had. 
The thought churned his gut. Holly was dead and buried. Holly had loved him in her own way, and he’d loved her. Holly had tried to open up. She’d confided in him once — and, now that Ebon thought about it, truly only once — about her friend whom she’d wanted to protect but had been unable to save. He’d made a crude joke when she’d told him that, dismissing her moment of candor. Thinking back on that moment now, Ebon wanted to cringe. He must have come off as callous, but mostly he’d just been afraid. He’d wanted a girlfriend, nothing more. Anything deeper might have dug up bodies so decently buried.
Between blinks, Ebon saw Holly’s face as she’d lain beside him that day — the way Aimee was lying beside him now. He’d hurt her. He’d known that at the time, but had forced the thought away. Holly had been vulnerable after all. She wasn’t as one-dimensional as he’d pretended. He’d shut her down, closing a sliding door that might have, down the road, saved their relationship. Letting her in could have changed things. It could have brought Holly closer, rather than keeping her distant. But he’d made his joke instead of letting her in. And she’d been too crushed — salt in an old wound — to ever bring it up again. 
I pretended she just wanted to fuck, that it’s all she was capable of. But it was me who wouldn’t let her do more. Wouldn’t let her be more.
A repugnant thought. It made Ebon want to turn away. He felt the weight of Holly’s life and death on his shoulders, crushing the breath from his chest. 
He reached out and ran his fingers along Aimee’s back, deciding rudeness didn’t matter after all. He touched her hair, now very much wanting to see her face. He’d seen her sleep before, but never in afterglow. The past night had been a long time coming. And now, where they stood together was right. All was well that ended well. Everything happened for a reason. What had happened with Holly had been tragic, but no one had made her run off to sleep with another man. Nobody made her get into a car with him, then blow them both into a fatal accident.
She made her bed.
And now Ebon was in his. Where he belonged. Where he’d always belonged, until Richard had torn him and Aimee apart, beaten him nearly to death. Maybe Richard was the wildcard in his life’s equation. If there was a sliding door moment, maybe that fateful day — not Holly’s confession and his own rebuke — had been it. 
Pulling back a strand of hair, Ebon looked at Aimee’s sleeping face and decided that it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. They’d been too young back then for things to last. Kids. Aimee hadn’t matured yet; she hadn’t seasoned. Richard had been necessary for the way things had unfolded, not a mere boogeyman. Because without Richard’s browbeating, Aimee never would have acted out, experimenting with sex early, teasing Ebon until they’d found themselves on the couch that fateful day. It had all happened for a reason and had worked out for the best in the end. Without the aftertaste of that unforgettable afternoon, Aimee would never have moved out on her own. She never would have matured. All of that meant they wouldn’t be together now, because they weren’t a good long-term fit back then. Aimee had been too flighty and wild. Ebon had been stoic, shy, naive. If Richard hadn’t broken them up, their bubble would have popped too early. They’d have had their moment, then fizzled. So in a strange way, Richard had made this moment possible, all these years later. 
It was hard to curse Richard, given the circumstances. 
Julia had been necessary too. She’d changed Ebon — made him shy and defensively funny enough — to attract Holly. 
Holly had been necessary. Their long relationship had given Ebon time to pine for Aimee. To learn the difference between infatuation and love. To learn the difference between sex and love. To learn that both could, in fact, live within the same person. 
And of course, Holly’s infidelity and death had been necessary, because without them, he’d still be married. And as subtly as he’d had his emotional affair with Aimee all those years, he’d never, ever have acted to make it physical while he and Holly remained together. 
A dissenting thought raised its voice, Ebon’s previously quieted mind now contentious. 
Bullshit! You ended up with Aimee after Holly died, not because she died. Aimee was always only a friend. There was no infidelity. Holly had your whole heart. She simply chose to betray it. 
Seething, Ebon rolled over to spoon Aimee, his bare body pressing against hers. He could wake her and find out what came next. He didn’t want to think about the past anymore. It was gone. Now was the time for the present.
He cupped Aimee’s soft cheek with his hand. 
He nuzzled his face into the back of her hair, inhaling the scent of strawberry shampoo. 
Ebon’s bare chest pressed against her chest, his pajama-clad knees brushing her long legs. 
He wrapped his arms around Aimee from behind, one hand straying to her breast. 
I was meant to be with Aimee, and finally she convinced me to come out of my funk, he thought.
I was meant to be with Aimee, yes, a second voice retorted, its tone correcting the first. And Holly. And Julia. And even Vicky. But Aimee didn’t draw me out. She didn’t convince me of anything. The responsibility for all of it is mine, and mine alone. 
On the boom box, Oasis’s “Wonderwall” finished playing. Then, Oasis’s “Wonderwall” began. 
Ebon sat up from behind Aimee. And, at the exact same time, he sat up from in front of Aimee. 
He saw the room from both perspectives, as if he were two people at once. But from both perspectives, he found himself staring at what could have been a mirror’s reflection. Another Ebon. A double of himself, his consciousness flitting between two bodies, two minds, two realities. He was both of them, and entirely neither.
“I thought it was over,” said the first Ebon. 
“It is over,” said the second. 
The first Ebon blanched. “The world went back together. I can see the shore from here, totally intact. It’s winter.” 
“Of course it did. Of course it is,” said the second. “Do you think I’m crazy?” 
Ebon — both Ebons — looked down at Aimee. He (they?) had the strangest feeling that she might snap awake at any second. But instead of screaming at the sight of two Ebons above her, Aimee would laugh, reach up, and yank the pajama pants from the Ebon who was wearing them, and beckon them both to lie naked with her, to make a delightful sandwich. 
“Shh. You’ll wake her,” said Ebon. 
“What would it matter?” Ebon replied. 
“She’ll see us if she wakes up.” 
“She can’t see. Even if she wakes up, she won’t be able to see a thing. This is your mind. Your memory.” He tapped his forehead.
“So is this.” The other Ebon tapped his own forehead. 
“You shouldn’t be here.” 
“You shouldn’t be here.” 
Both Ebons took a few steps away from the sleeping woman by the fire, both somehow feeling the need to distance her from whatever might be coming. The concern was practical in the midst of irrationality, like moving a delicate vase before leaping into a heated fight. Nobody wanted to step on Aimee. That was unacceptable. But for some reason there being two of him, at this point, was more or less fine. 
“I deserve to be here,” said the naked Ebon. “This is the culmination of everything in my past.” He gestured toward Aimee. “I love her. She loves me.” 
“I love her,” the Ebon wearing pajama pants retorted. “She loves me.” 
“She can’t love us both.” 
“Of course she can. She only sees one of us.” 
“Which one?” 
“Me.” 
But that wasn’t right, was it? Ebon was speaking from two minds, his perspective flip-flopping between what felt like two equally valid points of view. In a sense, only one of those perspectives could be real. But it was impossible, as he looked between his doppelgänger and Aimee, to tell which one it was.
“Think about it for a minute,” said the nude Ebon. “For months, I’ve been in charge. I’m stronger than you. I feel happier. I feel better about myself. Frankly, I feel more worthy of the affections of a woman like Aimee.” 
“But you didn’t feel worthy of a woman like Holly,” said clothed Ebon. 
“Maybe that’s true in your version of events,” said nude Ebon, shrugging. “But in mine, I felt plenty worthy. That’s the beauty of being me, don’t you see? You want to see everything as horrible. And worse, you’ve decided to see yourself as the villain! You want to believe that Holly opened up to you, but that you shot her down. But don’t you see? We don’t need to have that memory at all.” He put a hand on his chest. “As for me, I’ve chosen to forget it.” 
“You mean you’ve chosen to repress it.” 
Nude Ebon shrugged. “Six of one, half a dozen of the other.” 
“I’m not just going to push it all down inside myself,” said clothed Ebon, shaking his head. “I won’t just repress everything Holly said and all she was. It would be a betrayal.” 
“You don’t have to push anything down, don’t you see?” said nude Ebon. “I’ll do it! The only thing you have to do is leave. I’ve been working to push you out since the first days after Holly died. Earlier, actually — say, since things began to get heated in our discussions with Aimee and you started to feel guilty.”
“You wanted to push me out because I knew that we were cheating. That we were doing something wrong.” 
Nude Ebon rolled his eyes. “I don’t remember our dick going near anyone but Holly.” He looked down at Aimee, still sound asleep, and laughed. “Well. Not before last night anyway.” 
“It was an affair,” insisted clothed Ebon. “Forget about the physical stuff. What about the emotions of it all? Who did we love? Aimee, or Holly?” 
“We loved Holly as often as she wanted,” said nude Ebon with a smirk. Then the smirk turned bitter. “The problem was, it wasn’t enough ‘loving’ for her.” 
“Sex. Not love.” 
“And yet you want to forgive her for doing worse!” blurted nude Ebon. “Who’s repressing now?”
“I don’t forgive her.” 
Nude Ebon chuckled. 
“But I won’t forget her either,” clothed Ebon added. He looked down at Aimee. The fact that she wasn’t waking up was bizarre. But then his eye caught the window, and he saw that the snow he’d taken to be falling was actually still, every flake hovering motionless like a snow globe frozen midshake. On the CD boom box, “Wonderwall” continued to play on a loop. 
“I hate this song,” clothed Ebon said. 
“Really? “I have no particular feelings about it either way. But for some reason, whenever it comes on the radio, I choose to change the station.” 
Clothed Ebon shook his head. “You won’t face reality. I will.” 
“What is reality … Ebon?” He said the name with mockery. “You’ve only bobbed back to the surface, like an unflushed turd, recently. For months now, my version of reality has been the only one.” 
“But it all fell apart,” said clothed Ebon, sensing a checkmate.
“Only because of you.” Nude Ebon shrugged. “If you’d permit yourself to be forgotten, life could go on fine. I don’t think about Holly except to resent her. In time, maybe I’ll come to forgive her. I don’t pine for the past like you do.” He gestured at Aimee. “I have all the ‘past’ I’ll ever need right here. Aimee and I had our time, but we were interrupted. Bad things happened. It messed us up for a while. We had to go through a Julia — and yes, a Holly — before we could finally circle back home where we belonged. We had fun with Holly; of course we did. But she was too much of a party girl for us in the long term. Too hungry. She had no filter, except the one that allowed her to see her actions the way she wanted to see them, rather than how they actually were.” 
“Sounds familiar,” said clothed Ebon. 
Nude Ebon made a sarcastic little frown. “I have no idea what you mean.” 
“You’re erasing the past!” said clothed Ebon, infuriated. 
“Yes, I’m erasing the past!” nude Ebon spat back. “Just like Holly did! Just like Aimee did! I’m sure you remember how Aimee chose her father over us, while we lay half-dead on the floor. But do you know what, Ebon? I don’t remember that at all!” 
“You’re lying to yourself. To me. To everyone.” 
“Aimee is perfect! All is as it should be! I was hurt in the past, but life is finally good. Now I feel worthy of love, not stuck in the self-effacing bullshit you insist on wallowing in. Think about this as you clutch your self-pity: Which one of us is a better partner for Aimee? Which of us is happier?” 
Ebon shook his head. “It all sounds perfect until you realize it’s not true.” 
“‘True,’” said nude Ebon, spitting the word out like a bad seed. “What does ‘true’ mean anyway, beyond our own interpretations and choices? Who is left to contradict whatever ‘truth’ I choose to believe? Who are either of us to pretend there is a truth out there that’s independent of what lives inside our minds? Holly is gone. Mark is gone. Aimee wouldn’t even disagree with my version of events. So who is there to contradict us?”
Still shaking his head, clothed Ebon said, “I know what’s real. I know what’s true.”
Nude Ebon threw his hands in the air, exasperated. “What’s so goddamn great about the truth? What has the ‘objective truth’ caused other than pain?” He began to tick off items on his fingers. “Truth gives us conflicted impressions of Holly, making us feel bad. Truth makes us unsure where we stand with Aimee. Truth forces us to watch the torment unfold in Holly’s journal — something I don’t think you’ve even fully seen. So let me take my hand off the head of a particularly dicey drowning memory and give you another truth you’ll love to wallow in: Holly felt worthless to us. Have you let yourself see that yet? Have you permitted yourself to recall the passages where, between bouts of ecstasy with Mark, she goes on for pages about how much she hates herself? Have you seen that, Ebon? Have you seen the two times she considered killing herself?” 
Clothed Ebon felt the wind leave his stomach. His legs buckled. He’d read the whole journal, but somehow, he’d failed to connect the dots from end to end.
A sly, cruel smile creased nude Ebon’s lips. “Repressed that one yourself, didn’t you? Not so high and goddamn mighty all the time, are you? But if you want the truth, you have to take all of it, don’t you?” 
Why did I read her journal at all? clothed Ebon thought. I knew what I needed to know already. Why didn’t I let sleeping dogs lie? 
“The truth isn’t always all it’s cracked up to be, is it?” said nude Ebon, pacing. “Haven’t we turned from other grim truths in the past because we didn’t want to know them? Haven’t we encountered macabre videos on the Internet and refused to watch them? Haven’t we seen homeless people with their hands out and passed without a glance? Haven’t we flinched from the news, deciding it was better not to know all the world’s evil than to be besieged by it? And yet you had to look at the journal, didn’t you? Because you had to know the truth? Well, you can face that horrible truth if you want, but I think it’s just unnecessary pain.”
Clothed Ebon was finding it hard to think. “We should have given Holly her privacy. We never should have read her journal.”
Nude Ebon smirked. “Speaking for myself, I never did.” 
“We can’t just ignore everything that happened.” 
“Why not? Life goes on.” For a disarming moment, the nude man softened, looking down at Aimee, wrapped in her blanket by the dying fire. “With her, as it should have from the start.” 
“But it didn’t. And we can’t change that.” 
“YES. WE. CAN!” said the other, his words coming out challenging, through half-gritted teeth. He tapped his head hard, as if angry with himself. “Our personal past isn’t a matter of historical record! It’s not immutable or able to be contradicted! What’s in here is all there is!” Again he rapped his skull with a finger. “Have you found a time machine? Or are you like everyone else — living here and now, in this moment, with no ability or plans to ever visit those old times again? So what good are they to you? How does it benefit you to remember things in any way other than how you want to remember them? What’s so goddamn great and noble about the truth?”
Clothed Ebon felt like he was stuck in a loop. He could only repeat what was already obvious, feeling weak, knowing his argument had no teeth but compelled to fight for it anyway. 
“It’s true,” he said. “It’s what actually happened.”
“It’s arbitrary! Even people who stood by our side would remember things differently as our truth clashes with theirs. Holly would see a different version. So would Aimee. Think back to the day Richard found us with her. Our truth is that when forced to choose between comforting us and comforting her father, Aimee chose him. But do you doubt for a second that if we ask her about it when she wakes up, she’ll say anything other than ‘I had to calm him down in order to save you?’ Or Holly: do you think Holly would cop to being a cheating whore if she were here now, or do you think she’d say she felt lonely because we’d been ignoring her? That she’d needed to feel special and pretty and loved and adored, and that we’d stopped giving her those things years ago because our affection was on someone else? Someone who we’d always considered the end-all, be-all, effectively eliminating any chance Holly might have had?” 
Clothed Ebon sat on the couch, clamping hands to his ears. Everything his opposite was saying made sense, but somehow his own argument had been twisted into a blunt weapon against him. It was true that there were many sides to every story, but where he’d been so sure that he should face his own side, the naked man said there wasn’t a point. There was no objective truth. So why not choose a reality that didn’t hurt his heart? Who would fault him for it? Who would even know? 
I’d know. I’d have to look in the mirror every day. I’d know I was washing the face of a liar. That I was shaving the chin of someone without enough of a spine to … 
He looked down at Aimee. 
… to Own His Shit. 
He stood, feeling a sudden surge of confidence. 
“We cheated first,” he said. “We never stopped, not since we found Aimee online. When Holly reached out, we pushed her away. When Holly felt low and tried to open up, we made jokes.” 
“That’s not the way I choose to remember it,” said nude Ebon. 
But clothed Ebon was feeling stronger by the second. Aimee was still as motionless as the snow outside the window, but he now felt as if she were standing beside him. The deceitful version of himself could manufacture any past or present he wanted, but even he couldn’t pretend his way into Aimee’s allegiance. It was one thing to change memories inside your own mind, to create a version of events in which you were the hero. But it was quite another to win over someone as strong and bossy as Aimee. Someone who insisted on taking responsibility and never making excuses.
The blanket stirred. There was a strange doubling as a copy of Aimee emerged from the original’s skin. The new woman crouched beside her sleeping sister, then stood. She picked up a discarded robe from the couch and shrugged it on, then moved to stand beside clothed Ebon. Both of them watched the naked man, waiting. The original Aimee stayed sleeping on her side by the fire, eyes closed, oblivious.
“She’s not part of this,” said nude Ebon, disarmed. 
“I choose to believe she is.” 
“She’s just a projection,” he said, looking at the standing Aimee. He pointed to the Aimee sleeping by the fire. “That’s how she really is right now.” 
“What is ‘right now’?” asked clothed Ebon. 
“Now. Here.” 
“While time is frozen. While I am standing in a kind of mindscape, arguing with a different version of my own memories. Is that the rational universe in which I should refuse to believe the impossible?”
“She’s something you made up,” said nude Ebon, sounding less certain. “This isn’t real, so she isn’t either.” 
Clothed Ebon smirked. “Believe whatever you want. But if your version of the future requires Aimee Frey to not see through your bullshit or call you on it, I think you’ll be very disappointed.” 
“She’s not part of this,” nude Ebon repeated. To clothed Ebon’s ears, the words were exactly the same as he’d said them earlier, down to the smallest inflection. Exactly. He was like a robot in a loop, without the programming to push through something unforeseen.
“She is. The minute she wakes up, she is.” 
“I don’t need her approval,” said nude Ebon. “I just won’t talk to her about Holly. I’ll only talk about us. Things she can’t contradict.” 
But the tables had turned. Clothed Ebon took Aimee’s hand. She looked over at him, a very real, very Aimee smile forming on her wide lips. Together, they took two steps forward. 
“I’ll never stop pestering you,” she said. 
“The past is the past,” the nude man said weakly. 
“I’ll never stop prying. I’ll never stop asking questions. I’ll never stop rehashing the past.” She lowered her voice to a near whisper. “I’ll never stop making you feel more guilty than sad about Holly’s death … until you Own Your Shit enough to move on.” 
“I have nothing to feel guilty about,” said nude Ebon. 
Aimee took another step, now leaving clothed Ebon’s side. He knew she was just a projection of his own mind — no more “real Aimee” than the woman who’d worn high heels during one of his episodes, baking batch after batch of cookies — but still her every word surprised him, as if they were genuinely her own. Her tone was sufficiently bossy, her pitch perfectly blending condescension with pity. Aimee might be sleeping by the fire in reality, but this was what she’d actually say, and they both knew it. 
Repression wasn’t the same as forgetting. Repression was pushing down, but Ebon’s Aimee memories weren’t like his Holly memories. Holly was dead and forever mute … but as long as the real Aimee was around to call Ebon on his bullshit, the things Ebon knew deep inside, regarding Aimee, would have enough strength to fight back. 
“You hated the way I pushed you to remember, Ebon,” she said. “You ran off to Vicky when I pushed. But Vicky wasn’t who you wanted, was she? She wasn’t even the woman you thought you’d seen that day, with the red hair and the porcelain skin and the big curves. Vicky was just a stand-in for Julia, and Julia was some strange blend of me and your mother. You’ve seen through your projections before, Ebon. You saw it at Vicky’s, when you finally began to realize who she truly was and who she’d never actually been. But you didn’t like realizing that either, did you?” 
Clothed Ebon watched his naked double blink. No, he hadn’t liked that at all. When the veneer of Julia-ness that Ebon’s mind had laid across Vicky had finally thinned, the realization pushed his world to spinning. He couldn’t go forward to back. His only choice was to wipe the world clean and restart with the one person who might be able to help him. The one person who’d never faltered, never left, never relented.
“You might hate what I do,” Aimee continued. “You might hate what I say. You may get tired of me telling you what to do, silently judging you, patiently and maddeningly waiting for you to get your head out of your own naked ass and see what’s right in front of you. But you always come back to me. And that’s why you will never, ever be able to forget the truth, fake Ebon: because you want to spend your future with me … and I won’t let you forget!” 
Nude Ebon backed up, his retreat arrested by Richard’s ottoman. “We’ll talk around it,” he said. “I’ll tell you what you want to hear, but won’t believe it myself.” 
She laughed. “Do you think I’ll ever stop talking about it? What have I ever stopped talking about? When do I ever stop talking, fake Ebon? Is there anything, by now, that you don’t know about my father? Anything you don’t know about my mother, my grandparents, my family history on this island, my boyfriends and lovers, my motherfucking love for flowers?”
As she finished speaking, the stark, firelit room seemed to explode into vibrant color. Lilies first: white, yellow, pink. Orchids followed, blizzard-colored blooms with bright-purple throats. Antique hydrangeas blossomed behind them, tinted in lavender, terra-cotta and cranberry. Roses exploded through the room, embellishing every surface in hues that shouldn’t exist. Ebon could smell the sweet lavender roses, which he remembered held their scent from the moisture in their petals, alongside the almost sickly pungent perfume of pink lilies. 
“What do your flowers have to do with any of this?” asked the nude man. But it was barely a question; it was almost cowering and defensive — the verbal equivalent of lying on the floor beneath someone with a raised fist, holding up arms for protection. “I choose to believe you ran into town for these. You took the truck. You went down to Main Street and you loaded the bed with thousands of …” 
“YOU CAN’T HAVE A FLOWER SHOP ON AN ISLAND!” Aimee yelled. 
“But what…” 
“YOU CAN’T FORGET IF YOU’RE AROUND ME! I WON’T ALLOW IT!” 
There was a heavy beat of silence. Clothed Ebon blinked. Both Aimee and the other Ebon had frozen like the last scene of a play’s second act. 
In that moment he saw all four players in the room for what they really were. They were his own mind warring with itself. Two against two: an Ebon in denial and a passive, sleeping Aimee versus himself and Aimee as she truly was. But the fight was already over. The disparate versions of Ebon’s memories could spar for years, but Aimee’s presence gave clothed Ebon an unfair advantage. Aimee had always held the upper hand in their relationship — and Aimee, as long as she stood by him, would never stop being Aimee. 
Ebon’s head turned on a swivel, taking in the room’s suddenly vibrant colors. Screaming purple and white lisianthus, gloriosa so red and yellow they looked licked by live fire, tiny vases stuffed with snow white lily of the valley, bright blue muscari, and rich chocolate cosmos. Ebon knew them all by name and shape and color. All those long, tedious, one-sided discussions about floral arranging. All those hours spent watching her work and all the floral links she’d sent him online. All those boring stories about trying to resurrect the family’s island flower shop before finally deciding to close it. It had sunk in after all. Ebon didn’t care about flowers in the least. But he cared about Aimee with all his heart.
As long as Aimee was around, the truth would follow whether he liked it or not. If he didn’t free it now, the truth would forever be a burr in his mind’s braid, slowly sawing its way out from the inside.
“I don’t want to remember Holly,” said nude Ebon. His voice was quieter, less forceful. He’d grown shorter, his hair now darker. Diminishing. Becoming small. “I want to let her go.”
Aimee, her demeanor now calm, walked toward the other Ebon and took one of his hands in both of her own. The smaller man looked up. He’d seemed so sure and intimidating moments ago, but now he looked frightened. He’d grown even shorter, summer clothes now shimmering onto his body as if emerging from his naked skin. His features had softened, becoming less edged and more rounded, less whittled away by life’s relentless grinding stone. 
By the time Aimee pulled him into a hug and he began to sob against her shoulder, she’d changed as well: growing younger and smaller, the gray vanishing from her hair. Ebon had become the fifteen-year-old boy he’d once been — beaten and bleeding, wearing the same clothes he’d worn on the day Richard Frey had murdered his innocence. Aimee became the seventeen-year-old girl who’d once taken her father’s side in a one-sided fight — now mature enough to Own Her Shit and take Ebon’s instead.
“That’s what you aren’t seeing,” young Aimee told the boy. “You don’t have to choose between remembering and letting go.” 
The boy looked up.
“You can do both,” she said. 
Ebon — now the only true Ebon in the room — watched them embrace, watched the boy cry into the girl’s chest. Then they faded like a sepia photograph in the sun, ghosts before they were nothing at all. 
Snow outside returned to falling. The day, arrested just after sunrise, slowly broke. Ebon looked down to see Aimee — the real Aimee; his Aimee forever more — stirring in front of the fire’s red-gray pile of coals and ashes.
He looked around the room. The flowers were gone, and everything was back to normal. It was dusty beyond the circle they’d cleared in front of the fire, tools everywhere and tubs of joint compound in the center. The scene was appropriate, Ebon decided, for a day several months into a renovation project conducted by two non-professionals who were in over their heads. 
Beyond the piles, through the window, Ebon saw Aaron sleeping beneath a white blanket. Down the snow-covered beach, there would be an old deserted carnival on a pier and a small path emerging from the brush where a red dock had once been, now as gone as the summer crowds. 
Aimee rolled from one side to the other and turned to face him. She blinked as if sensing something amiss, then craned her neck to look at the boom box, still playing the Oasis CD on a loop. 
“Has that been playing all night?” Aimee asked. 
The song currently spinning was, of course, “Wonderwall.”
Ebon said, “I hate this song.”
But then it ended, and the next song began. It was “Don’t Look Back in Anger.” 
“Come down here.” Aimee beckoned with a finger and a sly smile. 
“It’s over,” Ebon said, looking at the boom box. “It’s finally over.” 
“I don’t think so.” Aimee’s smile was becoming a grin, her hair a rat’s nest of I-don’t-give-a-shit disorder. “If you ask me, it’s just begun.”



 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Choices in Time 
 
“THIS IS STUPID,” AIMEE SAID. 
EBON looked over. She was bundled into an enormous pink coat with white fur at the hood and cuffs. Ebon had never seen Aimee in the winter, but he felt sure that she’d had the coat as a teenager, purchased large and built to last. She looked ridiculous, but Ebon had already sufficiently mocked her about it. He’d get more digs in later, but right now the impression he was trying to project was different: rebuke, not mockery. He met her eyes, waiting.
“Sorry,” she finally said.
“You asked what I wanted to do on my birthday. This was what I wanted to do.” 
“Sorry,” she repeated. “This is brilliant. Best idea ever. Why doesn’t everyone do this?” 
Ebon looked over at Aimee with a warning glance. She returned his smile, still making fun of him, still shitting on his idea but willing to play along. She’d swapped her giant mittens for smaller gloves that allowed for greater dexterity, but they were filthy with sand and soaked with melted snow. Her hands had to be equally frozen, but this had become a battle of wills: Ebon versus Aimee, a war for all the marbles. 
“Hand me that turret mold,” said Ebon. His knees were numb as he knelt in the cleared patch of snow, but the sand was moist and the cold was like current through a wire. The sand had to be wet, or else you couldn’t shape it. 
“If you put a turret on top of that pile of crap, it’ll fall right off,” said Aimee.
“Are you literally unable to refrain from giving orders, or are you just an asshole?” Ebon replied. 
Aimee rolled her eyes and passed Ebon the mold. He packed sand into it, pushing to firm the brick, then slapped it atop his half-assed castle wall. The wall was little more than a long mound (owing in part to his own chilled hands and wet gloves), so the heavy turret crippled the fortification and made it crack along the bottom. Ebon raised the mold, and the turret stayed inside it, refusing to dislodge.
“Slap the sides,” Aimee said.
“I know how to get sand out of a mold.”
“I keep telling you, it’s freezing as fast as we’re building it.” 
“Then it’ll last a long time,” Ebon retorted. 
“If you can build it in the first place,” she said. “Maybe I should go get some hot water.” 
“Because that’s the way to build a sandcastle. Pour hot water on it.” 
“Did I say I wanted to pour it anywhere? I meant that we could dip the molds into it between scoops. Then you, you know, work fast.” Aimee made a complex set of gestures with her hands that were apparently supposed to explain the choreography of using hot-dipped sandcastle molds.
“That’s stupid,” said Ebon. 
“You’re stupid.” 
“What was our agreement?” 
Aimee rolled her eyes again. 
“How old are you?” he said.
“I feel seventeen. Does that count?” 
“I want to hear you say it. Tell me what we agreed on.” 
“You’re going to make me dinner.” 
“That’s not what we agreed on.” 
“You’re going to finish taping the hallway.” 
“Definitely not what we agreed on.” 
Ebon looked at Aimee in her huge, furry pink hood, suddenly finding her desperately adorable. An odd emotion tugged at him, feeling like it was trying to break his heart. Here he was, with her at last, while also managing to miss her at the same time — to pine for her, like a lovelorn sailor at sea. 
Aimee was caught between ages, and Ebon found himself caught alongside her. They’d missed all those years, and he supposed those lost annums were the absence he felt even as she sat mere feet away, their future indefinite, his plans in the city on hold. He could lean forward and kiss her right now, or he could lead her inside and make love to her on the big master bed. But still Ebon felt that sense of broken nostalgia, of years gone and never able to return. The feeling mingled with a subtle churning of thoughts about Holly, deepening the cut. For a while, she’d be like a third person in their bed. And for a while, his renewed affection for Aimee would be tinged with guilt. There was little to do but to feel it all and move on. Holding faith that dissonant feelings would fade in time, like a torch slowly burning out in the middle of a dark passage between then and now.
“When we were bored that last summer, when I was fifteen and you were seventeen, you always used to suggest much more interesting options,” Ebon said.
“Like what?” 
Like the time you talked so casually about giving blow jobs. Like the letters you used to send, in which you put yourself on such lascivious display. 
But that had been a long time ago, and she was now a grown woman. They could have taken those years to grow into what they were finally becoming, but they’d skipped over them like an errant stitch in a fold of fabric. As it was, they had to start over. And while part of Ebon very much wanted to hear her say those scintillating old words, Aimee doing so today would be false. It would be attempting to rewrite the past, to make it something it wasn’t. 
“Things other than home renovation.” Ebon gave Aimee a look, conveying just enough of their old lust to broadcast his meaning.
Aimee knelt tall, then rubbed her chest through her coat. In a sly voice, she said, “Well. A girl does have needs.” 
“Right.” 
“Hang my drywall, baby,” she purred.
Ebon kept working on the castle. “Sure.”
She leaned closer, her voice almost a whisper. “Oh, your taping knife is so big.” 
“Nevermind.” 
She pushed him, then settled back and looked down. The turret sand had dislodged from the mold, then slid down the “wall” to break in half, spilling lighter sand from the middle like a rotted center in a piece of fruit. 
“Did you seriously scoop up dry sand? Haven’t I taught you anything?” 
Ebon looked over, but now Aimee’s smile was deliberately mocking. Her resolution to let him have his way for a single day had lasted through breakfast, a few hours of cutting trim molding, a game of two-handed euchre, and lunch. Thinking about it now, Ebon counted himself fortunate to have had that long. 
“You suck,” he said. “What kind of a birthday present is this?” 
“I came out into the freezing cold with you and tried to make a sandcastle because it’s what you wanted. If that doesn’t prove … something? … then I don’t know what does.” 
“‘Something.’”
“Yes, ‘something,’” she repeated. 
“Just say it. Say you love me.” 
She laughed. “Too early. I barely know you.”
“It’s what I want for my birthday.” 
“You wanted to build a sandcastle. You don’t get two things.”
Feeling bold, Ebon crawled toward her, flattening the castle with his plodding knees. It was fine. The thing was pathetic anyway. He’d insisted mostly to prove a point, though he hadn’t even realized it at the time: They’d met over a sandcastle, but trying to return there was folly. Right now they were two grown-ups, not two kids. They had to start where they were, with due consideration of where they’d been. 
“Say you love me,” he said. 
“No.” 
He crawled farther, now over her, almost pushing Aimee onto her back. “Say it.” 
She put one of her filthy gloves against his face. He felt the grit of wet sand. “Slowly, Ebon,” she whispered. 
“Slowly?” 
“You’re just getting past … ” 
“I’m past.” He felt a smile crawl onto his face, but the pull of his facial muscles was like a trigger. He sat back on his heels. Then he said, “I guess I’m not past.” 
“Me either,” she said, straightening.
“What aren’t you past?” 
“A changing friendship. The blossoming of something that’s been trapped in a bud for so long.” 
“I love it when you make flower metaphors.” 
She closed the renewed distance and kissed him. “It’d be a mistake to pretend this is how it’s always been.” 
Ebon nodded. “As long as it can still ‘be.’” 
“I don’t understand that. It’s too complicated for me.”
“That’s because I was always smarter. Quieter, but smarter.” 
“Bullshit,” she said softly, putting a hand on his chest. 
After a quiet, thoughtful moment, Aimee said, “He almost killed you, Ebon.” 
“Who?” 
“My dad. That day. He almost killed you, but I never apologized. Even when I got you out of there, the whole thing just became a problem for us to solve.” 
“Why should you apologize?” Ebon was merely mouthing the words because it was polite, but in truth he’d thought about it over and over. What Aimee had said was true. They’d addressed the challenge of explaining Ebon’s injuries and had worked together to concoct an elaborate lie involving hoodlums. But their moment of almost-passion had been instantly forgotten, and she’d never expressed remorse — probably because the situation’s other demands had been so pressing. Or possibly because in the moment, admitting remorse would have forced her to see her father as a monster, when at the time she’d been too fragile for him to be anything but her guardian, her protector, the only person truly on her side in a world filled with hurt.
“I should have.” She touched his cheek again. “I’m so sorry.” 
“It’s okay.” 
Aimee watched him for a few quiet seconds, probably trying to see whether he meant it. He did. Ebon hadn’t been carrying resentment for sixteen years … but then, as he sighed into the moment, he realized he kind of had. That moment and the way it had turned was as responsible for their relationship’s interruption as anything else. He’d left that summer never to return — and had done so feeling unwelcome and unasked by the girl who'd been his first almost-love. 
She’d rejected him. Soon afterward Julia had come to call. So much of Ebon’s life had spun on that dime. So much of both of their lives.
“I just wanted you to know,” she said. 
“Thanks.”
“And now,” Aimee said, standing and brushing her hands against one another, “I’d like to go inside. My nipples could cut glass.”
Ebon stood and trod behind her like a puppy. Feeling immature, he said, “Can I see?” 
“I don’t know. Are you growing into our new relationship slowly? Are you blinded by your long-ass infatuation, unable to see my flaws because you’ve set me too high on a pedestal?” 
Ebon scoffed. “Look who thinks she’s the queen.” 
“Are you Owning Your Shit?”
“With Dr. Sullivan’s help, I’m trying.” 
Aimee looked back at Ebon, her eyes domineering and warning, telling him You’d better be. The glance lasted only a second, but in that blink Ebon saw Aaron’s shore tilt sideways. He saw lost paths in a deserted subdivision. He saw a woman with fiery-red hair and porcelain skin become another with only a passing resemblance. He saw an angry sea, a dam of thunderstorms, a loop from which there was no escape. 
And as Ebon thought of those disruptive almost-memories, he wondered how the crumbled wall he’d built inside had ever thought it could keep Aimee from the truth.
Inside, Aimee started two cups of milk warming in the microwave and set two packets of instant hot chocolate on the countertop. Ebon laid more logs on the coals, coaxing the fire slowly to life. When the chocolate was ready, Aimee brought it over and set it on the coffee table, dark brown bits of undissolved mix turning lazy circles on the liquid’s surface. Ebon considered his cup, then took a sip. It was mediocre, too sweet, and gritty. But as fire wrapped the dry wood before them, Ebon looked around the room and contemplated the day’s work, feeling strangely at peace with his mug and the liquid inside it. There was no end in sight to Aimee’s quixotic restoration, but that was par for her course. Ebon found he didn’t need to be able to see tomorrow. It was enough to clearly see today.
Aimee extended her hands, flexing her fingers at the fire. 
“I was freezing,” she said. “That feels good.” 
Ebon looked at Aimee’s profile, finding her beautiful. She’d been beautiful to him all those years ago. When she’d been fourteen. When she’d been fifteen. When she’d been seventeen. But now she was thirty-three, and she’d become a different kind of beautiful. For perhaps the first time, Ebon let himself see all of her as she was now, letting the way she’d once been slough off like dead skin. She was no longer the girl from his past. Now she was the woman in his present. 
Ebon stood. She watched him, wondering. 
“We need more wood,” Ebon said, then walked away while Aimee, behind him, pointed in protest at the stack of logs already beside the fire in a black iron cage.
When Ebon returned from upstairs, he knelt beside Aimee, looked at her, then tossed a small, hard-bound book onto the fire. It landed back down, pages up, and was immediately licked to its core by a bright yellow flame. Aimee blinked at Ebon, an unasked question in her eyes. 
“Holly’s journal,” he explained.
They stared at the fire together, watching pages blacken and turn as if by an unseen hand. 
“I suppose this is me turning my back on the truth,” Ebon said. “But someone once told me that I didn’t have to choose between remembering and letting go.”
“Who told you that?”
Ebon slipped his arm under Aimee’s, saying nothing, leaning sideways to rest against her shoulder. He gazed into the fire and watched the past burn as his future’s heart beat against him. A strange sense of melancholy was descending. Something hurt, but it was an ache he was learning to recognize, and make friends with.
“I miss her,” he said, feeling his eyes beginning to mist.
Aimee reached over and held Ebon closer. 
“But for all those years, I missed you too.” 
She squeezed his hand, then looked down and gave him a small, bittersweet smile.
“Me too,” she said.
They watched the journal’s spine blacken and curl atop the fire’s logs. Ebon felt something sigh inside — something now departed, never to return. It wasn’t just Holly. It was everything. It was those past summers, the second-guessed initials carved at Redding Dock, those days of innocence, that first stolen kiss atop the carnival’s wheel. So much was gone. So much couldn’t be changed. It was what it was, for better or for worse. 
Ebon rolled his eyes upward, taking in the patched walls, the incomplete moldings, and Aimee’s every schizophrenic pattern and project. They’d never finish. Eventually they’d have to hire contractors or call it quits. Eventually he’d have to decide whether to stay or go, how to earn a living, and what to do with the life he’d paused in the city and didn’t want to consider again, because that life was too thick with the wrong breed of memory. That was a different kind of renovation — a new undertaking to change something drenched in painful memories and make it fresh. He’d have to face all of those choices in time. But for now it was enough to let it be — a benign splinter that could be abided even while it kept a wound from closing. 
“What’s next?” Aimee asked, following Ebon’s eyes to the dozen in-progress projects around the room.
Ebon looked at Aimee. He watched fresh snow settle to the sand beneath the gray sky beyond the window, brushing a bleak world that felt empty of all but the two of them. He watched the fire, where private memories burned, decently buried and finally at rest. And he gave Aimee the only answer he had to give. 
“Tomorrow,” he said.
 



Author’s Note 
 
Not a lot of people know this, but Axis of Aaron was born cover first.
Sean and I like to experiment and do crazy things with our art. If you doubt me, just look at the project we wrote immediately before Axis: a young adult steampunk novel called The Dream Engine. We wrote that book in thirty days, in front of a live audience, starting without any ideas whatsoever, as part of a project called Fiction Unboxed. People said we were so crazy, we needed drool cups. Axis, which ends up being plenty crazy, started like this: 
Once upon a time, Sean discovered this great cover designer named Jason Gurley and became immediately excited about getting Gurley covers on all of our work. But Jason was already starting his slow retirement from cover work to focus on his writing, and the work he was taking comprised quite a long waiting list. You’d think that would deter a normal person, but it didn’t deter Sean. He just started finding another way.
“Look,” he told me, pointing excitedly at his MacBook’s screen when I came down for a week-long story session in Austin, Texas. “Jason has all these premade covers. We wouldn’t have to talk him into a commission, and we wouldn’t have to wait. We can just grab a cover and start writing right now.” 
“But we don’t have a book that needs a cover,” I said. 
“Of course not. We get the cover first,” Sean explained. “Then we write the book second.”
If you’ve noticed the oddity in this thinking already, you’re not alone. But I’ve got used to working with Sean, and I also know full well that after writing titles like the Unicorn Western and Fat Vampire series (both of which began as single-line jokes on our podcast, both of which ended at nearly a quarter-million words), I’m convinced that ideas aren’t the rare gems people think they are. We can start from a seed of nothing, then grow it into something. Why would a cover be any different?
So Sean sent me an email and said, “Pick three or four of your favorite covers from Jason’s site, and let me know which they are.” I did. Then, working together, we narrowed those finalists to a cover that showed a quaint town with something amiss: the image was doubled, reflected, and tilted so the beach line was at a vertiginous angle. It was awesome. Now all we needed was a book to go with it.
At the time, when he was doing cover work, Jason put fake titles on his pre-mades so that buyers — sensible buyers who already had a book in need of a cover, in a sane world — could see what the typography would look like and where the words would go. And on our pick, the fictional author was Leonard Ammas. And the title? Axis of the World. 
 We immediately began calling the project Axis, because that’s how we’d asked Jason for the cover: “Yes, yes, give us the Axis cover. The one by Leonard Ammas. That’s the one we want.” And on our podcast, we started talking about the project (keeping under wraps our stated goal of writing something that was “literary as fuck”), and called it Axis. The book showed up on the production schedule as Axis, and when Sean began brainstorming the idea, he called it Axis. We both grew used to the idea, even though we had no idea what the book would be about, what its characters would be like, or what might happen. Used to uncertainty, we soldiered on. 
Sean wrote what he calls “story beats” for Axis, starting with the idea of exploring a town by the ocean where, like our cover art, something isn’t quite right. What’s up? What’s down? Which direction is right or left, east or west? The cover didn’t know, so our characters — and, for a while, our reader — wouldn’t know either. Art informed life informed art. And when Sean was done, having built those story beats day by day for over a month, he handed them to me. We had thirty days or so before we had to begin the aforementioned Fiction Unboxed project, and given our production rate, that was easily time for me to blast through 120,000 words. It was more than enough, but still my first reaction was, “No.” 
“No?” said Sean. 
“I can’t write this now,” I told him. “I’d have to rush it.” 
“There’s plenty of time,” he insisted. “And if you have to move quickly at the end to make the deadline, you move quickly.” 
But I dug in my heels. No. No. No, no, no! I couldn’t write it before Unboxed. I wouldn’t. I’d have to write it later — after the similarly untitled, similarly improv, similarly drool-cup-crazy origin story that became The Dream Engine. Because I’d already read his beats, and I’d got a feel for what might happen in Axis. Sean’s outlines always change dramatically as I discover the story during the first draft, so I didn’t know what exactly would happen, but I was sure of one thing: whatever it was would break my heart.  
I’d met Ebon Shale. Sean had given me a photo, a bio, a tragic story of a man who loses his wife in a car accident only to realize she’s been unfaithful. And I’d met Holly, the cheating wife — who, as I read her bio, I realized might not be as much of a pop-up boogeywoman as Ebon’s perspective would have us think. Even the character duality, looking back, had shades of the book’s final themes, casting doubts on “what’s real” and “what’s not” just as surely as “who’s right” versus “who’s wrong.” I could see Holly’s side of things … and I could see the arrested, stunted relationship Ebon had once with Aimee Frey, back in his teens. Aimee’s character sheet was topped with a photo of a young actress Sean would cast in her role if Axis were a movie. She was wearing a scarf, her blonde hair a mess. Her bio began with, “Aimee Frey is cast young on purpose, because it’s how Ebon sees her.” I was intrigued. 
The beachside that shifts from old to young, from decaying to fresh to impossible architecture reminiscent of Frank Lloyd Wright. 
The mysterious woman in red, whom Ebon pursues then loses, for reasons he doesn’t understand. 
I met the characters. I visited the locations, including the carnival called Aaron’s Party. Even the descriptions of the Party’s varied appearances (active, abandoned, absent) tugged at my emotions. 
The Aaron carousel was once a really big deal, but no one has cared about it for a long time. It was originally built and paid for by Aimee’s great-grandparents, when there was no one to go to, then admired for decades. When Ebon was a kid the Danger Wheel was fairly new, and people stopped caring about the carousel. Even before Aaron’s Party closed, the hand-carved horses were getting sold off, one by one.  
 I saw Ebon’s journey, as his own world doubled, as his own horizons tilted. Sean really had given me the bones of a world based on a random cover. I loved the world. I knew I only had one chance to get it right, because the book would have no sequels. I refused to rush, refused to shortchange it. The loss of time, along with the inevitable and uncaring forward march of time is one of my sore spots. If I was going to wallow in the spent innocence of use and the fragility of cherished pasts, I was going to give it all the time it insisted on taking. 
When the world began to claim its identity, we began to ponder the book’s title. “How about Axis?” I said. Can we just call it Axis of the World? It felt right to stick with the title Jason had given it, in a way. Because although neither of us was named Leonard Ammas, the entire world really had been born from that single image. It was our axis — the thing around which the entire, fragile project rotated. In the end we changed it to be the axis of our town, called Aaron. But by then I was far into the draft, and even the title decision began to backwash into our story. The title promised an axis of the town of Aaron? Well then. My subconscious was all too happy to have that twist ready as I neared the manuscript’s end, making even our designer’s throwaway title instrumental in the final book. 
When it was finished, Axis of Aaron was our most expensive project to date in terms of hours spent. We’d both poured way more time into the book than we’d intended to, and neither of us cared. Axis was a standalone novel — one we proudly declared to be literary as fuck after all — and had far less sales potential than just about anything else we’d written. But we didn’t care about any of that either. 
All that mattered as we wrapped Axis was that we’d done it justice. That stupid, single, throwaway idea that had come out of nothing had blossomed into a fragile ecosystem of delicate things that neither of us wanted to step on and break. 
We’d taken our time to make sure we’d handled this project reverently, with the respect and care it deserved. 
And now we’re giving it to you, our dear reader. 
Handle this story with care, if you would. Pieces of us, the authors, are scattered in shards throughout.
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