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Chapter 1) 

 
In the end, there wasn’t much. The sterile light of 

the bathroom. Her wrists, stretched out before her like a 
long deserted highway, the horizon neatly marked by a 
red sunrise. There was water, a mirror, and her own face. 
Emily. Julia. No, she was Emily. Emily Carson. 

She was, she still was, for now. 
 
The affair began long before Julia, before Julia 

was even an idea. Her lover cooed to her a thing like she 
had never known. A thing so real and total she’d been 
seduced before she even said its name. It began 
innocently, as all things do. It began with a rooftop. 

Emily had never liked parties. She always found 
her way into the corners of things and stayed there until 
someone forced her back. The corner here was held in by 
a railing. It was not the railing’s fault. 

At the horizon, the city looked like a solid mass, 
every building packed together into one creature that 
stood dark and tall in front of the sky. There were no 
stars. The light of the buildings was bright and cold. 

Emily ran her hands along the rail, feeling the thin 
metal bars like the boundary of something. She looked 
down. The feeling in her stomach wasn’t fear. It was the 
feeling she’d had watching the sunrise over the ocean, the 
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waves stretching away into eternity, and beyond that, a 
world she could scarcely imagine. She felt restless. 

She checked over her shoulder. The rest of the 
rooftop was full of couples, acutely occupied with their 
mingling. Somewhere over there was Troy, but he wasn’t 
looking for her yet. She turned back to the railing and 
listened. 

It said nothing, so she counted to three. 
At first, she watched each window sail by, up and 

off into another world she no longer belonged to. She 
could see people behind them, washing their dishes and 
arguing. She waved at them. A woman screamed, but the 
sound died in the rushing of the air. She fell faster. The 
windows blurred into a waterfall of light. Faster and 
faster, while a man in one apartment craned his neck to 
see what had zipped by. Down to the cheaper apartments. 
Down to the streetlights. Down, fast and clean all the way 
to the ground and then it was over. The people on the 
rooftop didn’t even notice. They didn’t see the stiletto 
catch on the railing while her body tumbled out of sight. 

“Emily?” 
Then it was gone. Emily felt cool metal bars under 

her hands once more and the dream slipped from her 
head. She turned to face Troy, feeling suddenly guilty. 
No, it was not to be today. She had Troy. He put an arm 
around her shoulders and drew her against him, and 
standing by his side, the edge seemed far away. 
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Chapter 2) 
 
 Emily’s first meeting with death came much 
earlier, when she was only a child. There was a big cat 
named Fonzie who lived next door. The cat was just a cat 
and not an evil one, but the cat liked to kill things. The 
rabbit was really more of a bunny, and most of all of a 
birthday present. Emily was told about responsibility and 
care, that the rabbit would rely on her for everything, that 
she was a big girl now. She believed she was, as only a 
six-year-old could. She couldn’t pick a name for him, so 
they just called him Bun. The rabbit didn’t seem to mind. 

Emily loved Bun. She fed him and petted him and 
tried to teach him tricks. She hopped around the yard with 
him. She insisted she could teach him how to walk, 
maybe even fly. You never knew with rabbits. 

That day, the yard was a magic yard and Emily 
was a fairy queen. She ran upstairs to get her crown from 
the toy chest. Bun sat in the magic yard, not flying, 
resolutely obedient to gravity. The magic yard had a 
magic fence, and the magic fence had a hole. Through the 
hole came Fonzie. 

Emily watched it from the window. She watched 
the whole thing. She took her crown off her head and 
threw it in the trash. 
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The next time Emily met death was in a hospital. 
This time it was human death. She knew because she 
touched it. Her grandfather’s cancer had come quickly, 
enveloping his body and shrinking it down to skin and 
bones. All the expensive doctors in the world couldn’t 
stop it. He was old. It was time. 
 Emily sat with her parents by the side of the 
hospital bed. Death crept slowly. It took little steps across 
her grandfather’s face. First, his breathing slowed. Emily 
took his hand, not sure what else to do. She felt something 
rising in her stomach as her grandfather’s eyes slid shut. 
The grip of his hand in Emily’s grew loose. He tried a 
small smile and his mouth only made it halfway before 
his breathing stopped.  

Emily missed the exact moment when death came 
in. She shut her eyes and cried like she was supposed to, 
clutching her grandfather’s hand. The skin was still warm. 
In an instant, it was only skin. Emily sat, holding the hand 
that was now just a dead thing. Her father came up behind 
her and she leaned her head into his stomach. He stroked 
her hair and slowly, she let the hand go. 

 
Death was not finished with Emily. It returned, 

beginning like it always did. It began with life. 
Emily married Troy Carson when she was twenty-

four. At twenty-seven, she peed a thin blue line onto a 
stick after weeks of missing her period. 

“Troy?” she called. Softly at first. Then louder, 
bleating. “Troy!” 

He ran to the bathroom door and found Emily 
squatting on the toilet. He stared wordlessly from her to 
the stick in her hand, not comprehending. She waved the 
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stick around like a magic wand. It worked. The silence 
broke. 

“Oh, Emily,” he cried. In that moment, it was the 
most beautiful thing he could have said. He barreled into 
the room and grabbed her in a hug. Her pants were still 
around her ankles. 

They were going to the doctor the next day. They 
lay in bed that night, pressed stomach to stomach, with 
something new and wonderful growing between them. 

“Boy or girl?” Troy said. 
Emily bit her lip. “Girl,” she said, and somehow 

she knew. 
“What should we name her?” 
Emily thought for a moment. 
“Julia,” she said. 
 
The weeks that followed were a flurry of doctor’s 

appointments and planning. They needed a new 
apartment. They needed a room for the baby, for Julia. It 
was too early, the doctor said, to know what sex the baby 
would be. But Emily was so certain. She’d had the name 
picked out since she was young in some vague way, 
because back then, she was never, ever having children.  

Until the blue line came, and suddenly, she was 
excited. Terrified and sick and utterly lost, but more 
excited than she’d ever been. 

Their lease wasn’t up until the end of spring, but 
that would be time to prepare before the baby came. Troy 
didn’t want Emily to deal with the stress of moving in her 
last trimester, but she said she didn’t mind. She would 
quit work by then, she said. Most of the stress in her life 
would be gone. 
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The next test told them it would be a girl, and 
Emily cried in the ultrasound chair. She kissed Troy’s 
hands, his beautiful hands. Her name would be Julia, and 
she would have big brown eyes like Troy’s and curly hair. 
Julia. 

 
On Christmas Eve, the pain started. First it was a 

dull throb, and then it ripped through her body like a 
knife. They ran to the street and hailed a cab. Emily was 
bleeding. Was this normal? It wasn’t normal. They tried 
to hide the blood from the cabbie as Troy sped him on to 
the hospital. 

Emily woke the next morning in a hospital gown. 
Troy sat silent in the chair next to her, his head in his 
hands. 

“We lost her,” was all he said. “We lost Julia.” 
 
This time, death hung around. It was there in the 

cracks in the sidewalk, beckoning from some world below 
Emily’s feet. She would catch herself listening to it 
beneath the rattle of the subway. It was close, just on the 
other side of the yellow line. If she just stepped off and 
waited. 

Troy was worried about her. He held her closer at 
night, pressed her about her day every time she came 
home. He felt around her as if looking for a broken bone. 
She shook off his attention, not because it was 
unwelcome, but because she did feel broken. Every 
movement hurt. She went to see a nice therapist who gave 
her nice advice about how to cope with grief. She coped 
and coped and still, the yellow line beckoned. The 
threshold beyond which lay the next step. Every time the 
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train lights came through the tunnel, some dark place in 
her mind counted to three. 

 As far as anyone knew, the therapy was working. 
Emily stopped crying herself to sleep. She started running 
around the neighborhood in the mornings. She showed up 
at work with a fresh face and bright eyes. She looked 
prettier. The hole that was punched through her heart was 
beginning to close, and there wasn’t so much empty space 
left. Troy had accepted a new job that would take him to 
Westchester. On nights when he came home late, Emily 
made dinner and they sat by the window and laughed. 

The months slipped by in a dull rhythm, and as 
winter faded the days grew bright and clear. 

 
It was a Thursday in April when death came for 

Emily again. Like a child learning to shoot, each time 
landing closer to the target.  

It happened like this: 
Emily came home from work around six and 

grabbed a peach off the counter. She cut it up with a knife 
while she went into the bathroom. The knife sat 
innocently on the sink. It was not the knife’s fault. 

She studied her face while she ran the bath. The 
lights at the top of the mirror reflected off her eyes and 
made them look like a city by night. She thought of her 
early days, back when New York had felt like a dream, 
before actual life had set in. For a moment, everything 
was still. The water stopped running and froze in a solid 
line down from the faucet. 

In that moment, Emily understood it all. Every 
breath of life since life began fit into a perfect line. A 
series of steps aligned like stars to lead up to this moment. 
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The way life is nothing more than what we do before we 
die. 

She took the knife off the sink and stepped into the 
water. Death had entered the room. Its warmth was thick 
in the air, rising in curls of steam from the surface of the 
bath. 

The first cut was too shallow to break skin. A neat 
little line across Emily’s forearm. The second went 
deeper. There was still peach juice on the knife. It mixed 
with a drop of blood and disappeared into the water as if it 
had never been. Then came the third, and the fourth, and 
the fifth. 

She watched it all through a dark screen laid over 
her eyes, like someone smeared black paint across her 
mind.  

There was the knife. Where was the peach? There 
was her arm, and it was red. 

Another splash and then there was banging on the 
door. Then there was blood, so much blood, and water. 

Then there was shouting, and another scene 
skipped in her mind. She could see things happening now, 
but they were smudged. At the bottom of a murky pool. 
There was Troy. There was a phone. There was an 
ambulance. There was a hospital gown. 

And then, like a gasp of air, the world came back 
into focus. A heart monitor blinked beside her, her left 
arm was neatly bandaged and Troy stood panting by the 
visitor’s chair. 

“Emily, Emily,” he kept saying, and touching her, 
and touching his mouth like he was praying. “You’re 
okay. I’m so sorry. What happened? You’re okay, you’re 
okay.” 
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Emily stared at her feet, shaking her head a little 
like there was water in her ear. Her arm stung badly. Troy 
didn’t let go of her hand all night. There had been crying, 
but she wasn’t sure if she was really into it. They’d asked 
her a lot of questions, whether she was on medication, if 
she had a diagnosis. They gave her a pamphlet on adult 
depression and had her fill out a sheet of paper. 

It read: Suicide Plan Risk Assessment Chart. 
She looked at that word, suicide. Was that what 

this had been? She didn’t want to kill herself. At least, not 
now. 

The chart said: Risk Assessment, slitting your 
wrists: 6%-24% effective. 

Maybe, she thought, I attempted 6% of suicide. 
The whole night, Troy kept hold of her hand 

between both of his until it disappeared. He didn’t cry, but 
she cried freely. She felt like her eyes had moved back in 
her head. Her breasts rose like the floor of a cave and her 
hair fell around her as walls. She retreated, watching the 
world from inside herself. Watching herself watch it. 
Everything rang and buzzed far away. 

The warmth faded out of the air. Death had 
slipped by again, missing the target. And here Emily was, 
bandaged and clean and alive, one hand pressed between 
Troy’s, the other gripped on the railing of her hospital 
bed. 
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Chapter 3) 
 

Deep in the woods, far from the city, there was a 
small patch of open ground surrounded by trees. There 
might have been a house there, but it had since sunken 
into the earth. Glass from a long broken window littered 
the dirt. On one side, by the tallest tree, there was an old 
porcelain bathtub. In the bathtub, there was a girl. 

The truth, or the closest thing to it, was that she 
fell out of the sky. Like a deer running backwards out of 
blazing headlights, she emerged one morning clean and 
fresh from another world. Her name was, she didn’t 
know. All she saw that morning was the light of the sun 
moving through the trees, pulsing slowly, the way 
heartbeats feel slow to an infant.  

The bathtub was cold and white beneath ages of 
dirt stains and scratches. The girl felt around her feet 
where the floor of the bathtub was littered with pine 
needles. She lifted her hands to her face and let the 
needles fall through her fingers. They formed a blanket 
over her legs and kept her warm when the nights grew 
cool. 

The first time she stood, her legs shook under the 
weight of her body. She tripped over the side of the 
bathtub and sprawled on the ground. Leaves and sticks 
buried into her skin. She let out a cry. Her own cry was 
the first thing she really heard. It drowned the sound of 
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the birds in the trees and the wind. She lay with her cheek 
pressed into the ground, waiting for something to happen. 
Nothing did. Slowly, she pushed herself up and wiped the 
dirt from her face. 

There, on the edge of the wood, she could just see 
something. Something huge and black, rumbling through 
the trees like sound. If it weren’t for the teeth, she would 
have thought it was a shadow. She turned around, and 
there were more of them. She wondered if her cry had 
brought them. Between every gap in the trees, she could 
just see another one. Some great, hulking beast, prowling 
with bright eyes. 

She took a breath in and waited. Something in her 
bones sensed danger. The beasts circled the wood, 
appearing here and there before vanishing into the trees 
once again. Night fell and still she did not move. Even in 
the darkness, she could hear the sound of their footfalls 
through the trees. Her body ached. She was so impossibly 
hungry, she almost wished the beasts would come for her, 
if for nothing than just to be food. 

 
Survival was slow, steady work at first, but nature 

was easily learned. She had been afraid to kill. The first 
month, she lived on leaves and berries until she could see 
each of her ribs in sharp relief. 

The first day a squirrel had wandered close to the 
bathtub, she was so weak that it had likely mistaken her 
for a corpse. It crawled up the pine needles and sniffed 
her, and in a rush of instinct she took a rock from the 
ground and brought it down on the squirrel’s head. The 
tiny bone shattered and blood leaked over the bathtub. 
The squirrel twitched and stopped moving. She didn’t 
know what to do with it. 
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She wanted to fling it away and forget the vile 
thing existed. She hated the sight of it now. But she was so 
hungry. She didn’t know how to eat a squirrel. Surely not 
the fur, not the bones. She should roast it. 

It took her all night to build a fire, and even then 
the flame was tiny. It served more to coat the squirrel in 
smoke than to cook it. But life knows nothing if not how to 
sustain itself. Within a month she could trap and skin a 
squirrel as easily as pick a bush of berries. It surprised 
her how simple survival was. Not easy, but simple. It 
could be sloppy. It was an absolute threshold below which 
lay oblivion, and anything above it would suffice. 

There was a long, cold stretch when she almost 
froze to death, but for a single deer that made the mistake 
of grazing too close to her. She brought the deer down 
with a sharpened stick and grilled its meat. The meat kept 
her strong through the worst of the cold, and at night she 
slept inside its skin. It took her weeks to wash off the 
blood. 

On cold nights when the fire kept her warm, she 
watched the light licking the shadows of the beasts. Every 
now and then, they would stop and turn their great heads 
to look at her. She could see the fire reflected back in 
their eyes. They would sniff the air, breath rumbling in 
their throats. Then they would turn and continue circling, 
patrolling the edges of the world. 

Sometimes they came in close to the bathtub, but 
she did not fear they would consume her. If the day came 
that she offered herself up to them, they would smile with 
open jaws. But they would wait, patiently, like patrons at 
a fine restaurant. They would not move towards her, but 
they would not shut their mouths. It was her task to stare 
down their throats each night and not go to them. 



 14	

This was the way the world was. A neat nest, 
tightly bound and perfectly balanced. She walked 
carefully, lest she disturb it. 
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Chapter 4) 
 

So many people fall in love with eyes and mouths, 
but with Troy, it was the hands. They looked like ships 
with strong masts. Emily loved the way he built things, 
the way the motion of his hands brought new life into 
being. When he picked a guitar, the way he carved a 
plank of wood or held a saw. There was art in his hands, 
and she loved them. 

He held her like a child. In his arms, she was 
always tiny and delicate, free to be fragile. At work or 
with friends, she always had to pull herself together and 
sew up the cracks. But Troy let her unravel. He enjoyed 
holding her together. He cradled her head, stroked her 
hair, kissed her shoulder as light as the legs of a fly. He 
was the most marvelous vacation. 

 
They’d been married for four years, together for 

seven. He was tall and handsome, with short-cropped 
black hair and dark eyes. She was small and blonde and 
everyone called her pretty. She agreed with them, for the 
most part. 

She remembered the day she brought Troy home 
to meet her family, fresh out of college and in love for the 
first time. Her parents had been polite, and did everything 
they could to show that they really, definitely were on 
board with their daughter dating a black man. A man from 
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Brooklyn. Who went to community college. Who worked 
in construction. 

But Troy fell into her world with ease. Her parents 
grew genuinely fond of him, maybe fonder than they were 
of Emily. She disdained everything about her family, but 
Troy seemed to enjoy it. The clean house in Connecticut, 
cocktail parties, men and women named Bill and Linda. 
Troy made her feel comfortable in her home for the first 
time. 

Emily moved to New York when she was 
eighteen. With her family safely tucked away in 
Connecticut, the city was Emily’s alone. She went to 
college uptown, ready to talk about poetry and philosophy 
and fix the world. What she found was a world of people 
who loved competitive internships and expensive lives. 
Her parents in miniature. She sat in the back of every 
class and fiddled with her nose ring until the professor let 
them leave. She spent every summer working as far away 
from home as she could get. California, London. But the 
last summer, she stayed in New York and worked in 
Brooklyn. There was a construction site on her way to the 
office, and every day she passed a tall man with strong 
hands. 

His name, he told her one morning, was Troy. 
 
Their first date was an accident. Troy had gotten 

off work just as Emily was walking to the subway. He 
stepped out onto the sidewalk on his phone when he saw 
her. 

He’d told her his name the week before, and she’d 
smiled like she always did at the cute strangers. She still 
remembered it. Troy. It sounded important. People 
weren’t named Troy anymore. A Troy had hope. 
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 He saw her and dropped his phone and it skidded 
into the storm drain. 
 “Fuck!” was the first word spoken on their first 
date. 
 Emily stopped and watched him search. She felt 
obligated to help. After all, she’d been the distraction. 
 She crouched next to him in the drain while taxis 
honked at them and used the light on her phone to help 
him look. There it was, the tiny silver thing, blinking up 
from a pile of what looked like shit. 
 “Shit,” was the second word he spoke. She wasn’t 
sure if it was an exclamation or an observation. Emily 
looked at him. 
 Troy had very dark eyes and she could see herself 
reflected back in them. 
 “Well, thanks anyway,” was the next thing he 
said. And Emily watched herself in those eyes and said, 
“Of course.” 

She’d expected some quipped pick up line, but he 
just looked at her and smiled like the sight of her 
genuinely made him happy. She was the one who asked 
him out for coffee. 

 
On their second date, they did everything right. 

Troy got a new phone. He called her. He asked her out for 
dinner. Did people still do dinner? Emily shoved half a 
bagel in her mouth and chewed before responding. Let 
him stew. She said yes. 

The dinner was lovely. It was too expensive, but 
Troy made a show of being casual about it. They went to 
an old theater that was notoriously cute. The projectionist 
mixed up the reels and halfway through the film switched 
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from a romantic comedy to an animated children’s story 
about an alien with poor self-esteem. 

The couple had just had their first big fight, and 
she’d stormed out and broken a heel and the taxis kept 
passing her by. It was supposed to symbolize, you know, 
whatever. Then the alien tried to fire a laser and couldn’t, 
and there was a music montage while he grew stronger. 
The audience started to complain. Troy just shrugged and 
went along with it. Emily tried to pretend both movies 
were happening in the same universe. 

Troy held her hand the whole walk home. His 
hands were so big they made her feel like she was only 
half-there. She liked the feeling. Troy stopped outside her 
door and told her she was the most beautiful thing he’d 
ever seen. She liked being called a thing. She invited him 
up so she could keep feeling small, keep not being all 
there. 

 
What she longed for, all of those long afternoons 

spent smiling at things that made her feel nothing, was 
Troy. Or something like him. She wanted a love of such 
epic proportions that she would be swallowed up by it, 
that her worth and meaning would never again be judged 
on their own, but as a part of this grand, beautiful thing. 

Then Troy proposed, and the beautiful thing had 
picked her to be a part of it for good. Happiness was 
guaranteed. Everything was possible. 

On the walk to the altar, all she could think was, I 
bet Dad’s pissed that I married a black guy. And she 
thought, It’s funny how you feel the least when you’re 
supposed to care the most. She cried at the reception 
when everyone gave their speeches. The whole time, her 
mind said, Do I look pretty enough? and My ex-boyfriend 
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will be so sad when he sees the pictures. She liked how 
angry this marriage was making everyone, and how happy 
they all had to look. 

She knew that day that this must be true love, 
because it felt important. Troy stood next to her and put 
his hand around hers, and then she was a half-person. She 
didn’t have to stand on her own ever again. She could 
relinquish power and remain small. Til death do us part. 

 
For their honeymoon, Troy suggested Hawaii and 

Jamaica and all kinds of warm, gorgeous things they 
couldn’t afford. Emily quietly asked if they could go 
upstate, somewhere cold. She wanted him to keep her 
warm.  

They settled on a cabin in Ithaca and drove out in 
the dead of winter. Emily watched the lights of the city 
disappear with a feeling of satisfaction. Only in darkness 
did she ever feel alone. Troy drove with one hand and 
kept the other gripped around Emily’s until both of their 
palms were sweaty. 

The first night, they stayed up fucking until it was 
nearly dawn and Emily made them an omelet with a 
dozen eggs. Troy fell asleep and Emily crawled to the 
window seat. The sun wasn’t up yet and the night was 
blue and thick. She wrapped a blanket around her legs and 
watched the snow tickle the window. For a moment, she 
forgot Troy was there. 

As she stared at the trees, she felt a curious sense 
of power. The wood stretched around them like arms and 
held her tight. Really, they could be anywhere. This could 
be a hundred years ago, and the world kept rolling on. 
New York buzzed and changed all the time, but out here 
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too much was constant. Trees didn’t change the way 
people changed. Nothing had to be modern. 

Love, Emily thought, is the only thing in the 
modern world that still feels epic. It can still stir you into 
a passion worthy of history. 

All she’d done in New York so far was work and 
file her taxes and wait patiently on the subway and drink 
coffee. She thought, Nothing there tests us. Nothing 
proves to us our own power. You might as well be dead 
for all the difference it makes to anybody. 

But here, alone, she could walk freely. She could 
be the only thing moving in a world that stood still. Not 
like God, but a little god, maybe. 

She looked at Troy, asleep in the thing that was 
now their marriage bed. Troy Carson, patron saint of 
wood. Local deity of walls and tables. All hail, bow in 
supplication. Now she was Emily Carson. Patron saint of 
public relations? She’d have to find something new to 
rule. 

 
She checked that Troy was still asleep and tiptoed 

to the door. It was snowing outside. She wrapped the 
blanket tight around her shoulders and carefully opened 
the door. She hadn’t accounted for the fact that she was 
barefoot. Her feet went numb within yards of the cabin. 
She flung the blanket off and ran naked into the darkness, 
feeling only the sting of cold in her toes and the bite of 
wind on her skin. 

She ran until she could see nothing but the trees. 
She finally stopped under a thick mess of branches where 
the ground was still dry. She listened to her breath, harsh 
and sharp in her throat. It rose in a cloud in front of her 
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face and faded into the mist. She sank to the ground and 
hugged her knees. She started to cry. 

She leaned her head back into the tree and cried as 
hard as her body would let her. She cried for love and for 
happiness and for a feeling she couldn’t name. It grew 
deep in her stomach. It was a feeling of remembering, of 
longing, of things she could no longer hold onto like 
slipping from a dream into waking. She cried for how big 
the world felt, and how small she felt in it. She cried 
because that was okay, because to be a small part of 
something so vast was enough. 

As quickly as the crying had begun, it stopped. 
Emily stood abruptly. Something in her jolted to attention. 
She had the feeling she was being watched. 

She peered through the darkness, waiting to see 
the flash of eyes everywhere. She wrapped her arms 
across her chest. The feeling wasn’t exactly danger. 

For a moment, she saw something shift in the 
trees. Like darkness against darkness, it moved slowly 
and quietly. She couldn’t make out the size. It could have 
been a bear or a child. She waited, staring through the 
haze of her breath. Then the feeling was gone. The 
movement passed away into the darkness and she was left 
alone once more. 

She ran blind all the way back to the cabin, 
leaving the blanket to freeze in the snow. She forced 
herself into the shower as the heat burned life back into 
her limbs. She climbed in bed next to Troy and curled on 
her side, watching him. Troy rolled over and put an arm 
across her back, not holding her, just absently laid across 
her like a poorly-built fence. Still, she felt bound by it, 
safe and warm, where no shape in the darkness could 
reach her. 
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Chapter 5) 
 

The May sun gleamed bright through the windows 
and baked the kitchen in late spring heat. The weather 
was getting hotter, and something about the heat always 
dug under Emily’s skin. It was the way she could never 
feel alone. Wherever she went, the sticky air closed in on 
her like a hundred unwelcome hands.  

She hadn’t been to work since the incident. That 
was the way she preferred to think of it – an incident. In 
the hospital, they’d called it an attempt. Troy had called it 
an accident. But it was none of those things. It was just a 
Thursday, it had come and gone like so many other 
Thursdays, only this one had left marks. But even now, 
the marks were fading, and what happened once might 
never have happened at all. 

It was getting down to the time now when she’d 
have to quit work for real. Either quit or go back. Troy 
was so confident that this was just a passing thing, a break 
that would heal with time and effort until the whole thing 
grew stronger. Except there was no greater whole, no 
framework for this piece to fit back into. There was only 
Emily, putting herself back together. 

She nibbled on her fingernails, trying to clear the 
dirt out from under them. It seemed that no matter what 
she did, they were always dirty. It was a stupid way to 
occupy time. She wasn’t sure what to do with her day 
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without work and without Troy. He wouldn’t be home 
until late in the evening. She was supposed to be 
concentrating on feeling better, so she sat and stared hard 
at the wall. It didn’t make her feel better. 

Gingerly, Emily lifted the bandage from her left 
arm. She was healing, slowly. How did you come back 
from something like this? The healing had to begin 
somewhere.  

She stretched her toes out and wiggled them. She 
thought of herself as a house, built from the ground up. 
There were her feet, steady and strong with their awkward 
toes and chipping nail polish. Her calves were thin and 
pale like the rest of her legs. Her hip bones stuck out a 
little when she stretched. She prodded them, looking for 
the source of all this wreckage. Everything she saw 
seemed sturdy enough. She was small and thin, but she 
was definitely there. 

Her phone buzzed from somewhere beside her and 
she silenced it. It beeped again to let her know she had a 
voicemail. 

Hi, Catherine just called to see how she was 
feeling. They all still missed her at the office. It had been 
a busy week, and she expected to fill Emily in on 
everything Monday morning. Would she be back then? 

Give her love to Troy. Click. Dial tone. 
Emily let the phone slip through her fingers. One 

thing was clear in her mind: She would never again set 
foot in that office. 

She climbed to her feet and paced across the small 
living room. The walls pressed in tight around her, and 
she flung the door open in an effort to free herself. The 
sound of a distant car horn hit her in the face. Down the 
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hall, someone was playing hip-hop too loud. She could 
hear people talking and laughing and living their lives. 

She shut the door and leaned against it, breathing 
hard. She found her way to the floor and sat there, nestled 
into the cool, white wall, holding herself. She felt thin, apt 
to be broken if a gust of air came in too strong. The world 
had grown so big and loud, and she hugged herself into as 
small of a shape as she could make. 

She hated herself for it. There were people in the 
world with real sorrows. Children who’d seen their 
parents killed right before their eyes. There was poverty. 
Just last week, they’d caught a man upstate who 
kidnapped and tortured girls. He was in jail now. The girls 
were dead. 

 
When Troy came home, he found her still curled 

in the corner. He wrapped his arms around her, pulled her 
into his chest and carried her to the bed. There they lay in 
silence, Emily weeping while Troy said nothing and 
asked no questions. He was a stone of a man, strong and 
quiet with a secret softness kept only for her. Even now, 
he was growing more rigid. Still, Emily clung to him as if 
she would fall if she didn’t. So broken and unkempt and 
lost, wrapped up in Troy was the only place she could 
stand to be. 

“What’s wrong today?” he said. 
There was something in it that made Emily bristle. 

The way he said Today. He’d never admit it, but she knew 
she was exhausting him. The mood she’d been in for 
months, she could tell Troy thought it ought to have lifted 
by now. He didn’t dare say so for fear of hurting her, but 
his voice was just a bit tired these days. 
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Still, she let everything spill. She couldn’t stop it. 
Once the words were out of her mouth, they kept coming. 
She told him everything, about work, about the apartment, 
about the noise. She hiccupped her way through a play by 
play of her misery. 
 After a while, Emily cried herself into silence. 
Troy sighed into the top of her head, stroking her hair 
with his hand bent back awkwardly beneath it. 
 “We don’t have to stay here, you know,” he said. 

Emily blinked into the darkness of his chest. 
“The lease is up at the end of this month,” Troy 

said. Emily felt his heartbeat quicken against her ear. He 
propped himself up and looked at her. “We could get out 
of here, if you want.” 

He looked sheepish. 
“Go somewhere quieter, close to my work,” he 

said. “Get a house with a yard and everything. How does 
that sound?” 

Emily thought it sounded like a dream, and not 
one she was sure she believed in. Still, for the first time in 
a week, she smiled. 

 
The house in Westchester looked like a thing out 

of a child’s coloring book. It was small in a way that 
managed to come across as cozy. It had white walls with 
dark wood paneling and latticework dotted with garish 
roses. More than that, it had a yard. A small, square patch 
of grass surrounded by flowers, but a yard nonetheless. 

They stepped out of the rental car and Emily 
immediately took off her shoes to sink her feet in the 
grass. Troy looked at her expectantly. 

“It’s small,” he said, “But I think it’s pretty.” 
Emily started to laugh. 
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“It’s ridiculous,” she said. She motioned for Troy 
to come near and wrapped her arms around his waist. 

“It is, a bit,” he said, his voice faltering. 
“But I love it,” she said. Troy looked down at her 

with a smile. 
 
All thought of death was pushed from Emily’s 

mind over the next weeks. There was too much to be 
done, too many ropes tying her back to life to unwind 
them now. There was the apartment to clean, the boxes to 
pack, the car to buy, the van to rent, the trip to make, the 
boxes to unpack at the other end. 

 
Emily stepped barefoot through the door of the 

new house with a box at her hip. In the stillness of the 
empty living room, it was almost there again. The whisper 
of her haunting love. But Troy came up behind her with 
boxes stacked high as his head and as she moved to help 
him, everything turned back into new possibilities and the 
whisper was gone.  

That night, they sat up talking in the empty house, 
seated on boxes of books against the wall of the living 
room. Troy had driven to the grocery store and picked up 
a bottle of wine. It was so strange, to drive for something 
as simple as wine. Emily didn’t even know how to drive, 
a fact that had never been a shortcoming before, but now 
seemed like some great handicap. 

“I’ll teach you next weekend,” Troy said. Emily 
looked out the window and eyed the little car with a 
frown. She didn’t really want to know how to drive. It 
made her decidedly not a New Yorker. 

They drank cheap wine and toasted the new house 
and Troy kissed Emily in a nice, obligatory kind of way. 
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Emily tried not to think about it. They were both tired, it 
had been a long day. In truth, it had been a long month. 

By now, all that was left of Emily’s brush with 
death were a few whitish lines across her forearms. Barely 
a cat scratch. The bandages had come off. The time for 
survival had come and gone and grew back into everyday 
living. She followed Troy into the bedroom where they’d 
thrown the mattress on the floor. There would be time to 
set up a proper bed in the morning.  

 
They spent the weekend unpacking the house and 

by Sunday night, it almost looked lived-in. Everything 
was still sparse and clean; even a house this small was a 
mansion after their tiny apartment. Troy went back to 
work the next day and Emily woke up late. She stretched 
and rolled over to look out the window. There were roses 
on the other side. The sight made her want to get out of 
bed for a change. 
 She wrapped herself in a robe and walked down 
the hall to the kitchen. Here too, there were roses 
climbing the window. She hadn’t noticed it before, but 
everywhere she turned, the view was bordered by roses. 
She stared at them for a long while, drinking in the new, 
green world outside the window. She wanted to explore it. 
 She made a pot of coffee and poured milk straight 
into the pot, then carried it outside and sat on the ground 
taking sips of it. It was ridiculous, but something about 
being here made her want to be ridiculous. At the edge of 
their yard, a steep hill sloped down into a ravine filled 
with tall, green trees. Summer was just setting in and the 
world seemed in full bloom. 
 In all her years of life, in all the things she had 
loved and the things she had tried to be, she’d never been 
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outdoorsy. She had never had that impulse some people 
felt to walk in dirt and climb rocks and get away from 
society. But here, seated in the grass with everything so 
quiet, she felt she understood. There was a profound 
peace in nature. It reminded her how little she mattered. 
 She set the coffee pot to the side and walked to the 
edge of the yard. Just before she reached it, she grew 
scared and dropped to her hands and knees. Crawling 
forward, she peered over the edge of a ravine. It wasn’t 
steep, and the roots of trees twisted themselves over the 
sloping edges and made easy hand and footholds. Emily 
scooted herself backwards and let one leg fall over the 
edge. She felt around until her foot touched something 
solid, then swung the other leg over. Slowly, she made 
her way down until she stood in a damp creek at the 
bottom of the valley. The yard and the house were still up 
there. For some reason, this thought gave her strength. 
 She turned down the ravine and started walking. 
Here and there, the creek bubbled up and her bare feet 
splashed through it. The water was cool and clear, and she 
enjoyed the splashing so much that she started to run. The 
trees wove into a canopy above her head until she 
couldn’t see the houses on either side. There was no one 
in the world but herself. She let out a whoop and ran 
faster, her robe flapping against her legs. She felt younger 
than she’d felt in years, wild and free and light. She 
chased the trees as though her feet would take flight and 
rise up to meet them. And for a moment, they did. The 
ground sloped up underneath her and she pushed her way 
towards the canopy, scrambling over rocks and branches 
in an effort to reach the morning sun. Then the ravine 
sloped back down and Emily tumbled into a puddle. She 



 29	

stood, wringing out the sopping hem of her robe. Her feet 
were soaked in mud and water. 
 She suddenly became aware that she was cold. 
She climbed back over the hill and set off back down the 
ravine, first at a walk, then a run. She ran until her legs 
burned. How far had she come? The trees all looked the 
same, dull and green and dark and unending. Why hadn’t 
she paid attention to where she was? She climbed up one 
side and peered through the trees at the house beyond. 
She didn’t recognize it. Surely she hadn’t run this far. 
 She trudged back to the base of the ravine and 
shook her head. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She’d lost herself 
in a creek twenty feet from her house. She would die out 
here. Her body would be eaten by wolves. Did they have 
wolves in Westchester? Probably. Outside the safety of 
the city, they had all kinds of beasts. 
 As if on cue, she heard a sound behind her. The 
wolves had come for her. She turned to face a little brown 
dog. 
 “Hello,” she said automatically. 
 The dog seemed not to notice her. It sniffed along 
the ground, its paws muddy and wet from where it had 
been wandering. 
 “Are you lost?” she said. 

She waited as if expecting the dog to answer. It 
came up to her and sniffed her leg, and she bent down to 
pat its head. Then the dog took off, running up the ravine 
away from her. 
 “Wait!” she called and ran after it. She could just 
see its tail, bouncing around as it jumped over the roots of 
tall trees. The dog was brown and the trees were brown 
and soon she lost sight of it. Emily let out a scream of 
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frustration. Her one friend was gone. The dog wasn’t even 
her friend. It had probably forgotten she existed by now. 
 With a sigh, Emily gave it up for lost and climbed 
out into someone’s yard. Quickly and carefully, she stole 
along the side of the house and out to the street. She 
recognized this street; they’d made a wrong turn down it 
only the day before. Emily tied her robe tighter and 
wrapped her arms across her chest. A few cars passed, 
and she ducked her head away from them. 

She walked on until she found the street where the 
house was. She still couldn’t think of it as her street. It 
was just the street the house was on. And there was the 
house, not her house, not yet. Having a house made her 
feel old. There was the house, with all of its roses. She 
pushed her way through the front door. 

With a jolt, she realized the door was unlocked. 
Her heart pounded involuntarily. She stepped into the 
living room. 

“Hello?” she called. 
There was no answer. 
She slammed the door behind her. If anyone were 

in the house, that would startle them. She scanned around 
the room for some kind of weapon and settled on a thin, 
black pole with a hook on the end that hung by the 
fireplace. She held it up like a rifle and marched through 
the living room. There was no one in the kitchen. She 
turned down the hall, into the bathroom, pulled back the 
shower curtain. There was no one. She crept quietly into 
the bedroom, threw back the covers, flung open the closet 
door. Finally, she set the fire poker down. Out the 
window, she could still see the coffee pot sitting in the 
grass. 
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She reminded herself, this was suburbia. People 
left their houses unlocked here. An open door didn’t mean 
danger. 

She returned to the garden and picked up the 
coffee pot, feeling ashamed of it now. She brought it 
inside and flung it in the sink. She went to the bathroom 
and peeled off her robe and stepped into the shower. The 
whole morning was an embarrassment. 
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Chapter 6) 
 

A whizz and a snap nearby made her turn. She 
peered through the trees and saw a neat little squirrel 
carcass speared into her trap. She smiled. She was 
hungry, and the squirrel was fat. 

She cut the skin away carefully and felt the 
slippery red muscles beneath. It took her a few minutes to 
get a small pile of tinder alight. She slid the squirrel onto 
a thin branch and held it out over the fire until the flames 
singed the muscles brown. 

Death is the most natural part of life. From a child 
stepping on snails to this, it has always been simple. 
Apply enough pressure and the shell will crack, the 
insides will spill onto the ground and the life will leave it. 

When the muscles were brown enough, she dug 
her nails into the squirrel and peeled back strips. It was 
meat now, and she ate it quickly. 

When the squirrel was picked clean, she flung the 
bones into the dirt and climbed back into the bathtub. It 
was growing dark, and the beasts were moving closer. 
She felt she had a deal with them. She would return to the 
bathtub each night, never venturing beyond the border set 
by the beasts, and they would leave her alone. She obeyed 
their silent command. In the forest, they were as good as 
gods.  
 



 33	

The trailers were coming, bringing loud happy 
people who wanted to be part of the woods. She could 
hear them rumbling on the road that ran on the other side 
of the hill, the road she never went to. They were loud and 
silver and clean. She covered her ears until they passed 
by. 

In the bathtub, at least, it was safe. The dry pine 
needles had long stopped feeling prickly on her skin and 
now they were just her bed. She didn’t know who’d left 
the bathtub here, or why. When she’d awoken in the 
world, it was there. She hardly left its side. The woods 
understood that survival was simplicity, and survival was 
everything. 

The woods were her home. She didn’t know what 
lay beyond them, and though she’d thought many times 
about looking, the moment had never been right. 

She had a name. At least, she knew she had to, 
though she couldn’t think what it was. Out here, alone in 
the forest, there was no one to call her anything and no 
one to ask, so it had never mattered. She had seen other 
people once or twice, but always she’d been safely hidden 
in the trees by the time they might have noticed her. Those 
people must have had names too, but she didn’t want to 
know them. Trees didn’t have to have names. Birds were 
just birds. 

Another trailer screamed over the road and she 
clapped her hands over her ears. They would all stop at 
the parking lot a few miles downhill, pitch their tents, 
bring out their grills and their children and have a good 
time. People were always coming to the woods to have a 
good time. 

Perhaps this time she might see them at it. The 
thought thrilled her, but no. It was too soon. The beasts 
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patrolled the trees between the bathtub and the human 
world, and they wouldn’t let her pass. They were always 
watching her. Whether they were gods or mortals didn’t 
matter, they were the only powers that counted because 
they alone could change her. 

Yet, in all their vastness, would the beasts care? 
She always thought them impassive, but she was afraid of 
risking their displeasure. Perhaps she would go to the 
camp and see what the fuss was all about. She would see 
the children. She could hardly think what a child looked 
like. Was she herself a child? She couldn’t remember. 
Birthdays didn’t mean anything without anyone to 
celebrate them. 
 

The next morning, she looked for the beasts, but 
they were gone. All they ever did was watch her, silently. 
She wasn’t sure if they were a comfort or a danger. She 
stood and stepped out of the bathtub and walked quietly to 
the edge of the clearing. The beasts did not come. She 
took a step into the trees, and waited, watching. The 
woods were empty but for her. She looked to the sun for 
answers but could not see it. No one was watching. She 
could do it. 
 But she had all she needed. She had food, she had 
the bathtub, she had the woods, she had the sun. That was 
enough and she should be satisfied. Life didn’t have to be 
more than that. The people would never understand. 
Perhaps they would corrupt her. It was for her own safety 
that the beasts appeared every time she wandered too far. 
They looked out for her faithfully when nothing else in the 
world did. People didn’t understand that the woods didn’t 
care whether they lived or died. People liked to think that 



 35	

the roads cared if they drove on them. They didn’t. They 
didn’t care if they were late or if they crashed. 

Still, she wanted to see them. She wanted to touch 
the smooth surfaces of the trailers and feel all the places 
where there should be bumps and cracks.  She wanted to 
smell the campfires and hear people speaking, whatever 
language they spoke. 

She took another step. 
 

They were all parked in a gleaming row, tan and 
black and silver rectangles larger than trees. The trailers. 
People. 

She could not watch them for long. The moment a 
shadow flickered in one of the windows, she ducked her 
head back behind the brambles. They were so foreign to 
her, almost alien, and the excitement and fear were nearly 
too much. She had a clear view down into the parking lot 
where seven trailers stood, each resolutely ignoring the 
others. 

If she dared go down… She would have to double 
back and follow the ravine to the very edge of the 
campsite. It would be difficult, tedious work, maneuvering 
over the rocks to reach them. And when she did, what 
then? What purpose could it serve? 

She was on her feet before she’d made up her 
mind. She had to see them up close, to stand in the 
shadows and hear their words. 

 
There had been one boy, not long ago, barely a 

child. He’d wandered off from his parents and fallen into 
a ditch near a tree she’d been stripping of its bark. 

“Mom!” was the only word he’d said. Mom! 
Mom! Mom! over and over as if the more he said it, the 
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harder God might listen. She’d stood as still as a stone, 
waiting, clutching a stick. She didn’t wish to strike him, 
but she wanted the child to go away. He didn’t belong 
here. The woods were a cruel place, no place for the kind 
of creature who cries out as if someone might hear it. 

In the end, it was not God but the child himself 
who was his savior. When he’d tired himself out shouting, 
he started pacing the ditch until he found a shallow part 
where he could climb out. It had taken him hours and 
plenty of tears, and all the time she had watched him from 
behind the tree, holding the stick to her chest. It was not 
until he’d learned that no one was listening that he was 
able to free himself. She hadn’t eaten a thing for dinner 
that night. 

 
She was curious about children. She couldn’t 

make out the ages of the voices from this high up. She 
stepped carefully down the hill, making her way over the 
stones and under the branches. She was now only a few 
yards from the very end of the parking lot. A loud, metal 
generator whined just in front of her. A shadow flickered 
in the window. 

She drew back into the trees. No. It was too soon. 
The beasts would be angry. She frantically scanned the 
canopies for their shadows, but they were nowhere to be 
seen. She waited. 

It was very late now, so late that it was early, and 
the sun would be rising soon. She hovered at the edge of 
the parking lot. The trees would still be there in the 
morning, and she could always run. 

She edged closer. 
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The trailer was tall from up close. It was beige 
and had a row of tinted windows across the top with the 
curtains closed behind. Should she touch it? She 
wondered if it would be hot or cold. She took a step. It 
was cold. The metal was almost like ice. 

It was the last trailer in the lot, closest to the trees, 
and its bulk hid her from view of the others. She touched 
it again, letting the chill of the metal run through her and 
make her shiver. She could see no one in the trailer. 
Perhaps they were asleep, or perhaps it was empty. 
 

She had a curious feeling of being off balance. She 
had hoped to find the place abandoned, and abandoned it 
was. It was so early in the morning that anyone in the 
trailers was fast asleep. And yet… she stared at the 
curtains. They were a light grey-green, patterned with 
interlocking squares. There were people behind those 
curtains. 

No, she hadn’t come for people. She wasn’t to be 
seen by them, and it would be better to come and go 
without another soul knowing she was there. 

Then why had she come? She reached out and 
touched the cold metal again. There had to have been a 
reason. She wouldn’t have wandered this far from home 
for no reason, surely. She had come to see the trailers 
because they had food! Of course. She had smelled them 
grilling so many nights, had sat awake in the bathtub and 
sniffed and pretended the food was all hers. She had come 
for their food, not for them. 

But where did they keep the food? 
She couldn’t go inside any of the trailers. This was 

an absolute boundary about which she was certain. 
Perhaps just around the other side, but that would take 
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her closer to view. Still, she had to risk it. Otherwise her 
journey would be pointless. Food was the only thing 
worth finding. 

She circled around the back of the trailer to where 
a long blue hose hooked into something in the ground. 
The trailer was thin back here and all black tinted glass 
that reflected the trees. She turned towards the windows 
and froze. 

Someone was there. 
Her feet felt nailed to the ground beneath her and 

she didn’t dare breathe. There was a person, a girl, 
almost a woman, looking at her. She blinked. She had no 
weapon. The girl was barely a yard from her, staring at 
her from the black glass of the trailer. She couldn’t get 
back to the trees before the girl would be upon her. 

She cast a quick glance over her shoulder, and the 
girl’s head turned with her. She turned back to the trailer. 
The girl stared at her. The reflections of the trees were all 
around her and she blinked. And the girl blinked back at 
her. 
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Chapter 7) 
 

Troy was gone at work, as he had to be. Emily 
spent the day moving boxes and opening them and taking 
things out of them and trying to make it look like the 
things had always been there. Something about the empty 
house felt wrong. It was the kind of place that needed to 
be cluttered with memories whose significance had 
already been forgotten. And yet, it persisted in feeling 
new, whatever she did. 

There was an attic above the closet, and Emily 
wanted to explore it. She called it “Exploring.” The attic 
was mostly full of dust. There was an old brown box in 
one corner someone had likely forgotten years ago. Emily 
opened it. She saw Princess Diana’s face staring back at 
her. Princess Di had been killed in a freak accident, the 
headline said. It was breaking news.  

She dug through layers of newspapers from the 
80s and 90s until her fingers brushed something rough. At 
the bottom of the box was a leather bound book. She 
picked it up gingerly and blew dust off the cover. It 
simply said, “Old Fairytales.” Emily laughed out loud, her 
voice sounding strange in the silent room. She realized it 
was the first sound she’d made all day. 

She left the newspapers in the box and took the 
book with her. On second thought, she grabbed the paper 
about Princess Diana as well. She put the book in Troy’s 
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bookshelf in the study, then dug around another box for a 
pair of scissors. She cut out Princess Diana’s face and 
pasted it on the refrigerator, poking out from the freezer 
as if the rest of her body were stuck inside. Princess 
Diana has been decapitated by a refrigerator, the 
headline would read. Then they would campaign on the 
dangers of refrigerators, and in the panic everyone would 
go back to ice boxes. 
 

The next day, Emily walked to a bookstore and 
bought herself a small diary with yellow pages, wrapped 
in faux leather to make it feel old. It reminded her of the 
book of fairy tales. She didn’t care if it had any history, 
but when she looked at it, she felt like she was harkening 
back to something. 

The purpose of the diary was to make a kind of 
dictionary. Emily’s dictionary of the world, where she 
could keep track of things. She could chart her thoughts. 
Draw maps of faces and roads and ideas and figure out 
where they started and stopped. She could put them all 
back in order. 

For her first entry, she wrote “Emily Carson.” She 
defined herself sketchily. Blonde, beautiful, small. 

The second entry, “Troy Carson.” Strong, real, big 
hands, dark eyes, laughs loud, safe, happy, normal. 

Maybe this would be enough to keep it together. 
She added to the Emily entry, Healing. What did 

that mean? In the process of getting better. But what was 
better? 

She added, Safe, happy, normal. 
She looked at those three words. That was the 

meaning of her dictionary. To take the world and find 
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how to make it the basis for those three words. Safe. 
Happy. Normal. 
 

Without warning, the tears started. Emily let out a 
noise and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. She was not 
happy. She was not normal. And for as much as Troy and 
the house and the quiet of the neighborhood tried to 
soothe her, she was not safe. Not from herself. Not ever. 

In the city, silence had been a luxury. Here it was 
everywhere, a pressing reminder that Troy was not home, 
that no one was nearby, that in the absence of streets and 
music and chatter this was the way the world would be.  

She heard keys in the door and hastily dried her 
face. It was imperative that Troy not find her crying. She 
was exhausting him, she knew it. It wasn’t his fault. He 
was trying his hardest to put her right, and she just 
wouldn’t go. 

When he came up next to her in the kitchen, she 
knew it was too late. He’d seen her face. She couldn’t 
hide now. 

He sat across from her for a long time without 
saying anything. Everything there was to say had been 
said on every other night he’d found her like this. The 
story was the same. They were both tired of reading it. 

Tentatively, he took her hand. 
“It’ll get better, Em,” he said. “You’ll get better.” 
Emily snorted. She hated herself the second the 

noise came out, but she couldn’t help herself. He always 
said this, and it never proved true. 

Troy ignored her, so resolute in his conviction that 
he could fix the problem. 

“My mom used to call it ‘Throwing the rock,’” he 
said. “You throw the rock as far as you can see, and then 
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you go after it. Then you pick it up, and you throw it 
again. That’s all life is. We just like to pretend it’s 
something else. It’s just having faith that the rock will 
land somewhere you want to be. It’s all faith.” 

Yeah, well, the whole point of faith is it’s not 
based on anything. Emily rolled her eyes and looked out 
the window. 
 
 They were a week into the new house and Troy 
was home late again. He hadn’t offered an excuse this 
time. If she asked, he would say he was working. A 
meeting ran over. Emily would nod and smile and say 
she’d missed him. Then he would ask what she’d been up 
to, and she would say she went shopping and talked to the 
neighbors and went to yoga. He would nod and smile. 
They wouldn’t press for details, and they wouldn’t 
believe a word of it. 

She guessed it started at the dinner party. 
Marine was an old friend of theirs. She’d worked 

with Troy briefly and had hung around in the Carsons’ 
life since. Her husband genuinely liked golf, which Emily 
could never understand, and talked about it happily to 
anyone who would listen. 

They were at Marine and her husband’s apartment 
in Williamsburg, before the incident. Before the 
Thursday. Marine’s husband was showing off a golf 
trophy when it happened. Emily couldn’t possibly pay 
attention to him. She hadn’t been looking for it, but it had 
barged into her perception so obvious that there was no 
ignoring it. A silent moment passed between Marine and 
Troy, a brief glance held for a second too long that spoke 
aloud. It said, Fuck me. It said, I want you. It said all the 
things Troy hadn’t said to Emily in months. It was as if a 
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veil had come off and suddenly she could see everything 
in sharp relief. The way Troy inclined his head, the way 
his shoulders faced Marine, the way he smelled different, 
walked different. He didn’t belong to Emily anymore. He 
was molded to fit someone new. 

Emily stood abruptly and every face turned to her. 
Marine’s husband peered from around his golf trophy. 
Emily gripped her wine glass like it might hold her up. 

“I have to use the bathroom,” she said. 
Troy was a cheat. From some place deeper than 

she could see, she knew. All the nights he’d worked too 
late and come home smelling too clean. Marine inclined 
her head in concern, flicked her eyes to Troy, and Emily’s 
world went dark. There was a roar in her ears and she 
walked unsteadily to the bathroom. 

She shut the door behind her and collapsed against 
the sink. The wine glass shattered under her hands. There 
was blood, and it was red and stained wine-purple. Glass 
shards were sticking to her fingers and she watched them 
like they might move. She waved her hand in front of her 
face. 

From outside, someone said “Emily?” 
Someone said, “Is everything okay?” 
Someone made a joke and their lives went back to 

normal and Emily stared unfixed at her reflection. There 
was blood on her hand. She turned on the tap and washed 
it, but the shards were still stuck to her. Nothing felt 
clean. The corners of the room were swirls of dust and 
darkness creeping up around her. She felt snakes writhing 
in her, curling and uncurling around her chest, tightening 
their grip.  

A knock came at the door. 
Troy’s voice said, “Em, are you okay?” 
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The broken stem of the wine glass stuck up from 
the counter and she pressed her palm into it until it broke 
skin. There was more blood. 

From somewhere else she heard her own voice 
say, “I’m fine!” 

She washed the blood off her hands and it came 
right back. The room stopped crawling, and she slowly 
became aware that she was shivering. Her heart was 
pounding. The clatter of forks on plates from outside was 
still too loud in her ears. Troy’s soft knock at the door 
was deafening. 

“I broke a glass,” a sheepish voice said. Emily’s 
voice? 

The snakes snapped and slithered around her and 
she put a hand against the wall to balance. When she took 
it away, it left a smear of blood. 

She couldn’t confront Troy. Not now, not while 
everyone was here and everything was happening all at 
once. She resolved to speak to him, at some point. She 
resolved to get the blood off her hands. She wiped the 
wall clean with a piece of toilet paper but a little brown 
smudge remained. 

She thought, Good. She thought it a testament to 
her presence. Let Marine look at it and wonder every time 
she came into the bathroom. 

But this was the guest bathroom. Marine and her 
husband probably had their own bathroom with a marble 
shower and a double sink. She wondered if Troy had 
fucked Marine in that shower. She wondered what their 
bed smelled like, if it smelled like Troy now. She 
wondered if the husband knew. 

She washed her hands again and someone laughed 
outside. 
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Slowly, she gathered the broken pieces of glass in 
her hands and poured them into the trashcan. She shoved 
her hand into the pocket of her jacket and stuffed in a wad 
of toilet paper. 

She flushed the toilet. She hadn’t used it. She 
didn’t want anyone to know what happened in the 
bathroom. 

When she opened the door, everything in her mind 
felt calm and clear. She walked back to the table with a 
small smile, and no one commented on the absence of the 
wine glass. 

She leaned her head towards Troy and said, 
quietly, “I’m feeling a bit sick. Can we go home soon?” 

Troy kissed her on the head mechanically and 
nodded. They made their goodbyes, and Emily watched as 
Troy gave Marine a hug that lasted a second too long. She 
watched Marine’s husband smile blindly. He didn’t know. 
Nobody knew, but Emily did. 

Maybe she was just being paranoid. Her own life 
was so dull that she had to invent drama to give her some 
purpose. She was silent the whole subway ride home. 
Troy talked animatedly about work. Blood slowly leaked 
through her pocket and she gripped the wad of toilet paper 
tighter. 

When they got home, Troy sat down on the couch 
and Emily went to the bathroom. Their apartment was too 
small, but it wasn’t like they could afford anything bigger. 
She wanted her own room, away from Troy, away from 
everyone. She propped her feet against the wall of the 
bathroom. 

Troy called “Emily?” again. Everyone kept saying 
her name. 

She turned the shower on and said “What?” 
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She hadn’t planned on taking a shower, but it 
seemed like the thing to do. It was all in her head, she 
decided. Her hand wasn’t bleeding so much anymore, but 
she felt a tiny piece of glass stuck in her palm. Let it serve 
as a reminder. 

She wondered when Marine would find the broken 
wine glass. 

When Emily got out of the shower, Troy was 
asleep in their bed. Everything looked peaceful. Too 
small, but the orange light coming through the windows 
reminded them that New York was just outside. There 
was possibility here, and that was worth the cramped 
space. Emily climbed into bed and tried not to touch the 
cuts on her hand. 

Whatever Troy was doing, he was all she had. Her 
life had to have some meaning, and if not love, then 
what? 

If there was one thing she could be certain of, it 
was that Troy loved her. She went to work the next day 
with a smile on and did her best to care while emails and 
spreadsheets rolled over her like silent mist. 
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Chapter 8) 
 

There were times when everything itched. Emily’s 
life was a scab to be picked at. Her marriage, her 
marriage, her job, her friends, herself, she had done the 
careful work of building them and now all she wanted to 
do was destroy until her life was unrecognizable.  Like 
lighting to a dry branch. Not the fire, but the crack that 
opens for it. 

Other times, there was nothing but a blindfold. A 
dead weight strapped to her temples that dragged her 
down into darkness until she landed in a cell beneath the 
world, looking up, imagining the sun like a distant star 
that was maybe already dead. And then it would drag her 
deeper. 

 
She’d been leaving work one evening, squished 

into the back of the elevator, forced to overhear 
conversations from everyone else who occupied the 
building. A young man in a suit was discussing digital 
media asset valuation while the woman next to him 
nodded along and opened her mouth as if to disagree. 
They were debating this, here in the elevator, how much a 
Like was worth in dollars. They had opinions on this. This 
mattered to them. And Emily could follow the 
conversation perfectly. She knew all the words, the 
formulas, the potential returns on investment for each 
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platform. A whole language of knowledge was spreading 
in her mind with each ding of another floor passed by. 

Was this what she sounded like? Was this what 
she talked about now? Wait. The elevator emptied and she 
rushed out into the lobby. The doors shut behind her. The 
lobby emptied for the evening. Then there was silence. 

She walked out the door in a daze, sucking the 
straw of her iced coffee, trying to let it fill her body back 
up with something that made sense. Was this the person 
she was now? Wait. Slow down. The subway ride home 
was too quick. 

The thought gnawed at her brain. Each day, she 
felt more and more that the things she did were removed 
from what they meant. What she feared more than 
anything was that her goals, her ambitions, her passions 
had mutated into nothing but a means of marking time. It 
was all a countdown to a future served lukewarm. 

It hadn’t been so long ago that those things had 
felt real. The change had to have come gradually. The 
cloud seeped into her slowly, like a fish adjusting to new 
water. It was work. It was New York. The same 
conversations with the same friends. Rooftop bars 
drinking IPAs and looking at the same view of yet more 
buildings. It the subway commute, the screeching and the 
chatter and the noise. Each day it chipped at her until one 
morning, Emily awoke with no desire to move. The 
covers of her bed were suffocating. Troy’s sounds from 
the kitchen were deafening. The light was blinding and 
everything was some kind of torment and none of it fit 
right. It was as if she’d stood on the precipice of a high 
cliff and stepped off without realizing it. The world 
towered above her, far away and impossible to reach. 
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It was nearly four years into her marriage, but they 
hadn’t hit that plateau yet. Or maybe they had, and that 
was the problem. The apartment was a small, but it was 
alright. She hadn’t seen her family much, which was a 
good thing. It was April, so things were just starting to 
feel possible again. Things were just trying their hand at 
blooming. It was a young time of year. 

When she stood in the middle of the wheel of her 
life and looked down every spoke, nothing was amiss. 
Yet, somewhere, it had all gotten jumbled. Buildings 
hung sideways on their foundations and people moved all 
the wrong way, and everything went so fast that it blurred 
into her and she blurred with it. She wanted to be clear 
again, but from some deep, hidden place, a storm had 
begun. She felt it growing in her mind. Like a weed 
sprung up in the garden, it was unsightly and small. A 
blemish. Something easily plucked. And then it grew and 
grew. It raged over her, it spat and clawed and knifed 
itself in until everything in her felt rigid and broken. It 
occupied her, sat down and settled in. It became all she 
was. 
 

Emily exhaled. 
She was here, in the house, in Westchester. It was 

June and humid and summer. It was Troy’s birthday. She 
went to the window to look for the sun, but it was raining 
in the garden. The roses were sagging on their bushes. 

Her breath fogged the window. Darkness rolled in 
with the clouds, gathering in a pool that seeped under the 
door. It blacked out the windows, blacked out her mind, 
and everything was an agitating hum. Emily shut her eyes 
and bent her arms over her head. She couldn’t breathe. 
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Everything was ringing. She had dinner to make. She had 
to get back to earth. 

She forced herself upright and into the bathroom, 
walking on unsteady legs. A headache pounded through 
her body. It was the afternoon and she was still hung over.  

The thin fabric of her robe billowed around her 
knees. She ran a wide brush through her tangled hair and 
yanked until each knot pulled loose.  

Tonight, she had a plan. She was going to make 
dinner, a lovely dinner for Troy’s thirtieth birthday. She 
winced at the thought. She had to prove that she could do 
this. She could be a good wife. 

Emily sliced the carrots into twelve equal pieces. 
The cutting board was wet with tomato seeds and tiny 
pieces of cabbage. Troy was still at work, or wherever. 
Knowing him, he wouldn’t be home until eight, which 
gave her another hour to finish the soup and start on the 
chicken. 

She tried not to look at the knife. It called to her. It 
wanted her to be its mother. But this was not about her, or 
the knife. This was about Troy. This was her last chance 
to prove she was not a failure or an embarrassment or any 
of the things he had called her the night before. She tried 
not to think of the things she had called him. 

 
It was all the stupid party. Troy’s old work friends 

wanted to celebrate, which was wonderful for him, but 
did they have to do it back in Manhattan? Emily hadn’t 
set foot in the city since they’d left. There were things 
about it she missed, but never enough to actually drag her 
back. She was done with it now. She spoke of the city like 
some Atlantis that had long since been swallowed by the 
sea. 
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Still, there she was in the front seat, watching the 
lights of the bridge stretch up ahead of them like bright 
hands into the sky. Troy was drumming his fingers on the 
steering wheel to the tune of whatever song was playing. 
Emily leaned her head against the window and watched 
the water slosh black beneath them. 

Stranger than returning to the city after all this 
time was returning in a car. Other than cabs, Emily had 
never really been in a car in New York. They would have 
to look for parking, among other unbearable things. The 
apartment was in Chelsea, inhabited by people much 
richer than Troy and Emily had ever been. 

Emily watched Troy out of the corner of her eye. 
He had always moved so well among rich people. He fit 
there better than Emily did, whatever her upbringing 
might have been. It made her jealous, in some ways, and 
angry in others. How many fights they’d had because 
Emily had pressed Troy too hard. Did you only like me for 
my family? For our money? Did you want me because I 
was rich and preppy and upper class, or because I was 
me? 

And he’d tell her not to be stupid, and she’d feel 
just that. Stupid. 
 

Troy put a hand on Emily’s back as they stepped 
out onto the rooftop. She’d made a point to dress up for 
once, her toes squished together in a pair of black heels 
that she couldn’t quite walk in. She’d been on this roof 
before, years ago. She’d worn the same heels. Everyone 
swooped in, said good it was to see Troy, how beautiful 
Emily was. She smiled and shook hands whose faces she 
wouldn’t remember. Troy got roped into a conversation 
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with a coworker and Emily made a beeline for the 
champagne. 

It was the kind of party with caterers. They had 
reached the age when their friends could afford caterers. 
The boy who held the tray of champagne didn’t look old 
enough to drink. Emily took two glasses and gave him a 
quick smile. 

She hadn’t placed the feeling at first, but 
something made her prickle. Then she saw her. Marine. 
Her long brown hair was up in a ponytail as she swished 
over in Troy’s direction, wedding ring gleaming on her 
finger. Emily couldn’t watch. She couldn’t, but she had 
to. The way Marine put a hand on Troy’s arm when she 
laughed.  

Emily drank both glasses of champagne and 
turned around for two more. The caterer winked at her 
when she set the empty glasses on the tray. She walked 
across the roof to the railing and stared out over the city. 
At the horizon, the city looked like a solid mass, every 
building packed together into one creature that stood dark 
and tall in front of the sky. She blinked. She’d felt this 
before, here, on this rooftop, at this railing, wearing these 
shoes. 

She felt it there, the loyal, unwavering it. It rushed 
like an old friend to meet her, grabbed her in a hug, 
picked her up in the air and spun her around like the only 
princess in a world of paupers. A warm breath circled her 
face and she breathed in, holding the railing firmly, 
looking out and up and not down. Not yet. 

She checked over her shoulder. She felt shy and 
nervous, but she’d hardly eaten all day and the alcohol 
was making her strong. She gripped the railing tight and 
propped herself up. She closed her eyes, feeling the wind 
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fly into her in a rush of weightlessness. Maybe she 
wouldn’t fall. Maybe she would be picked up and carried 
up into the sky. 

She waited, somewhere in her stomach, for 
someone to call her name. For someone to catch her and 
pull her back. To scream at her. Tell her it was dangerous. 

But everything was dangerous. The world was full 
of shadows if you looked for them. And once you found 
them, nothing could be dangerous again. Once you 
succumbed to the darkness, nothing could be dark. The 
worst could happen. Like the mind expanding to take in 
the whole universe, every fleeting moment could pass like 
water down a stream. The scars on her arms shone white 
with the strain of keeping herself propped up. 
 

She counted to three. 
She slowly lifted her leg. She felt like a dog 

peeing, ridiculous in her black dress and heels, hovering 
at the edge of the world and waiting. No one called her 
name. She could hear Troy talking across the roof, like 
the only sound in the world. Just his voice, ignoring her, 
and Marine or whoever laughing and laughing along. 

She listened for her own name but all she heard 
was laughter. 

Her shoe caught in the railing and came off her 
foot. She gasped, watching it disappear into the darkness 
as it fell. Somewhere far below, it hit the street. 
Somewhere down there was a lone shoe, useless without 
the other. Her knee was at the railing now. She gripped it 
hard and closed her eyes, and then she lowered it. Her 
foot touched the ground, angled awkwardly without its 
heel. She took a step back, still clutching the railing. 

She couldn’t do it. She was a coward. 
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She kicked her other shoe off, chucked it over the 
edge and walked barefoot back to the party. Troy was still 
busy making Marine laugh, so Emily wandered around in 
search of more alcohol. She couldn’t find the caterer 
anywhere. Had he gone inside? She pushed the door to 
the stairs open and padded down them into the hallway. A 
grin slipped over her face. She was drunk, or at least 
tipsy. She’d forgotten how good it felt. 

Why couldn’t she be a normal person and drown 
her sorrows in alcohol? That seemed like a good place for 
them. Hanging around her head all day, they weren’t 
doing anyone any good. 

The door to the apartment was open. Emily 
wracked her brain for the name of the woman who lived 
there. Linda? They were always named Linda or 
something like it. She stepped through the door and nearly 
knocked over another caterer, this one carrying a tray 
laden with hors d’oeuvres. Emily grabbed one and stuffed 
it in her mouth as she passed. 

The rest of the party guests were upstairs on the 
roof, and Emily was alone in the room. Someone came in 
behind her and she turned. The boy with the champagne! 
She smiled at him, and he smiled back. 

“Were you looking for me?” he asked with a grin 
that made Emily uncomfortable.  

She eyed the empty glasses on his tray. 
“I was looking for that,” she said, pointing at the 

glasses. 
The boy laughed and strode past her into the 

kitchen. When he turned back, he was holding two full 
bottles of champagne. Emily made to grab for one and the 
boy pulled it back. This was annoying. She just wanted to 
drink. 
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“Easy there, tiger,” he said. He kept grinning at 
her, like this was all some great joke. He poured her a 
glass of champagne and she took it and drank it in one 
gulp. 

“Hey,” he said, suddenly quiet. He looked over 
Emily’s shoulder. “Want something more fun?” 

Emily blinked at him. 
 “What could possibly be more fun than this?” she 

said. The boy laughed. 
“Come here.” 
He took her hand. He set the champagne on the 

counter, still holding her hand. She felt her palm get 
sweaty beneath his. He led her down the hall to a door 
and pushed it open into a small bathroom. She stepped in 
behind him, feeling the cold tile on her bare feet. She 
wasn’t taking in facts anymore, only sensations. 

The boy pulled something out of his pocket. A 
small bag, full of something white. Emily frowned. 

“Is that cocaine?” she asked. The boy laughed and 
shushed her. 

“Adderall, just crushed up,” he said. He tapped a 
pile out on the counter and cut it into a line. He handed 
Emily a rolled-up dollar bill. 

“Ladies first,” he said. He was grinning again. 
Emily looked from the bill to the counter. Adderall was 
okay, wasn’t it? Doctors used it. 

“You first,” she said. “I’ve never…” she pointed 
at her nose. 

“It’ll burn a little,” he said. Then the line was 
gone, up the kid’s nose and into his brain or wherever it 
went from there. Emily wanted some. She wanted to grin 
like he was grinning. He tapped out another line and she 
covered one nostril. Slowly, she leaned in. 
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The feeling wasn’t much. She’d expected an 
instant rush, clairvoyance or something like it, but all she 
felt was a hot flash through her sinuses. Then the boy 
kissed her. 

“Wait,” she tried to say, but the feeling of his 
mouth on hers was too much. It wasn’t good, it was 
nothing like good, but it felt fresh and dirty and natural. 
She kissed him back. His hands were all over her, sliding 
up the sides of her dress, pulling it up around her low 
back. 

She didn’t want him to, but she also didn’t want 
him to stop. His hand came to her inner thigh, gliding 
higher. This was wrong. Troy was upstairs. She would not 
sink to his level. The boy pulled her underwear down. She 
realized she didn’t know his name, and she didn’t care. 
He was kissing her neck now and she could breathe 
clearly. 

“Wait,” she said again, not sure that she meant it. 
The door opened. A woman let out a shriek. 
The boy whipped around, his hand dropping from 

Emily’s body. Her underwear was on the floor. Her dress 
was pushed up to her stomach, exposing her to the woman 
in the doorway. It was Linda, or whoever. The woman 
who owned the apartment. 

There was a loud silence. The woman just stared 
at them. Emily grabbed her dress and pulled it back down, 
looking anywhere but at Linda. 

“I don’t believe this,” Linda said with a shake of 
the head. “You,” she pointed at the caterer. “You’re so 
fired.” 

Emily expected her to leave, but she waited by the 
door for them to come out. Then she marched up the 
stairs, pulling Emily along behind her. Emily tried to 
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wrench her arm free, but the woman’s grip was too 
strong. 

“Let me go,” she said weakly. Linda paid her no 
mind. She pulled the door to the roof open with one hand 
and dragged Emily out with the other. It occurred to her 
that her underwear was still on the bathroom floor. 

Everyone stopped talking. Troy was standing at 
the center of a circle with his glass raised. She’d missed 
his speech. He’d been rehearsing it for days, and she’d 
missed it. All eyes fell on her. Slowly, drunkenly, she 
smiled. 

Troy hadn’t said a word until they got to the car. 
Then everything was shouting. A lot of “What the fuck?” 
Emily was still drunk. She leaned her head on the window 
and tried to breathe. Troy’s rage was too loud. She needed 
silence in order to think straight. 

“What were you doing?” 
“I was… I was in the bathroom, and the caterer…” 
“Did he assault you?” 
“No! He’s just a kid. No, I just…” 
She couldn’t think of a good story. Troy shook his 

head and stared at the road. The bridge was coming up, 
leading them back out of one hellhole and into the next.  

“I don’t believe you, Emily,” he said. 
She’d said a lot of things too. Accused him of 

things, things he denied. Marine! she said. All those 
nights you come home late, smelling too clean. He denied 
and denied until they got to the house. 

“Go clean yourself up,” he said. It was an order, 
not a suggestion. Emily stalked through the door, not 
looking at him. 

“And where the hell are your shoes?” 
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Chapter 9) 

 
In a rush of understanding, she saw that the girl 

was her own reflection. She half wanted to laugh, though 
somehow the realization didn’t bring her any comfort. 
She was not a child anymore, the reflection proved that. 
She knew how a mirror worked. And yet, she realized she 
had never seen her own face before, not for as long as she 
could remember. 

She walked closer and put a hand to her cheek. 
Her body was gaunt and thin, and she could see each of 
her ribs clearly. There was dirt all over her skin, tingeing 
her brown and green like the stains on the bathtub. There 
were pine needles in her hair. It was brown, and thickly 
matted and hung around her shoulders. Her eyes were 
brown too, brown and green, she realized, wide and 
shaped like almonds and set in deep hollow circles 
beneath her thick eyebrows. The skin of her face was 
covered in freckles. 

She felt older than she’d remembered, though she 
remembered nothing. 

She touched her face again, prodding it with 
stubby fingernails. She had breasts and hips, but 
everything about her looked too small, like a child 
stretched to fit a grown-up frame. 
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She smiled at herself. Her teeth were yellow. She 
was strangely beautiful. How had no one ever told her she 
was beautiful before? 

There was someone watching. It was the sense of 
that someone that had made her declare herself beautiful 
at all. She couldn’t be beautiful if she couldn’t be seen, 
and here she was, being seen. 
 

Slowly, she lifted her eyes. The green curtain at 
the back of the trailer had been pulled aside, and a small, 
chubby hand was pressed against the glass. 

She stared at the hand, and it pulled the curtain a 
little further. A wide, pink face peered out. A girl’s face, 
this one very young, with a curly mop of blonde hair that 
made the face seem wider. 

The little girl blinked, and she blinked back. A 
muffled woman’s voice said, “Angelica? What are you 
looking at?” 

Angelica held her pudgy hand up to the glass, and 
she stared at it. How had she started thinking of the girl 
as Angelica? She herself didn’t have a name. Why did 
Angelica get one and she didn’t? Why couldn’t she be 
Angelica? Why couldn’t she be a child like that too? 

No, this had all been a mistake. 
She didn’t belong here. She wasn’t meant to be 

seen. She had believed herself to exist in a kind of 
invisibility, and now that it had been broken she wanted it 
back. 
 

She ran as fast as she could out of the parking lot 
and up the hill. She should never have come. This wasn’t 
her world. Her world was the woods and the bathtub and 
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the beasts. They did not name you. They did not ask for 
anything, and nothing was all she could hope to deliver. 

She did not leave her bathtub the next day. Birds 
flew near her and squirrels came close, and she was so 
still that in the distance she saw a deer. But she made no 
effort to hunt it. She didn’t deserve meat. To take its life 
for her own ingratitude would be demonic.  

The perfect balance of the woods had allowed her 
to survive this long. The beasts had kept everything in 
order. But now she had upset the balance. She had 
crossed the invisible boundary. It would soon unravel, she 
could feel it. 

Now she had to account for Angelica in all things. 
While she ate, Angelica ate or slept or spoke. Angelica 
was the only thing in the world that had a name. Life in 
the woods was simple and formless, and she had given it 
shape and a name, and now she wanted a name for 
herself too. And she wanted to be beautiful. These were 
not the things provided for in the balance, and her 
punishment would be death. 

She shirked survival. 
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Chapter 10) 
 

Something hot splashed against her leg and Emily 
started. 

The soup pot was boiling over. Half of it had 
spilled onto the floor, and she’d stood idly by, staring at 
the window. 

All her work was a failure. The kitchen floor was 
covered in bits of vegetable and a spreading filament of 
soup like a wet shower. She should get a mop. The mop 
was in the corner, but something stopped her. Emily sank 
to her knees and folded the sash of her robe neatly in her 
lap. There was a hunk of French bread on the cutting 
board, and she grabbed it down. 

Failed soup cascaded over the side of the stove 
and down to a pool on the floor. Emily stuck her 
fingernails through the tough surface of the bread and 
pulled until a piece ripped off. The floor was probably 
dirty. She hadn’t mopped it before she started cooking. 

The soup ran through the cracks in the tiles in 
smooth lines to the edge of the carpet. Emily put the bread 
between her fingers and reached out to dab some up. The 
soup soaked the edge of the bread in a cool, golden sheen. 
She took a bite. It tasted like dust. She took another bite. 

Troy would be home in half an hour. It was crucial 
that the kitchen not look this way when he arrived. She 
needed to make an effort, but what effort would be best to 
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make now? Should she dry her hair and put on makeup? 
Wear the jewelry he bought her all those years ago? Put 
on the nice black sweater and new jeans and brush her 
teeth? She should brush her teeth. But the kitchen. The 
soup. The dinner. 

He hadn’t expected dinner. He wouldn’t miss it if 
it were gone. But dinner had been her chance, her gesture 
that things were going to work this time. She was going to 
work this time. 

With her mind made up, Emily put the bread aside 
and climbed to her feet. She lifted the hem of her robe to 
wade across the soupy floor and turned off the stove. 
  
In the bedroom, she paused after slipping off her robe. 
The window was open and a chill stripped the room bare 
of feeling. Troy hadn’t slept in their bed in a month. The 
messy side had been Emily’s, but somehow Troy’s firm 
presence left itself on the other. The sheets were clean and 
undisturbed, neatly tucked in the way they might look in a 
catalogue. 

This was what passed for marriage, partnership, 
love. 

Emily pulled all the pillows off the bed. She threw 
them on the floor and snatched at the comforter. Balled it 
up in a wad and chucked it at the door. The sheets. The 
fitted sheet. The memory foam mattress pad, she clawed 
at until there were tiny indents in the foam. A second 
later, it puffed up back over itself and her marks were 
gone. 

Her wet robe still sat on the ground, making the 
room smell like soup. The kitchen was a mess. The 
bedroom was a mess. Troy would be home in twenty-five 
minutes. Dinner? The bedroom? Herself? Which should 
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she make presentable? Why did it always come to this? 
Things always found a way to be ruined. 

Emily Carson, the destroyer. 
With a heavy sigh, Emily pulled the fitted sheet 

back over the mattress pad. She fluffed out the comforter 
and arranged the pillows. The whole bed could be Troy’s, 
smooth and uninhabited. She tossed the soiled robe in the 
laundry basket and opened the dresser. There was the 
black sweater, the jeans, the pearl earrings from their first 
anniversary. Her hair was still a mess. Her fingers were 
sticky and smelled like soup. 
 

Somehow, she hadn’t made it again. She sat on the 
floor with her arms curled around her knees for an hour, 
waiting for Troy to come home and half wishing he never 
would. She felt like a dog caught tearing up the furniture. 
Ashamed and useless. Incapable of following one simple 
rule. She heard the door open and footsteps enter. Troy 
didn’t bother to speak. Emily kept on staring at the floor. 
The footsteps paused. She could feel him looking at her. 
He was careful not to sigh loudly, though she heard the air 
escape his lips as if it were deafening. That was what she 
was now, a permanent sigh at the end of his day. 
 It used to be when she got like this, he would sit 
with her for hours, or scoop her up in his arms and carry 
her to bed and make her talk. But he was exhausted, and 
she was exhausted. She wanted to give them one normal, 
happy night, but she could not deliver even that. 
 She heard Troy walk down the hall and the creak 
of the shower turning on. The water would block all 
sound from him for a while, so Emily started to cry. She 
would have to get up and clean before he was finished. 
This was imperative. Finishing the meal had been 
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imperative. Just because something had to be done didn’t 
make her capable of doing it. Sometimes even the most 
basic necessities don’t make the cut. 
 Troy didn’t come back that night. He went from 
the bathroom to the study where he slept, and in time, 
Emily stood up and cleaned the kitchen. Everything still 
smelled like bad soup, but the slop was off the floor. She 
didn’t bother to check on Troy as she made her way to 
bed. His side of the bed was as neatly tucked up as she’d 
left it. He hadn’t been there. She peeled her clothes off 
and climbed naked under the covers. The privacy was 
something of a comfort. She didn’t have to try anymore. 
She could accept defeat and rest in peace. 
 

Late at night there was a soft knock on the door. 
The sound of a strong hand trying to be gentle. Emily sat 
up. 

“Hey,” Troy mumbled, shifting in the doorway. 
“Can I come in?” 

“It’s your bedroom,” Emily said. Even so, she 
pulled the sheets up higher to cover her chest. 

Troy sat on the edge of the bed and said, “This 
hasn’t been going well, has it?” 

“You sleeping on the couch?” Emily asked, 
though she knew that wasn’t what he meant. She wanted 
to hear him say it. 

“I mean, us,” he said, “We haven’t been… us 
recently.” 

Emily shrugged. “Maybe we’ve just changed. This 
is the new us.” 

Troy slumped forward and put his head in his 
hands. He wasn’t supposed to react like that. She hadn’t 
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expected him to care. He shook his head, still refusing to 
look at her. 

“I don’t like it,” he said, and his voice was heavy 
with the strain of trying not to crack. “I miss the way 
things used to be.” 

“Oh,” Emily said. Did he? He seemed so happy 
with the person he’d changed into. 

“I hate to see you like this, Em,” he went on. 
Emily frowned. She couldn’t just say “Oh” again, 

could she? No, that wouldn’t do. 
“Me too,” she said instead. She wasn’t sure what 

she meant by that. 
Troy turned to look at her, or at least in her 

direction. There was a vague orange light coming in from 
a streetlamp, but the room was thick with darkness. His 
eyes were shining. Had she made him cry? Since when 
did he cry? 
 “Maybe we could go on a trip,” Troy said. Emily 
cocked her head. 

“Like we talked about ages ago. Do you 
remember?” Troy said, moving closer. She could see his 
arms reaching out to take her hand and she fought the 
urge to tuck her hands close to her. She let one lay out on 
the bed and Troy grasped it. 

“Maybe we could take a trip, just the two of us,” 
Troy said, “Try to make things work.” 

Make things work? That had been Emily’s old 
therapist’s polite, Connecticut way of saying Have sex. 
Troy just wanted to fuck her. His hand felt sweaty on 
hers. 

But a trip might be nice. 
“Where do you want to go?” Emily asked. Troy 

shook his head. 
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“I don’t know,” he said, “Beth and Jade have that 
RV we could borrow. Maybe just go up to Ithaca for a 
weekend, just the two of us?” 

What had gotten into him? He wanted Manhattan, 
not nowhere. Emily was the one who wanted nowhere. 
Maybe he was trying to make her happy, but that seemed 
far-fetched. 

“Okay,” she said. Troy smiled and squeezed her 
hand. 

“Next weekend?” he said. She nodded. 
“Sure.” 
“Okay,” he smiled, and let go of her hand. He 

hovered for a second, looking from Emily to the opposite 
side of the bed, then abruptly rose and left the room. 
Emily heard the door click shut with a strange mix of 
sadness and relief. 

So he wanted to take her camping. He wanted to 
spend time with her, alone, and make things work. She 
supposed that was good. That was what she wanted. That 
was what dinner had been all about. Her work hadn’t been 
a failure. He had seen through the mess and the ruin to the 
intention that lay beneath it. She wanted to try, and he 
wanted to try as well. Perhaps they would make it after 
all. Perhaps they would make things work the right way, 
and then she would become pregnant again, and they 
would raise a beautiful child and the silent gaps between 
them would be filled with big eyes and plastic bibs and 
laughter.  

She hugged her pillow and turned over, staring at 
the orange lamp outside. This was a good thing, she told 
herself. This was the best news. She closed her eyes. 
Listen. This was a good thing. It had to be. 
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Chapter 11) 
 

After three days without food or water, the world 
began to blur into itself. She could not tell where her own 
hands ended and the bathtub began. The beasts roamed 
closer now, hungry and waiting, and the dark leaves 
mixed into their skin. Everything was patchy and 
unfocused. The formlessness of the world had returned. 

A single stripe of color broke through. One color 
was manageable. It left the rest seeming even less clear. 
The color came closer and closer, and she saw that it was 
a bird. 
The bird was blue and barely the size of her palm. Her 
arms were stretched out at the edges of the bath and it 
settled on her hand like a nest. It was small and fragile. 
She wondered if flying made it peaceful. 

A sudden urge gripped her and she pressed her 
thumb against the bird’s throat. She held its back against 
her fingers, feeling the softness of the feathers. For a 
moment the bird’s eyes went wide. It let out a scream that 
was more like a sigh and she pressed harder. The eyes 
went wider. The beak closed, and then it was over. She 
felt the frantic heartbeat stop. It was still warm. Of course 
it was. The coldness of death would not grip it for a while 
yet. It would start to smell in a day or so. She lifted the 
wings up by the largest feathers and held them out before 
her. The bird hung, dead, suspended in the air. 
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The bird posed her no threat. It wasn’t even that 
beautiful. It simply was a piece of life that she had stolen. 
She wanted to hurl the bird across the forest and hoped it 
would disappear into the trees where she’d never have to 
see it again. But she couldn’t let it go. Its tiny body was 
still. She wished it could stay like this forever, frozen in 
the sky in front of her. She would hang it from a tree, but 
she had nothing to hang it by. 

She leaned forward and set it down in the pine 
needles, its wings spread out like hair above it. Perfectly 
still. She hated herself. 

She was sorry, sorry, sorry. She did not know what 
had seized her. The bird had done her no wrong. She 
could not eat it. Its death brought her no joy and no use. 
It was all so useless, and yet she had done it. She could 
not undo it. She wanted to ruin something, though she 
could not say why.  
 

Killing the bird gave her the strength she needed 
to get up again. It proved the truth of her soul. The world 
was not a kind and loving place as long as she was in it. It 
was just a place. Killing the bird had been the ultimate 
punishment she could inflict on herself, and it was her 
task now to stare at its corpse each day and think about 
the life she had taken. 

She was free now. Free to take more lives, to feast 
and drink and run through the trees. But it was a terrible 
freedom, a freedom weighed down by brutality. This was 
what the beasts understood. They let her into the world 
outside and reminded her that she was isolated from it for 
a reason. She belonged in the elements, to life and death 
and nothing more subtle. She deserved no name and no 
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niceties. She was no Angelica. She was no beauty. But she 
would survive. 

She hunted all day and well into the night. The 
woods were black, but she ran in them without thought of 
where her feet might land. She trusted the woods, not to 
protect her, but to pay her no heed. If she died, they didn’t 
care, and she didn’t care. Her survival was meaningless, 
as one being’s survival is to the whole of life. 
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Chapter 12) 
 

The Friday of the camping adventure dawned too 
bright. Troy slept on the couch that night, and when 
Emily got out of bed he was already awake and doing 
things around the car. He had arrived with the trailer the 
night before and asked Emily to look at it. She thought it 
looked fine. She didn’t really know a lot about trailers. 

Troy smiled at her. 
“Your jacket is in the car,” he said. 
“Thanks,” she mumbled. 
She bit a piece of toast that had been waiting for 

her on the counter. He had made her toast. He had put her 
jacket in the car. He had planned the whole thing, and all 
she had to do was show up. He was still the strong one, 
even now. Didn’t she want this, desperately? 

Of course she did. She should help him somehow. 
“Is there anything I can do?” she said brightly. He 

jerked his head at the trailer. 
“You can get the water and pack a couple of 

towels,” he said. 
“Okay,” she smiled and it came naturally this 

time. They were each playing their roles so well. She 
liked pretending to be peppy and excited, but she realized 
she genuinely was excited. Ithaca was beautiful this time 
of year, and she wanted to go get lost in some forest. And 
perhaps never come back. No, she couldn’t think like that. 
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This trip was romantic. It was their chance to Make 
Things Work. 

Why did that prospect make her so nervous? 
 

The trailer thundered along behind them as they 
drove up the freeway to the woods. Troy had the radio on 
something classic rock as the view around them changed 
from houses to tall trees. 

Emily couldn’t keep her fingers still. Troy stared 
ahead at the road beside her, and she could feel his 
muscles strain not to look at her. She didn’t know why 
she felt afraid. They’d been married for four years. This 
shouldn’t be hard. 

The night they were married, they’d fucked all 
night. It had been so easy back then. The skin had been so 
familiar that he was almost an extension of her own body. 
She felt more comfortable touching him than touching 
herself. They didn’t sleep together anymore. They didn’t 
touch each other. It would be like being fourteen again. 
She didn’t know what to do with her hips, with her 
mouth, with her hands. The further they drove into the 
woods, the more the pressure mounted. The more she felt 
on display, expected to perform to a task she wasn’t sure 
she knew how to do and wasn’t sure she wanted to. She 
bit the nail of her thumb and leaned her head on the 
window. She could see Troy’s reflection just in front of 
her face, staring ahead, watching the road, watching 
everything but her. 
  

The dank smell of wet wood hung on the window 
as she pushed her face against the glass. To Emily, the 
darkness was perfect. Hidden between the trees was the 
possibility of anything. Whole worlds could exist 
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unknown here, tucked behind roots and branches. Troy 
was busy turning some dial on the generator. He wanted 
some light to charge, and he knew Emily was useless at 
things like that. Emily wondered at the necessity of all of 
it. Did they need lights? Did they need anything? 

Of course they did. 
She would see that, if it weren’t for Troy, and she 

knew it. All the things he did for her that felt so bland and 
so pointless would leave her devastated if they were 
absent. Did they need the house? A microwave? Scented 
candles? They had fought about candles not long ago, and 
it had been a bitter fight. If they hadn’t had candles, 
would they have fought about something else, or would 
the problem have resolved itself? 

Emily frowned at a bluebird that landed next to 
the trailer. She knew nothing. All her life, everything had 
been given to her. If she were starving, she wouldn’t 
worry about the meaning of things. Things themselves 
would be enough. 

She looked at the bird, and realized for the first 
time that she did not know whether birds thought about 
death. 

Perhaps there was bluebird suicide and bluebird 
heaven, and whole flocks of wandering bluebirds who 
hated the other birds because they just didn’t see the 
world the right way. This was just the curse of life, to 
wonder at itself. 
 

“We can’t leave the generator on all night, but it 
should work in the evening,” Troy said as if this were 
some kind of comment to make. Emily looked around at 
him. 
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He was leaning against the open doorway, dressed 
in a simple t-shirt and jeans. He could have been the boy 
she’d met years ago, but for the lines on his face. But the 
rest of his self-imposed sterility seemed to have ebbed. 
Troy only ever talked in things now. Concrete, hard 
things that could be stated rather than explored. 

Emily blinked at him, waiting for him to say more. 
He gave her an odd look and she cocked her head. 

“Is that not okay with you?” Suddenly he was 
angry. Emily shook her head. 

“No, it’s fine.” 
“Then what?” 
She shrugged. “It’s pretty out here.” 
Troy sighed and shook his head. The bluebird was 

gone. “It’s dark out here,” he said. 
“That doesn’t mean it’s not pretty.” 
She hadn’t meant anything more by this, but the 

minute she said it she wished she hadn’t. Troy crossed the 
space between them in a single step and crouched beside 
her. He took her hands in his and rubbed the creases of 
her knuckles. The most sterile kind of affection. 

“You’re going to get better, Emily,” he said. “I 
know it’s been hard, but you will get better.” 

She watched his face, the tiny beads of sweat 
trickling across his forehead. He wanted so desperately 
for her to be happy. Maybe she owed him happiness. 
That’s what lovers do: they give each other happiness, 
and she in her wallowing darkness was a failure of a 
lover. 
 She gripped his hand back and nodded. 

“I’m going to lie down,” Troy said, “It’s been a 
long drive.” 
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And then his hands were gone, whisked away with 
the rest of him into the back of the trailer. Darkness had 
fallen over the woods and Emily turned back to face the 
dashboard. She should follow him, like a good wife. She 
should climb in bed beside him and stroke the hair on his 
chest like she used to, but he would turn away. And she 
would want him to. 

She pulled her legs in closer and leaned her chin 
on her knees. The door closed softly somewhere behind 
her. She wanted Troy, she wanted him more desperately 
than she’d ever wanted anything. She should put every 
ounce of strength she had left into making this marriage 
work, even if it wrecked her in the process. Her life was 
worth nothing alone. 

But a thought like a shadow kept flickering 
through her mind. What, really, was so bad about a 
worthless life? 

To whom was she beholden, to whom did she 
answer, who would ask what value her life had? Was it 
not on her shoulders alone to understand the purpose of 
her own existence? Was it not her right to be purposeless? 

If Troy were to leave, she would have nothing. No 
husband, no friends, no house, no life. There would be no 
reason to wake up in the morning. The thought tickled her 
stomach. No, she shouldn’t like such a thing. She 
shouldn’t even think about it. But it might be beautiful to 
have nothing. 

Having nothing is just having nothing to lose. 
The bluebird was back at the window now, 

blinking at her with miniscule eyes that were almost 
invisible in the darkness. She stood up and walked briskly 
to the back of the trailer. Troy was already in bed, half-
asleep and turned away from her. She climbed into bed 
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beside him and faced his back, tentatively reached out a 
hand towards his shoulder, then drew it back. The 
nothingness cooed to her. She turned over and hugged her 
pillow tight. The sound of the generator went out beyond 
the window and Troy’s breathing slowed to a steady hum. 
 She should fuck him. She should love him, 
properly. She should, she should, but she held the pillow 
tighter until all the light was gone. She kept fidgeting. She 
could feel him awake beside her, perhaps wondering the 
same. She bit her lip and turned over. 

It was only in the darkness that she felt allowed to 
touch him. She reached out as if towards a caged animal, 
letting his shoulder sniff her fingers first. She brushed him 
lightly. He didn’t stir. She brushed him again, and almost 
painfully he rolled towards her. She could just see the 
reflection of light on his eyes, but the rest of his face was 
in shadow. 

She remembered the first time a boy had touched 
her. She was thirteen, lying beside him at a sleepover on 
the living room floor. Their hands had touched first, 
winding around each other. He’d run his fingers up her 
arm and across her collarbone. They’d lain as still as 
corpses, as if the hands were their own bodies, acting of 
their own will. She and he remained innocent of it. His 
hand had found its way under her shirt and up to her bra, 
and only then had he kissed her. 

Troy’s thumb touched her forehead. She tried to 
smile at him, though he couldn’t see it in the darkness. He 
ran his finger like a blind man down the side of her cheek 
to her lips. She pursed her lips and kissed the tip of his 
finger. He exhaled, and leaned in. The only time he kissed 
her was in the morning, before work, an obligation kiss. 
This too felt the same. There was no passion, only a 
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vague well wish. He kissed her again and shifted his body 
closer. Her hands worked the familiar patterns over his 
arms, his torso, his thighs. Like walking once more over 
the streets she grew up on, years later, she kissed him like 
nostalgia. He pulled her shirt up over her head and tossed 
it to the floor. And then he was in her, moving as easily as 
if he had always been there. It felt so familiar that it was 
almost nothing. It was the first time they’d had sex in 
months, and it was all the same. 

Then something in the way he moved was 
different. She was walking the same street, but there on 
the corner was an old-remembered store now torn down 
and replaced with something more modern. His 
movements had been made over since last she’d felt them. 
She knew in a way she couldn’t explain that she was not 
the last woman he’d been with. She couldn’t tell how 
many others, but he moved so expertly that it could not 
have been months for him. 

The thought made bile rise in her throat and she 
kissed him harder. She bit his lip. She wanted to hurt him. 
Yet the pit of her stomach was light. So he was certainly a 
cheat. So she was not the only one at fault for how they’d 
failed. She wanted to laugh and she kissed him again. She 
wanted to cry and she kissed him again and fucked him 
harder. She had betrayed him with her inability to be 
happy, and he had betrayed her back, and now they were 
even and she was free to fall into oblivion and wallow in 
the dark places and the corners of things and he had no 
right to pull her back. She felt victorious. 
 

Emily woke up naked and curled around her 
pillow. She pushed herself upright and blinked at the dim 
light through the window. It looked to be early, maybe 
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five or six. Or maybe it was much later, but the darkness 
of the woods held the world in a perpetual dawn. 

She wanted to walk in it. She stood quickly and 
pulled a shirt on and tiptoed out to the center of the trailer. 
There were her pants from the day before, and her shoes. 
She wanted to get out before the stillness could fade, 
while there was still fog on the horizon. 

The door of the trailer creaked shut behind her and 
she stepped onto the damp ground. The woods rolled up 
the hill away from her. She climbed over bushes and 
brambles, following a damp, rocky creek up to an 
outcropping of trees that overlooked the parking lot. 

From her vantage point, she could see the rows of 
trailers and beyond them, a sea of fog and dark treetops. 
So it was still early. None of the other trailers were awake 
yet. She turned away from them and into the forest. The 
ground was soft and wet beneath her though it hadn’t 
rained. 

She saw dandelions and nettle and thorned 
blackberry bushes. She walked deeper, away from any 
path, letting the land slope down and up beneath her. She 
didn’t know now how far she was from the parking lot, 
but the woods kept beckoning her forwards. The sun rose. 
Here was the world her house sought to inhabit, a fairy 
tale world. This was where the wolf would lurk. She 
quietly wished she could hear it padding along behind her. 

Something gleamed up ahead in a little shaft of 
sunlight, and Emily paused. Something that looked almost 
like a fat skeleton. It was the color of bone, but shaped 
like no bone she could think of. Perhaps the skull of some 
God. She slipped through the trees towards it and paused. 

It was a bathtub. It was dirty and scratched, but 
she could clean it and show it to Troy. She tried rubbing 
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the edge with her sleeve and nothing happened. She 
snarled and rubbed harder. She had to get it clean. It was 
old and claw-footed and beautiful under all the dirt, if 
only she could clean it. 

A sound behind her made her turn. 
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Chapter 13) 
 

There was a new beast at the bathtub. 
 She froze and watched. It was a woman, blonde 
and not very large, wearing a padded vest and jeans and 
hiking boots. She looked down at her own legs. They were 
bare and hairy. She was naked. She had never felt naked 
until now, staring at the woman in the clothes, touching 
her bathtub. 
 The woman was wiping it on her long shirt until 
the porcelain shined. 
 She made a noise and the woman looked up. 

Without knowing what she was doing, she sprang 
at the woman. The woman took a step sideways. She fell 
with a crash against the bathtub. 

Wordless curses screamed off her lips. This 
traitor, this invader from the outside world had come 
here, to her bathtub. She was touching it. Treating it like 
her own. 
 She was still so weak that the force of her attack 
left her panting and tired. The woman was standing 
again, just out of reach, looking at her. She had blue eyes 
and light skin and a silver stud in her left nostril. 
 She screamed again and gestured wildly. The 
woman just stared. 
 “Are you okay?” the woman said. 
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She felt frozen, and the woman was frozen too. 
The woman looked afraid, but not angry. The woman 
looked kind. 
 She opened and closed her mouth, tasting her 
tongue, tasting her teeth. She knew words. She couldn’t 
stop thinking in words, no matter how hard she tried. 
Respond. Speak. She couldn’t remember how to speak. 
Had she ever spoken before? She hadn’t spoken since 
she’d awoken in the woods, and time didn’t exist before 
then. 
 “Who are you?” she heard herself say. Was that 
how her voice sounded? She had never heard it before. 
 “I’m Emily,” the woman said. 
 Emily. 
 Emily and Angelica. They all had names. Now 
Emily had to exist too, she had to take stock of Emily 
being out there somewhere. The world kept getting 
bigger. 
 “What’s your name?” Emily asked. 
 She opened and closed her mouth again. 
 “I don’t know,” she said. 

Emily moved a step closer and she started. She 
scrambled to her feet and ran back, away from Emily and 
the trailers and the world and its horrid, oppressive 
order. Where were the beasts? Why weren’t they 
protecting her now? 
 Emily’s blue eyes were wide. Why were all of their 
eyes blue? In the world outside, did everyone have blue 
eyes? Her own eyes were brown. Weren’t they? She 
couldn’t remember them anymore. 

Emily was advancing. 
She took another step away and looked around 

furiously for a stick, for a weapon, for anything. The dead 
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bluebird lay open on the bed of pine needles. Emily 
hadn’t disturbed it yet. She couldn’t grab the bluebird. 
You couldn’t kill anyone with a bluebird. 
 “It’s okay,” Emily said, “I won’t hurt you. Are 
you okay?” 
 That question again. Was she okay? What did that 
even mean? 
 “It’s okay,” Emily said. It was barely a whisper. 
 Emily’s hair was yellow and her eyes were blue. 
Two dots of color in a formless world. The bathtub was 
beside her. Her right leg was touching the dirty porcelain. 
She fell to her hands and knees and her legs scraped the 
ground. She was naked, and Emily was standing above 
her, clothed and normal. She was so ugly and small on 
the ground. The world was getting darker. She hadn’t 
eaten or drunk in so long. 
 “Are you okay?” Emily said again, but she was a 
million miles away. The beasts prowled in the sky above 
her and laughed and their teeth were human teeth and 
white like Emily’s, and the bluebird lay alive and 
wriggling in her palm and she pressed her thumb down on 
it, and then she was the bird, the world went black. 
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Chapter 14) 
 

“Troy!” Emily yelled. 
The naked girl was passed out on the ground. She 

was thin and dirty, and she looked close to death. They 
had to get her help, but Emily couldn’t lift the girl on her 
own. 

“Troy!” 
She sprinted through the woods. How far had she 

come? After what felt like ages, she found the hill that led 
down to the trailer. The sun had already risen and Troy 
would be just waking up now. And there he was, messing 
with something on the generator outside the trailer. 

He looked up as she yelled again and gave her a 
curious look. 

“Em,” he said. He looked embarrassed. They 
didn’t have time for that. “I was wondering where you got 
to.” 

“I went for a walk and…” she said frantically, 
“There isn’t time. Can you come up here? I need your 
help.” 

He shrugged. 
 

He needed to be here, now. She tapped her foot as 
he made his slow way around the back of the hill. He 
followed the path. There was a faster way if he climbed 
the rocks. He arrived breathless and confused. 
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“This girl,” she explained in a rush, half-dragging 
him into the woods, “She just came out of nowhere. She 
looks starved. I can’t carry her.” 

“What?” Troy said. Emily dragged him forward. 
They walked on, Troy taking things at his steady 

pace, Emily trying not to physically push him on. The 
bathtub was just visible as they emerged into the clearing. 
The bathtub, the trees, and nothing else. 
 “She was just here,” Emily said. She frantically 
searched the ground as if the girl had gotten lost 
somewhere under the leaves. 
 “Who was, Em?” 
 Troy was still tired. He was always tired. There 
wasn’t time for tired today. 
 “A girl,” she said. “She was naked and… and 
really dirty. I think she lives in the woods. We have to 
find her. Help me!” 
 Troy blinked at her, at the bathtub. Why couldn’t 
he help her? He looked around, peering through the trees 
as if the girl might just jump out at him. 
 “Em, are you sure…” 
 “Yes, I’m sure,” she snapped. “She was just here. 
She fell over. I think she passed out. Where did she go?” 
 “I don’t know,” he said. 
 “I know you don’t know.” 

She circled the bathtub, looking down and up. 
There were no footprints leading anywhere. The ground 
was too covered in pine needles and leaves and sticks and 
woodsy things. 
 The woods remained resolutely empty. 
 Emily sat with her back against the bathtub and 
put her head in her hands. 
 “She was just here,” she said. “I saw her.” 
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 Troy came up behind her and tentatively put a 
hand on her shoulder. The tears were coming. Why now? 
Why, when they’d just had a night together when things 
had felt halfway normal? Why couldn’t she hold it 
together for one day? 
 In the past, he would have scooped her up in his 
arms and carried her off somewhere and made her feel 
small and safe. Now he just stood, looking around the 
trees like that might fix something. And she still felt 
small, but she didn’t feel safe. 
 “Emily,” he said. His voice was strained from 
holding back something. “I know you thought you saw—
“ 
 “I didn’t think anything,” Emily said. She sniffed 
and wiped her eyes. “I saw her, and she was real, and she 
was here. And if you don’t believe me… I’m not crazy, 
Troy. I’m not.” 
 “I never said you were crazy,” he snapped. 
“You’ve just been…” 
 “What?” 
 He was silent. 
 “What have I been?” 
 “Em, I’m tired,” he said. He took his hand away 
from her shoulder. 
 “What have I been, Troy?” 
 He stalked away from the bathtub. “I’m not going 
to do this here,” he said. “Let’s go back and we can talk it 
out.” 
 “No,” Emily said. She stared away from him, “I 
don’t want to go back.” 
 “Let’s just go back to the trailer, I’ll make coffee,” 
he said. 
 “What have I been?” 
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 “You haven’t been yourself,” he burst out. “Not in 
months. You just sit around and look like the world killed 
your puppy. I know it’s hard—“ 
 “You don’t know shit.” 
 “Then what the fuck is wrong, Emily?” 
 “I. Don’t. Know,” she said. 

Her words were met with silence. She didn’t 
know, and neither did he, and there was nothing he could 
do to fix it. And that was what infuriated him, she knew. 
That was why he couldn’t stand to be around her. He’d 
always held her together, and now, whatever he did, she 
kept on unraveling. 
 Emily let the silence settle in, just to see if it 
would stick. It did. She rose quietly and walked away 
from the bathtub. 
 “Where are you going?” Troy said. 
 “To the trailer,” Emily said. “You’re making 
coffee, right?” 
 
 They drove home in silence. The plan had been to 
spend the weekend there, but after the coffee there was no 
reason to stay. There was a fight coming, Emily knew it. 
It brewed above them like storm clouds, but she didn’t 
have the energy to weather it now. She tucked her knees 
into her chest and watched the trees fade back into farms 
and houses and home.  

 
 By the time they reached the house, the anger had 
seeped back into her. She stalked past Troy to the door in 
silence. 
 “Em?” 
 “What.” 
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 She went into the kitchen to make coffee. They’d 
already had coffee, but something about the act steadied 
her. 
 “Are you—“ 
 “Okay?” she barked. “No, Troy, I’m not.” 
 “Emily, I’m sorry…” He never used her full name. 
It felt too formal. She pointed the coffee pot at him like 
some sort of weapon. 
 “You’re not sorry,” she said. “You’re tired, and 
I’m tired, and we don’t need to do this.” 
 “Do what? Make coffee in the middle of the 
afternoon?” 
 “Shut up.” 
 “Emily.” 
 “What do you want from me, Troy?” she said. 
“Do you want me to smile and laugh and be pretty and 
perfect like you always wanted?” 
 “I’m not asking you to be perfect!” he shouted. 
 “Then what do you want me to be?” 
 She kept holding the coffee pot between them. 
Having something in between them made the 
conversation seem easier. 
 “I just want you to be happy,” he said. Something 
broke inside his eyes. He wasn’t supposed to react like 
this. He was supposed to be angry and shouting and 
slamming doors. And now he looked just as broken as she 
felt. 
 “Well,” she said. She turned away and set the 
coffee pot on the counter. “This is me. Take it or leave it.” 
 “You don’t have to be like this!” he said. “You 
can try, and things will get better. You can go back to 
work. You can find a hobby at least, or something.” 
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 She let out a laugh. It was harsh and cold and felt 
alien in her throat. She spun around and faced him. 
 “What is wrong with you, Emily?” he said. He 
looked disgusted with her now. “Who the fuck are you?” 

She could spit right back, All your “meetings.” 
Staying out all night. Sleeping on the couch. You smell 
like everyone but me. 

But as she looked at him, at those big hands, she 
just didn’t feel like it. They could fight their way through 
every inch of their marriage, but what would be the point? 
It wasn’t going to change.	
	

Troy had stopped being Emily’s. At some point, 
‘til death do us part had started to mean a death of the 
soul. Ever since they had moved, they’d been acting a 
charade. Perhaps it was time to let the curtain down. 

Troy looked like he was waiting for something, 
and Emily became aware that she’d fallen silent. She was 
supposed to say something now. They couldn’t end the 
show without the final act. The truth felt all wrong for a 
moment like this. She needed something else. 

“Do you want this?” she asked. “Do you want a 
family? A marriage? With me?” 

Troy shook his head sadly. He looked lost. He sat 
down like that would make a difference. 

“I don’t know,” he said, “I don’t know, Em.” 
“Do you want me?” she pressed. This was really 

prime acting right now. 
And he shook his head and said, “I don’t know. I 

just need to think.” 
“Do you want me?” she said again. “Do you want 

any of this? What do you want?” 
“I don’t know. I don’t know, Em. I don’t know.” 
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She stared and waited for him to say something, 
anything else. You couldn’t end on I don’t know. You 
couldn’t do anything with I don’t know. It was a non-
answer. 

“What do you want?” she asked again. “What do 
you want, Troy? What. Do. You. Want.” 

“I. Don’t. Know,” Troy said. He kept shaking his 
head, shaking and shaking like the world would stand still 
better if he did. 

“I need to get out of here,” he said and got to his 
feet. 

“What?” Emily watched him move around the 
house. 

“I’m still packed from the trip,” he muttered, “I 
need to get out. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t, Em. I 
need to go.” 

“Get out and go where?” she snapped. “This is 
your home.” 

“I just need to be alone for a while.” 
“I’m your wife,” she snarled. Troy just kept 

shaking his head. 
“I’m going out. I’m going to Pete’s house for a 

while,” Troy said. He edged closer to the door. Bile rose 
in Emily’s throat. 

 “I don’t even know who Pete is,” she shouted. 
“You’ve met him a dozen times!” Troy shouted 

back, and with that, he shut the door. 
She watched him walk down the driveway and out 

to the car. She waited in the kitchen for the sound of the 
car driving away, and sooner than she’d expected, it 
came. 
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It was like a hole punched straight through her 
chest. She wanted Troy. She wanted him to love her for 
the fact that she loved him, for loving him even though 
she didn’t anymore. That’s what love does. It survives 
even after it kills itself. She waited by the stove for the 
sound of the car returning, for him at the door. 

Maybe if she cooked something, it would please 
God enough to send Troy back.  

Maybe if she cleaned something. 
She waited for the lights to flicker, or something. 

For a voice to break the sky and shine a light on her and 
lift her up. No wonder the prophets were all so passionate. 
God always called them back. 

Yes, Noah, build the fucking boat. 
The kitchen light kept shining as yellow and 

unchanging as always. 
 
She went into the bathroom and shut the door. In 

the bathroom, she always felt safe and alone. She bared 
her teeth in the mirror. They were stained with coffee. If 
nothing else, she could clean herself. Make her mouth 
look presentable. Her toothbrush was still in the trailer, 
and after several minutes of convincing herself to walk 
outside, she went for it. 

She opened the door slowly, feeling like she was 
disturbing something. There was no one in the trailer, but 
the memory of her night with Troy still hung inside. It felt 
like someone was breathing inside, the memory so fresh 
and alive it was almost human. It hadn’t worked. They 
hadn’t been able to make it work. It was over now, or it 
soon would be. This she had to accept. She stood for a 
moment in the doorway of the trailer, trying to accept it. 
She wasn’t sure how to do it. 
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She slammed the door behind her and marched 
across the cramped space to the bathroom. She flicked on 
the light and opened the door. 

Staring back from the miniature bathtub were two 
brown-green eyes. 
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Chapter 15) 
 

She wanted to scream, but nothing came out. 
Instead, Emily grabbed the doorframe for support and 
blinked, again and again, as if the next time she opened 
her eyes the face might be gone. 

The girl in the bathtub looked startled too. Her 
face was a mess of dirt and scratches, but the two wide 
green-brown eyes shone as bright as a summer morning. 

“It’s you,” Emily said. 
The girl said nothing back. 
“Who are you?” Emily said. 
The girl looked down. “I don’t know,” she said at 

last. 
Emily made a move towards her, and the girl 

shrank deeper into the empty bathtub. She was naked still, 
and the rest of her was as dirty and scratched as her face. 

Emily crouched down and put a hand forward. She 
thought of greeting an unfriendly dog. Let it sniff you first. 
The girl looked from Emily’s face to her hand to the 
doorway behind her. Her muscles tensed. Emily shut her 
eyes and exhaled, then opened them. Slowly, the girl put 
her own hand up and pressed her palm into Emily’s. Her 
hands were small and rough. 

“Where did you come from?” Emily asked. 
“I don’t know,” the girl said again. 
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Her voice was soft and strange, almost like a deaf 
person’s, as if she had never heard herself speak before. 
But something in the girl was eerily calm, skittish but not 
fearful. Emily drew her hand away and stood slowly. The 
girl was as tiny as she remembered, bony and dirty as if 
she’d lived naked in the woods all her life. Perhaps she 
had. 
 “It’s okay,” Emily heard herself say. “You’re safe. 
I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 The girl nodded. 
 “I know,” she said slowly. “That’s why I followed 
you.” 
 Emily offered her a hand, and the girl took it. She 
pulled her to her feet. She half expected the girl to cover 
herself, but the girl stood unashamedly naked. Every inch 
of her skin was covered in dirt or some sort of mark or 
scar. She was bruised here and there, tiny and scraped and 
rough-hewn like a poorly carved piece of wood. There 
were sticks and leaves in her dark hair and her teeth were 
yellow. But the eyes, like green fire, made her face 
beautiful. 
 “I’m Emily,” Emily said, not sure what else to say. 
 “I know,” the girl said. “I heard it in the woods.” 
 “What’s your name?” 
 “I don’t have one,” she said. 
 Okay, okay. Emily breathed in deeply. 
 “Can you walk?” Emily asked. 
 “Yes,” the girl said. She took a step out of the 
bathtub, and Emily backed away from her to give her 
room to move. 
 “Do you know where you are?” Emily asked. 
 The girl said, “No.” 
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 “Okay,” Emily said, trying to understand what to 
do with this situation. “Okay.” 
 
 She wrapped the girl in a blanket and led her 
through the trailer by the hand. She wasn’t much shorter 
than Emily, but something about her felt crippled and 
small. Emily wrenched the door open and they stood, 
blinking in the light of the driveway. 
 “This is our house,” Emily said. 

The girl stepped outside. “Okay,” she said. 
 Emily wasn’t sure what she expected. It’s nice, 
maybe, but the girl said no more. As if in a dream, Emily 
led her by the hand to the front door and showed her 
inside. She shut the door quietly behind them. 
 The girl stood silently in the living room, her eyes 
flicking around the few items they had. Emily came up 
behind her, unsure what to say now. The girl didn’t seem 
afraid. She looked on with placid interest, as if nothing in 
the room fazed her. 
 “It’s okay,” Emily said again, “You’re safe here.” 
 The girl was a total stranger. She was young, 
certainly, but not a child anymore. And yet, Emily didn’t 
feel afraid of her. She only wanted to care for the girl 
now, to make sure she was alive and safe and fed and 
clean. She went into the kitchen while the girl stood in the 
living room, clutching the blanket around herself. 
 “It’s warm here,” the girl said. “Warmer than the 
woods.” 
 “Where did you live in the woods?” Emily asked. 
She’d decided the thing to do was to make tea. Tea made 
everything seem normal. 
 “In the bathtub,” the girl said. 
 “The bathtub? Just in the bathtub?” 
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 “Yes.” 
 “Alone?” 
 “Yes,” the girl said. “Except for the beasts.” 
 Emily blinked at the teapot, trying to make sense 
of the girl’s words. 
 “The beasts?” Emily asked. “What beasts?” 
 And the girl said again, “I don’t know.” 
 
 Emily led the girl to the sofa and set the teacup 
beside her. “Drink,” she said, “If you want to.” 
 The girl picked up the cup with both hands, 
looking confused. Slowly, she lifted it to her lips. 
 “It’s hot,” she said, jerking the cup away from her 
and splashing tea on the blanket. 
 “I’m sorry,” Emily said. 
 The girl drank again, more slowly this time. They 
sat in silence for a moment, Emily wracking her brain to 
think of what to say. Where had the girl come from? Why 
was she here? For a moment, Emily doubted the entire 
thing. Perhaps Troy was right, she’d finally lost it 
altogether. She reached out and touched the girl’s 
shoulder. The girl shivered a little. The blanket wrapped 
around her was real. Her matted curly hair was real. 
Emily could feel her warm breath against her fingers. You 
couldn’t touch hallucinations, could you? She drew her 
hand back. The girl sipped her tea again. 
 “Do you want a name?” Emily asked suddenly. 
 The girl looked up at her. “Yes,” she said. 
 “What about Julia?” 
 The words were out of her mouth before Emily 
could stop them. She felt suddenly ashamed, fearful that 
the girl would think her ridiculous. 
 “Julia?” the girl asked. “My name?” 
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  “If you’d like,” Emily said. 
 “Julia.” 
 This is sick, a voice in Emily’s head sounded. She 
shook the thought away. The girl needed help, now, and 
the rest could wait. 
 “I like it,” the girl said. 
 Emily let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was 
holding. 
 “Okay,” she smiled. “You’re Julia.” 
 “Julia,” the girl said. 

And then she was Julia, and named, and real. 
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Chapter 16) 
 

Julia held still as Emily wrung out the washcloth 
again and rewet it. She didn’t complain. She sat quietly on 
the floor of the shower, her arms wrapped around her 
knees, her chin tilted up to let Emily clean away the rest 
of the dirt. The cleaning gave Emily some peace of mind, 
and Julia didn’t seem to have any problem with it. 

Emily crouched above Julia and ran the 
showerhead over her hair, pulling the tangles off her face. 
The water dripped over Julia’s chin and made her gurgle. 

“Do you mind if I use soap?” Emily asked. 
It was the first time she’d spoken in a long while, 

and the words felt strange. Julia made a noncommittal 
jerk of the head. 

Julia inhaled. 
“It smells like spring,” she said. “Without the 

dirt.” 
A dollop of shampoo slipped down into Julia’s eye 

and she cried out. Emily jumped and wiped the soap away 
with a washcloth. She rinsed Julia’s face with water until 
it was all clean. 

“Why does it hurt?” Julia asked. 
Emily returned to washing and shook her head. 

Breathe in, breathe out. She could do this. She put a hand 
against the side of the shower to steady herself and tried 
to smile. 
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“It’s just soap,” Emily said, “Soap stings when it 
gets in your eyes. Don’t worry. I won’t let it hurt you 
again.” 

She tilted Julia’s head back and ran the water 
through her hair. It was hot in the bathroom and Emily’s 
own face was wet with sweat and steam, but she couldn’t 
stop now. With every layer of dirt she washed off Julia’s 
skin, a new layer of scars and bruises rose to meet it. 
There were still so many knots to get out of her hair. 

She took a brush off the counter. The knots were 
so big, she worried the brush might break. Julia squeezed 
her eyes tight and whimpered. She tried to jerk her head 
away from the brush, but Emily held her in place. 

“Hold still,” Emily snapped. 
She instantly felt guilty. She felt Julia ought to be 

terrified, but the girl just obeyed. She didn’t move her 
head again, and she breathed deeply and slowly as Emily 
worked the brush through the knots. A strange feeling of 
satisfaction rose in Emily’s stomach. 

This is sick, the voice in Emily’s head said again. 
She smiled at Julia and put the brush down. The rest of 
the knots could wait. Right now, Julia needed to be warm 
and dry and fed. Emily turned the water off and helped 
Julia dry off. 

“Do you want some clothes?” she asked. 
She let Julia rummage through her clothes. 

Emily’s bras wouldn’t fit her, so she gave her a large T-
shirt and a pair of pajama pants. Julia looked even smaller 
and younger in the big clothes. She looked more like a 
child, and the thought made Emily smile. 

This is sick. This is completely fucked up. But she 
had prayed so long for Julia, and now here she was. 
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They sat in the quiet kitchen across the small 
dining table. Julia rested her head in her hand, looking out 
the window, at the roses and the darkness. Emily wasn’t 
sure what to say to her. She knew what she wanted to say, 
but she was scared Julia might reject her.  
 “Why did you come with us?” she said at last. 
 Julia looked back from the window, then down. 
She seemed not to want to meet Emily’s eyes. 
 “I wanted to leave the woods,” she said. 
 “How long were you in the woods?” 
 “As long as I can remember.” 

“You were born in the woods?” Emily asked. Julia 
shook her head. 

“I don’t know. I don’t remember being born.” 
“But you grew up there?” Emily pressed. Julia 

shook her head again. 
“I didn’t grow up. I’ve been like I am now for as 

long as I can remember,” she said. 
“And how long is that?” 
Julia shrugged. “Since the winter, maybe.” 
Perhaps the girl needed a psychiatrist. From the 

sounds of it, she had amnesia or something like it. She 
would need therapy, and medication, and treatment, and 
Emily stopped her brain there. She was diagnosing this 
girl already. Julia wasn’t her patient. Trying to fix 
someone just decided for them that they were broken. 

Emily’s job was just to accept this girl as a gift. 
No, that was sick. Julia was a person in her own right, and 
Emily’s job now was to care for her. To offer her as much 
compassion as she had in her body, and then offer more. 
Her job was to tend to Julia, to do whatever she could to 
help her. 
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 “Do you mind sleeping on a couch?” Emily 
asked. 

Julia shook her head and smiled. Hadn’t the girl 
spent the last year sleeping in the woods? Surely she 
wouldn’t mind a couch. But she deserved a bed. Maybe 
they could get her a bed, if she stayed. 

If she stayed. Emily shook the thought away. 
Julia sat on the couch looking like any other 

overnight guest. In Emily’s oversized sweatshirt, she 
could have been a friend’s daughter or a neighbor’s kid. 
She looked like she’d sat on couches before. Nothing in 
the house had shocked her.  

Julia tucked her legs up beneath her and put her 
head on the pillow. She looked so small like that. Emily 
pulled the blanket up over her. 

“Do you want to go to sleep now?” she asked. 
Julia nodded. 

“Okay,” Emily smiled. “Anything in the kitchen is 
up for grabs if you get hungry.” 

Julia nodded against the pillow. 
She looked ready to pass out at any moment, but 

Emily hovered all the same. She turned the lights off and 
a creeping feeling snuck into her. Was it safe to leave 
Julia alone? After all, the girl was a total stranger. Six 
hours earlier, she’d almost attacked her.  

So what, a voice in her head said. 
So what if Julia is dangerous? It’s not like you’re 

that attached to life anyway. People try to jump off the 
Brooklyn Bridge to kill themselves but go home because 
they don’t want to get hit by the traffic. Don’t be a 
hypocrite. 

She closed the door. 
 



 101	

 Emily walked back to her bedroom, trying her best 
to make her footfalls soft. She felt like something hovered 
in the air, some electric hum that she might disturb if she 
made even a fraction of a noise. She opened the bedroom 
door, wincing at the creak it refused not to make. Her own 
bed was still tidy from where she hadn’t slept in it the 
night before. She sat on the edge of it and looked into the 
darkness. 
 What had just happened? 
 Who was this girl? 
 Where had she come from? Why was she here? 
Why on earth was she calling her Julia? 
 Emily shook her head at herself. It was just the 
first name she thought of. She hadn’t meant to say it. 
Tomorrow, she could give her a new name. 
 But another voice crept up as if from her spine. It 
said, the girl never asked for a name. You called her 
Julia. You want her to be Julia. You want anything in the 
world to be Julia, just so you don’t have to be alone. 
 Emily stood abruptly and shut the door hard. The 
snap of the wood and the lock clicking into place sent a 
jolt through her. 
 Maybe she was insane. She would wake in the 
morning to find no one in the house, no one but her. No 
Troy, no Julia, no family, no one. 
Chapter 17) 
 

Emily woke late the next morning. The sun was 
already bright outside the window. The roses were 
looking a bit worse for wear. The summer heat had begun 
to take its toll on them. 
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Emily stretched and swung herself out of bed. She 
padded down the hall to the kitchen, then stopped at the 
study door. A shape lay curled on the sofa. 

And like a rush of sound the previous day hit her 
in the face. She opened the door quickly and green eyes 
looked up at her. There she was, still real, still Julia. 

“Hi,” Emily said. 
She bit her lip. Julia was still there. Troy was still 

gone. It hadn’t been a dream, or if it was, she hadn’t 
woken up yet. 

“Um… did you sleep okay?” she heard herself 
say. 

Were these the kinds of things you asked someone 
after they’d spent months scavenging in the woods? This 
was uncharted territory as far as etiquette was concerned. 
Julia shook her head. 

“I was reading,” she said and pushed something 
off her lap. Emily looked at it.  

“What is this?” Emily asked and picked it up. It 
was large book, leather-bound and faded. It sparked 
something in her memory. 

Julia cocked her head. 
“I just found it,” she said, “On the bookshelf.” 
Emily turned it over in her hands. It read, Old 

Fairytales. There was a little picture of a bird over a 
watercolor stream and the sun seemed to be rising from 
the bird’s feathers. 

“So… you know how to read?” Emily asked. 
“Of course,” Julia said, as if it were the most 

obvious thing in the world. 
“Julia,” Emily said, and the name stung in her 

throat, “Where did you learn how to read?” 
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Julia shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s like 
I’ve always known how. I just never got the chance until 
now.” 

“But someone taught you how to read,” Emily 
said. “When you were a child. You went to school and 
learned math and had a family.” 

Julia looked at Emily as if worried she’d upset her. 
She shook her head, not to deny, but softly as if feeling 
the weight of it tossed around on her neck. 

“Why?” Julia asked. 
“Why what?” 
“Why does that have to be true? Why did I have to 

come from somewhere? Why can’t I just be here, with 
you?” 

Emily took Julia’s hand and rubbed her knuckles. 
They were still a bit dirty, despite all the effort Emily had 
made to clean her. Perhaps the woods would never fully 
wash away. 

“You can,” Emily said. “You are here with me. I 
just want to know… I want to know how you got here.” 

“I don’t know,” Julia said. “You found me, and 
now I’m here. Before that, I was in the woods. Before 
that, there was nothing.” 

“Nothing at all?” 
“Maybe I was dead,” Julia said. “I think we’re all 

dead before one day we’re not.” 
Emily let that one settle for a bit. But she was too 

hungry to know, she couldn’t just accept it yet. 
“You don’t remember anything?” Emily pressed. 
“I remember things. No, I don’t remember them,” 

Julia corrected herself. “I just know them. Like falling 
back into a dream you had before. Only you know it’s not 
real.” 
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“You don’t think this is real?” Emily asked. 
“I don’t know,” Julia said. “This is nice. I hope 

this is real.” 
She gestured around at the room, so tidy. The 

wood desk gleamed in the ceiling lights. Emily frowned 
and released Julia’s hand. She hadn’t realized she was still 
holding it. 

“I’m real, and you’re real,” Emily said. 
“Okay,” was the only answer she got. 
 
“Are you hungry?” Emily asked. Julia considered 

the question, then nodded. 
“Why don’t we go grocery shopping,” Emily said, 

“And you can pick out whatever you want, and I’ll cook 
you a big breakfast when we get back.” 

She was talking to Julia like a five-year-old. She 
didn’t know how old the girl was, but she was definitely a 
teenager. 

Emily went into the kitchen to wash the dishes 
from before they left. She waved away a fruit fly. She’d 
shown Julia how to use the shower and offered her 
whatever clothes she wanted. Julia moved slowly, as if 
learning how to walk. It must be hard to learn how to be 
human. 
 

Julia came back into the kitchen in a button down 
t-shirt and shorts. She could be anybody’s daughter. 

When they climbed into Emily’s car, Julia knew to 
put on her seatbelt. Emily opened her mouth to ask, but 
she could hear the answer already. Julia would say, I 
didn’t see one in the woods, but I know what a car is. 
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The grocery store was the first thing that seemed 
to make an impression on Julia. She stared in wonder at 
the aisles of vitamins and wandered the produce as if in a 
magical dream. Emily didn’t want to wake her. She 
watched her wonder and envied. 

They passed the tub of pink watermelons, sliced 
open and wrapped in plastic. Julia touched them all. She 
could feel the cold rough surface of the open fruit. Beside 
it was a tub of nectarines. Emily came up behind her and 
ushered her forward. There was another row of vegetables 
on the wall, lit with bright fluorescent lights. The carrots 
had their own crate, and above them the kale, and beside 
them the lettuce. Little black cards with printed labels. 
They listed the names and the prices in neat squares with 
whimsical borders. A soft mist sprayed periodically from 
a sprinkler just under the lights. Emily wondered what 
Julia felt, what existed in her mind. Julia felt little drops 
of water hit her face and grinned and her teeth flashed 
yellow in the mirror above the produce bins. 

Emily wanted to be young again, to marvel at the 
mundane. Children always had the right priorities. They 
were in love with the little beauties in life, and growing 
up was nothing but falling out of love. 

“See anything you like?” Emily asked. Julia 
grinned at her. 

“I want to eat everything,” she said. 
 

As they unloaded groceries, Emily thought of 
another plan. Julia was smaller than she was. She would 
need clothes, even if she just took her to the hospital, or 
the police. The thought made Emily tense. She wanted 
Julia to have something, so that whatever happened, she 
could be warm and safe. 
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“I want to take you shopping,” Emily said. 
“I thought we just went shopping.” Julia was 

eating a piece of watermelon. She looked to be almost 
crying. 

Emily smiled at Julia and squeezed her hand. 
“I want to get you some clothes, so you don’t have 

to keep borrowing mine,” she said. 
“Oh,” Julia mumbled. She looked away out the 

window, but didn’t argue. As they drove toward the mall, 
Emily got the impression that Julia was unhappy with her. 

“What kind of clothes do you like?” Emily asked. 
Julia frowned at the mirror, and Emily knew the answer 
before she said it. 

“I don’t know,” she said. 
 
Emily drove to a small boutique run by a plump 

older woman. Julia was so small that Emily doubted adult 
clothes would even fit her, so she tried clothes for 
children. Julia was just how she’d been at the 
supermarket, running her hands over the wool of a row of 
sweaters and staring past the hangers into somewhere 
else. She seemed not to see shirts and pants, just patterns 
and colors and fabrics. The identities were not important. 
All that mattered were the sensations they produced. 

Emily wondered if she’d been that way herself, 
the first time her mother had brought her shopping. But of 
course, it hadn’t happened like that. Emily’s mother took 
her shopping on Fifth Avenue. In that world, you grew up 
knowing what shopping was. You learned to discern 
quality and taste and fashion from birth. You knew what 
was a knock-off. You could smell cheap. 

Emily offered up various shirts and sweaters and 
Julia looked at each one, impassive. It was like trying to 
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please a brick wall. Eventually, she stacked a pile of 
sweaters in a basket and took Julia to the dressing room. 
If Julia didn’t care, so be it. Emily would just choose what 
she liked. 

She sat on a stool outside the curtain and waited 
for Julia to finish changing. What felt like an hour later, 
she finally knocked on the wall beside it. 

“Julia?” Emily asked, “Are you okay?” 
She peered through the gap in the curtain and saw 

the pile of sweaters sitting forgotten on the floor. Julia 
was naked, staring at her reflection in the mirror. She 
turned her head to the right, to the left, up, down. As 
Emily watched, a feeling like possession surged inside 
her. They drove home in silence.  

 
Emily marinated a chicken breast and set it to 

cook in a pan. Julia came up next to her and inhaled. She 
said she knew those smells, as if in a dream, but there was 
nothing like that in the woods. 
 “You’re out of the woods now,” Emily said, 
“You’re safe.” 

Julia sat by the window and looked at it. At it, not 
out of it, as if the glass and not the world outside was 
what interested her. Emily ladled out a bowl of soup and 
gave it to her. 

 “What do you like to do?” Emily asked. 
Julia frowned and looked back at her. “Do?” she 

asked, “What do you mean?” 
“For fun,” Emily said with a shrug. 
“What do you mean fun?” 
Emily sighed. How strange this girl was. She had 

that feeling again, like she couldn’t be certain that Julia 
wasn’t just messing with her. But what would be the 
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point? She didn’t seem to want anything in particular. 
And something in her face was so genuine, so clean and 
bright and hopeful like spring while the frost is still out. It 
was the kind of face that she had to speak in poetry to 
describe, slight and haunted but fiercely alive.  

“Fun,” Emily started, “I guess fun is just things 
that make you happy. Things you do just because you 
enjoy them, not for any other purpose.” 

Julia mouthed the word ‘fun.’ 
Julia took a spoonful of soup and gulped it down 

while trying to speak. “Eating, I guess,” she said, 
“Hunting. Mostly squirrels. Picking fruit. That’s usually 
what I do. I don’t know if I do it because it makes me 
happy. I just have to. But I like picking blackberries 
because they’re so easy. I found a deer once, and that was 
great. I like the way the dirt feels. I like the smell of the 
trees. I like all the birds. I like…” 

Her face darkened suddenly and she looked down 
as if she’d done something wrong. Emily waited for her to 
keep speaking, but she didn’t. 

“But those all sound like… just surviving,” Emily 
said. Julia didn’t look up. 

“That’s what I do,” she said. “Isn’t that what we 
all do? Just survive?” 

“Well, some of us think we could do more,” Emily 
explained, “That’s where fun comes in.” 

“Why can’t survival be fun?” Julia asked. 
This one Emily had an answer for. “Because we 

have to do it,” she said, “There’s no choice in the matter.” 
“So fun is only something you don’t have to do,” 

Julia said. 
“Yeah,” Emily said, “Fun is something you just do 

because you want to.” 
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“I want to survive,” Julia shot back. Emily reached 
across the table and took her hand. The skin was rough for 
someone so soft. 

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Emily said, 
“You’re going to survive now. I’ll make sure of it.” 

Julia’s bright eyes looked unfocused. She gave an 
uncertain smile. 

“You’re sure?” she said. 
“I’m sure.”  
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Chapter 18) 
 
 Emily watched Julia in the garden like a thing 
she’d grown there. She’d never learned how to garden. 
Julia sat with her back to the roses, flipping through the 
book of fairy tales. She giggled at something, and Emily 
felt herself smile. 

She felt she loved Julia, but it was a love she’d 
never felt before. It was the opposite of the love she felt 
for Troy. It hadn’t been caused by anything. It wasn’t 
conditional on Julia’s personality. She loved her even 
though she knew nothing about her, even though there 
was nothing yet to know. She loved her simply for 
existing, for being here, for needing her. 

She felt something in her chest burst like a pipe 
and everything was water. The way seeing beauty makes 
you want to own it. The way everyone talks about New 
York City like it’s theirs, like it lights up for them alone, 
but the city doesn’t care who watches it. It doesn’t know 
that it’s beautiful. That was Julia. She could be fine in 
darkness with no one to look at her. Being beautiful made 
you crave an audience. It made you need to be wanted. 
Julia alone seemed content to be only herself. Emily came 
out into the garden and sat in the grass. 
 
 “You’re reading that book again,” Emily said for 
something to say. Julia set the book on Emily’s lap. Old 
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Fairytales. No details on where they were from, who 
wrote them. They were just Old. Emily opened it and 
flipped through it. 
 “I’ve read them all,” Julia said. The book was 
thick, and Emily was impressed. 
 “Are they good?” 
 Julia nodded. She grabbed the book back eagerly 
and opened it to a page. 
 “Look at this,” Julia said. 

She tapped the picture at the beginning of the 
story for Emily to see. Emily stared at it and her mouth 
dropped open. Painted in miniature was a house that 
looked just like her own. White and brown, dotted with 
roses, surrounded by bright green trees. 
 Emily took the book and started reading. The story 
began with a large, intricately drawn O. Once upon a 
time. 
 It was a story about a fairy who came to a house 
where an old woman lived. The old woman was close to 
death, and she had no family. Emily couldn’t read past the 
first paragraph. 
 “Do you think that could be me?” Julia asked. 
 “You’re not an old woman,” Emily said. “You’re 
just a girl.” 
 Julia shook her head. “Not the woman,” she said. 
“The fairy.” 
 Emily smiled at the thought. Somehow, it didn’t 
seem like the least plausible story of where Julia came 
from. She could be a fairy, flitting around the woods, 
waiting for the old woman to find her so she could help 
her. 
 “You’d make a good fairy,” Emily said. 
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 “I read in another story,” Julia started, taking the 
book back, “That fairies are spirits. They’re dead people. 
They get sent back because they have to do something.” 
 “Like ghosts?” Emily asked. 
 “Ghosts, I don’t know,” Julia said. “There aren’t 
any stories about ghosts. Just fairies. But they live in the 
woods and they come to help people and play tricks on 
them.” 
 An image flashed through Emily’s mind, of her 
and Julia driving a little red car around the country, 
playing tricks on people and stealing their money. They’d 
have little black and silver pistols and wear bandanas over 
their mouths. 
 “Do you think I’m a fairy?” Julia asked. “Maybe 
I’m here to help you.” 
 “You are helping me, little fairy,” Emily said. 
“More than you know.” 
 

Maybe Julia was a fairy. A ghost. The spirit of 
someone now gone. It seemed more likely that Julia had 
dropped from the sky than that she’d ever had a 
childhood. She knew about cars and showers and sofas 
even though she’d never seen them. She was of this 
world, and yet had never experienced it. She was a child, 
a gift from God, and yet. A ghost? 

There were worse things you could be than dead. 
 
Night rolled in around the house. Emily turned the 

lights off in the study and Julia closed her eyes. Emily 
watched her smile. 

Julia liked being called Julia. It sounded like rain, 
if rain could speak. And she felt safe with Emily. For 
once, someone wanted to take care of her. She’d never 
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known how that felt. Had she? There was no one in the 
woods to care if she lived or died, and this new sensation 
with Emily made her feel soft and important. 

She drifted slowly into sleep. The darkness of the 
room curled under her head like a soft hand. It propped 
her head up. Something made her open her eyes. 
Movement in the darkness. Something darker than black 
was watching her from the cracks in the corners. 

She stared as its eyes opened and the light shined 
in them. 

“No,” she said, quietly. A whimper. 
The beast moved forward, prowling across the 

sofa that was her bed. There were more of them. The 
darkness was thick with their breath. Everywhere she 
looked was a mountain of fur and teeth, circling her. They 
drew closer. She screamed, but that did not affect them 
off. 

The first beast lunged at her, catching her arm in 
its teeth. It ripped until the skin pulled away and she saw 
clean white bone buried under a torn muscle. The second 
one came, clawing at her stomach until it too fell open. 
They kept feasting, biting through her as if she were the 
softest thing they had touched. 

She was wrong to feel safe. The safety made her 
weak. She screamed and screamed into the darkness as 
the world went black. The beasts tore her apart until she 
ceased to exist. 

 
A light snapped on. Emily stood breathless in the 

doorway, wrapped in a pale, stained robe. 
“Julia?” she said. “What’s wrong?” 
She rushed to the bed and sat down. She pulled 

Julia to her, but Julia shook her off. 
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“No,” Julia said, her voice shaking. “You can’t 
touch me. They’ll know. They’ll know I’m weak.” 

“It’s okay,” she said. “Who will know?” 
“The beasts,” Julia said. “They’ll come for me.” 
Emily shushed her softly. She reached tentatively 

for Julia’s back and Julia didn’t shake off her hand this 
time. 

“There aren’t any beasts here,” she said. “You’re 
safe. I promise you, you’ll be safe with me. I won’t let 
anyone hurt you.” 

“But something always wants to hurt you,” Julia 
said. 

“Not if there’s someone to protect you,” Emily 
said. “Not when they have me to deal with.” 

And for the first time since she could remember, 
Emily felt strong. She felt sure of herself. No beast in the 
night would come for her Julia, not while she was there. 
She sat by the bed all night while Julia drifted back to 
sleep. 
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Chapter 19) 
 

It was Julia’s second morning in the house. She’d 
slept through the night, and the beasts had not returned. 
Maybe Emily was enough. Maybe she didn’t have to face 
the beasts on her own anymore. She could be weak 
because Emily was strong. She looked at Emily, still 
asleep, curled up at the foot of the sofa. Julia tucked her 
blanket around Emily’s shoulders and Emily smiled. 

Julia crept by her and slid out into the garden to sit 
in the grass. It was sunny and warm. There was a breeze. 
She felt the wind against her bare arms like a soft 
embrace. She couldn’t remember when she’d started to 
think of herself as Julia. As soon as the word had come 
out of Emily’s mouth, it had stuck to her. It was a pretty 
name. It made her feel pretty. The world had kindness and 
care, and no one could stop her from relishing it. 

That was the key to it all. That wherever she had 
been and wherever she would go, this, now, had 
happened. Someday this all would be over. They would 
come for her, the ever creeping they that haunted the back 
of her mind. But no matter what they did to her from here, 
they could never take away the fact that this moment 
existed.  

In the big leather book, it had said that fairies 
might be spirits of the dead. She wondered now who’s 
spirit she was, and why she had been sent back. She 
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wanted vaguely to remember where her life had come 
from, how she had gotten here. In the woods, the past had 
never mattered, but here it was everywhere, creeping into 
the present like long, thin fingers, wrapping itself around 
her, trying to drag her back. 

If only she could remember. If only she had 
something to hold onto, some explanation for her own 
being that would put it all in line. Fairies came back for a 
reason, the book said. They had lessons to learn, or 
lessons to teach, or people to help. Lying in the garden, 
Julia felt helpless. She had nothing to offer to anyone. She 
was cruel and indifferent as the beasts in a world that was 
trying to be kind to her. She deserved none of this. She 
ought to return to being nameless and faceless, to hunting 
and killing. She didn’t deserve to be pretty, or Julia, or 
any of it. 

What dug at her most about Emily’s world was 
that survival was no longer enough. Her only goal in the 
woods was to remain breathing, standing, alive. Here, 
they did more than that. They tried to grow and create and 
expand. For good or for evil, the world outside the woods 
tried to make itself bigger. So she lay curled in the grass 
and tried to make herself as small as possible. She tried to 
shrink back into the ground. She tried to imagine she had 
always been here, not in space, but in time. There had 
always been this moment, there would always be this 
moment. She had been scared the first time she saw Emily 
at the bathtub, scared but never surprised. Everything had 
aligned itself so that she would find herself here, sinking 
into the grass, itchy and warm and damp with dew. 

As if to break the stillness just when things needed 
to move, the door to the garden slid open. Emily stepped 
out, her face a mixture of sleep and peace and confusion. 
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“I was wondering where you went,” she said, and 
faltered. She looked sad. 

“Were you reading?” Emily asked, looking about 
for the book. The book was inside. 

“Just being, I think,” Julia said. “Being here.” 
Julia glanced up at the sky. 
“It’s a nice day for that,” she said. 
 
Emily studied her carefully, a small smile trying to 

creep its way to her mouth. She could spend every day for 
the rest of her life in the garden with Julia, watching her 
grow like a rose bush, tending to her. She thought about 
what flowers they might be, if they could be flowers 
instead of people. Julia was a wildflower. Emily was a 
daisy, maybe. The thought made her feel young and silly, 
and she’d grown so accustomed to feeling old. 

Emily made her way through the grass and sat 
next to Julia, wrapped her arms around her legs and tried 
to just be. Being was simple enough, but whatever she did 
the thoughts crept in. Troy was gone. She felt his absence 
like a hollow weight. She didn’t have a job. She didn’t 
want a job. She didn’t really have friends. She didn’t 
really want friends. She tried again to simply be, and as 
simple as it was, it wasn’t easy. 

 
The roses looked bloated and faint. They hung off 

their branches like they didn’t want to be there anymore, 
and the ground was littered with red petals that had started 
to go brown. There had been a gardener, but they hadn’t 
kept him on when they moved into the house because the 
money was too tight. It was still tight. If Troy were gone 
for good, then the money would evaporate too. She would 
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have to get Julia to teach her how to scavenge in the 
woods. 

Idly, Emily picked up one of the petals from the 
ground. She held it out on her palm and it blew away. She 
tried to think of something to wish for. She watched the 
petal land in the grass. She thought of going after it, 
picking it up again, doing the wish thing right this time. 

“How do you make the roses grow?” Julia asked 
suddenly. “I mean, I know how plants grow. But how do 
you make them so pretty?” 

“I don’t know,” Emily said. “I’ve never learned 
how to garden.” 

Then a thought struck her. “Shall we find out?” 
she asked.  

Julia nodded slowly. “How do we find out?” 
 
They drove out of the neighborhood and to a big 

depot Emily had visited before with Troy. At one end was 
a gardening section, packed with pots of plants Emily 
didn’t know the names of. She envied Julia. Julia 
probably knew all of these plants, and how they could be 
used. She was full of useful information and didn’t 
trouble herself with what didn’t matter. The only things 
Emily knew were useless things. She knew what 
Shakespeare had to say about roses. She knew what a 
bouquet was. She knew how you could get someone to 
buy a bouquet in 140 characters or fewer. But how to 
make roses grow? She knew nothing. 

She found the plants around her intimidating. 
Little orange trees and birds of paradise and all kinds of 
wild, exotic beauties that had no place in her life, not 
here. Little American flags lined the walls around her. 



 119	

She bent over to brush a white orchid splotched 
with purple. It looked like it had a rash. She thought 
orchids were ugly, but the world had decided they were 
beautiful, and who was she to disagree? 

“That’s a phalaenopsis,” a voice behind her said. 
She turned to see a lanky boy in a red apron 

hovering in that way only insecure teenagers hover. Julia 
never looked like that. She reminded herself that Julia was 
a fairy and not a teenager and probably not even human. 
The thought made her feel sane. 

“Oh,” she said. “I want to grow roses.” 
“That orchid probably won’t help you grow 

roses,” the boy said. Emily laughed. Was it a joke? The 
boy wasn’t laughing. Julia was wandering the aisles of 
plants, touching leaves here and there. 

Emily eyed the kid’s apron closely. It was just a 
blank red apron. She assumed he worked here, but the 
thought struck her that he easily could have just wandered 
in off the street. Maybe he was a butcher and not a 
gardener. 

“I can show you some books and some seed 
varieties,” the boy said, “But you really should be 
growing vegetables.” 

“Why’s that?” Emily asked. 
“Well if the zombie apocalypse comes, you’ll 

want supplies you can live on,” he explained, “And you 
can’t eat roses. I’d suggest growing tomatoes and squash. 
They’re hard to screw up.” 

Emily laughed. The kid had a point. Roses were 
utterly useless when it came to survival, but that was what 
made them so wonderful. They served no purpose other 
than to be beautiful and be enjoyed by everyone who 
looked at them. 
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The kid didn’t look like he liked her laughing, so 
she stopped. 

“Tomatoes and squash?” she asked. 
“Just in case,” the boy said. 
“Why the zombie apocalypse?” Emily asked. 

“Wouldn’t it be good to have tomatoes in any 
apocalypse?” 

The kid shifted. 
“What about something less dramatic than that,” 

she reasoned. She wasn’t even looking at the flowers 
now. “What if everyone just stopped taking care of things 
and the whole world just died and when we all realized 
what we were doing, it was too late.” 

You know, a whimper, not a bang. Like real life. 
“That doesn’t sound fun,” the kid said. 
“Oh, so it’s only fun if it’s zombies? What’s so 

fun about zombies?” Emily stamped her foot. 
“Zombies eat brains.” 
“What’s fun about that? I mean you only have so 

much control over your brain anyway, I don’t think it’d 
be fun to have what’s left of it eaten away by zombies. 
That sounds horrible.” 

“You don’t understand,” the kid said, looking less 
and less happy with her. 

“You’re right,” she said, “I don’t. I don’t get why 
everyone is so obsessed with zombies these days. 
Zombies are gross.” 

The boy looked hurt, even angry. Why was he 
angry? She was just making sense. He turned hastily and 
walked to the back of the store. Emily was left staring at 
the ugly orchids, wondering how they’d gotten onto the 
subject in the first place. He was just a kid. Why did she 
have to yell at him? He was being a dumb ass. But still. 
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She called Julia over from where she was touching 
a blackberry bush. She wanted Julia beside her now, to 
back her up in case the zombie boy came back. She could 
show Julia to him and say, Here. Look. I’m a good 
person. 

“Where are the roses?” Julia asked. 
Emily shrugged and they wandered across the 

store. 
They found a thin book about growing roses and 

took it to the counter. They were greeted by a stern-faced 
woman who closely resembled the boy in the red apron. 
Emily felt uneasy. The woman rang her up in such a huff 
that Emily had to take a step back. She gave her the price 
like it was an insult, and Emily handed over the money. 
Maybe the woman was the boy’s mother. It was all the 
boy’s fault, Emily thought, not hers, but a mother would 
never understand that. She put a hand on Julia’s shoulder 
and led her out of the store. 

 
Emily drove home while Julia read aloud from the 

gardening book like a sermon. Garden roses were best 
planted during the winter. It wouldn’t be winter for 
months. They didn’t have that kind of time. Apparently 
there wasn’t much to know about roses. The book said: 
Treat garden roses as you would human beings and you 
won’t go far wrong. What it meant was that you should 
give them food and water and sunlight and leave them be. 

Emily laughed. There was the secret to all her 
mistakes. Once you had food and water and sunlight, you 
should be fine. Everything beyond that was your own 
damn fault. 
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When they arrived home, everything was quiet. 
Emily stepped through the door, feeling hesitant. The 
silence bothered her. She wanted to hear the sound of 
Troy typing or showering or breathing. But they were 
alone here. The roses hung sadly by the windows, and it 
all felt impossible again. She didn’t know how to make 
anything beautiful. Not even herself anymore. 

Julia sidled up beside her, holding the book to her 
chest. Emily gave her a smile, and it made Julia want to 
smile back. When had she ever smiled in the woods? 
Perhaps when she caught something fat now and then, but 
it still felt strange on her face. It was so decidedly human, 
to be pleased and cheerful. The world was such a tame 
and orderly place where Emily went. It moved with ease, 
as if set to clockwork and roped into some vast machine 
where everything played a part. Everything had its part to 
play in the woods, but it was a wild and wicked order. 
One held up by brutality, by apathy, by survival alone. In 
this world, there were houses in rows and roads and roses 
you could call into being and extinguish at will. It wasn’t 
right, to have this much power. 

 
They spent the day pruning the bushes in the 

garden, Emily with the shears, Julia directing her from the 
book. For a while, it worked, the just being thing. Emily 
forgot about Troy and herself and trimmed dead leaves 
until all the bushes were spiky and uglier and healthy. 
When they finished, they sat in the grass and looked at 
each other. 

Here was a girl, fresh from the other side of death, 
growing into new life, learning to be human. Here Emily 
was, falling into disrepair, in love with nothing but her 
own unraveling. If the world had any justice, it would 
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take her away and give all her life to Julia. It would see 
Julia’s purity, her grace, and sap every ounce of Emily 
there was left so that Julia might flourish. There was 
nothing left for Emily here, nothing left but to build Julia 
as strong and perfect as she could. The time would come 
when she would have to let Julia go. The time for things 
was always coming, and there was nothing she could do 
to stop it. And when Julia would go, so, she decided, 
would she. 

Emily took a good, long look at the garden.  The 
bushes were reduced to sticks and young roses. In time, 
they would be beautiful again. 
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Chapter 20) 
 

A knock came from somewhere far away. Emily 
looked up. Julia hadn’t noticed it yet. The knock came 
again. 

“Stay here,” Emily said. Julia turned. “Stay right 
here, okay?” 

Something in her was afraid. She walked into the 
house, making her way slowly to the door. The curtains 
were drawn and she couldn’t see whoever was beyond. 

“Em?” a voice said. 
Emily let out a breath. It was only Troy. She 

quietly checked over her shoulder. Julia was still in the 
yard, hidden from view. 

She opened the door slowly. Troy stood with his 
hands in his pockets, looking down. 

“Hi,” he said. “I’m sorry, I should have called…” 
“What is it?” Emily snapped. 
“I just, I wanted to see if we could talk,” he said. 
Emily folded her arms. “What would you like to 

talk about?” 
“Can I come in?” 
She hesitated, then nodded.  Troy crossed the 

threshold, and Emily cast a quick glance back towards the 
garden. She didn’t want him to find Julia. She didn’t 
know why. It would be too much to explain, maybe. Troy 
wouldn’t understand. 
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“I just wanted to say I’m sorry,” he blurted. 
“Okay,” Emily said slowly, focusing on him 

again. “What are you sorry about?” 
Troy blinked at her. “I don’t know, I’m sorry –“ 
“You don’t know.” 
“Can I finish a sentence please?” 
They were already fighting again. Emily inhaled 

and motioned for him to go on. 
“I’m sorry we fought, again,” he said. “I’m sorry I 

left. I’m sorry this all got so messed up.” 
“By this…” Emily started, “By this, you mean our 

marriage?” 
Troy looked around as if a nicer way of putting 

things might be hidden somewhere in the room. He 
shrugged. 

“So am I,” Emily said. Her voice was flat. Try as 
she might, she couldn’t make herself really feel it now. 

“You don’t sound sorry,” he said. 
Fire flared up in Emily’s stomach, but by the time 

it reached her throat, it had dissipated to cool smoke. She 
let out a sigh. 

“Do we have to do this now?” she asked. 
“When would you like to do this, exactly?” 
“Troy.” 
He was waiting for her to say something. She 

didn’t know what to say. 
“I’m tired,” she said. A thought occurred to her. 
“What day is it?” she asked. 
 “Monday,” Troy answered, looking confused. 
“Why aren’t you at work?” 
“It’s the fourth of July,” he said, looking confused 

by her. “I was… I was hoping maybe we could go see the 
fireworks somewhere.” 
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Emily glanced quickly at the yard, then shook her 
head. 

“Not today,” she said. “I’m sorry.” 
“Why not? Em –“ 
“I just said no,” Emily snapped back. “We can talk 

soon, okay? Just not today.” 
“Why not?” he asked again, louder this time. 
“I would like you to leave now,” Emily said.   
“Em, what – why?” 
She walked to the front door and opened it for a 

reply. 
“Look, if you’re not ready,” he started. 
Emily glanced again at the door to the garden. 

This time, Troy followed her gaze. 
“Troy.” 
She tried to move between him and the door but 

he was already halfway across the room. 
“Troy!” 
Troy slid the door open and ducked behind the 

curtain. Emily stood rigid in the middle of the living 
room, unsure whether she wanted to follow him. She shut 
the front door and her eyes. 

She heard Troy come back into the living room.  
“You trimmed the roses,” he said. 
Emily opened her eyes. He looked confused, but 

not displeased. Emily moved across the living room 
quickly and looked at the garden. 

The bushes were neatly trimmed, the pruned 
leaves sat in a pile in one corner, and there was no Julia in 
sight. 

Emily took a step towards the door. 
“That was the big secret?” he asked. 
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Emily turned and opened her mouth. Troy stepped 
towards her, one hand snaking its way across her shoulder 
around her upper back. He leaned in. 

“Stop,” she said. Troy pulled back. 
“Just…” she started. “We’ll talk soon. Just not 

yet.” 
Troy removed his hand and put it back in his 

pocket. Emily studied the garden. Where was Julia? Troy 
needed to leave, now. Where had she gone? Was she lost? 

“Okay,” Troy said. 
Emily stared into the garden as he slowly walked 

back towards the front door. 
“Soon?” he said. She turned. His hand was on the 

doorknob. 
“Yeah,” Emily said. 
She watched over her shoulder, breath held, as he 

opened the door. He gave her a quizzical look. She tried 
to smile but she wasn’t sure it worked. He nodded and 
shut the door behind him. 

 
Emily waited, counting the seconds for him to 

fully be gone. She rushed into the garden. 
“Julia?” she called. 
The garden was empty. 
“Julia!” she shouted, frantic now. Julia hadn’t 

come into the house. Where could she have gone? 
Emily’s eyes fell on the ravine behind the house, 

the tall trees. Julia would like them, probably. She ran to 
the edge of the valley and looked down. There, cowering 
in the roots of a big oak tree, was a small form. 

“Hey,” Emily said. She awkwardly made her way 
down the side of the hill to where Julia was hiding. “Julia, 
what…” 
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Julia was shaking, breathing in short, shallow 
gasps. Her eyes stared at the ground in front of her. Emily 
followed her gaze and there was nothing there. 

“What’s wrong?” Emily asked. 
Julia looked up as if noticing for the first time that 

Emily was there. She opened and closed her mouth a few 
times. Finally, she said, “I don’t know.” 

Emily reached out for her hand. Julia jumped and 
shrank back against the tree. 

“Shhh,” Emily said, putting her hand down. “It’s 
okay, you’re safe. Remember? You’re safe with me.” 

Julia took a deep breath. 
“Are you sure?” Julia asked. 
“Yes,” Emily said. “I won’t let anything hurt 

you.” 
“And you won’t hurt me?” Julia asked. 
Emily blinked. “Of course not,” she said. “Never.” 
The color was returning to Julia’s face, slowly. 

Emily stood and held out a hand. Julia looked at it as if 
afraid it might attack. Slowly, she took it. Julia rose 
unsteadily and followed Emily back up the ravine wall to 
the garden. 

“See?” Emily said. “The garden is right here. 
You’re safe here. No one’s gonna hurt you.” 

Julia looked around, hugging herself tightly again. 
“Whenever you’re afraid,” Emily said, “You can 

come here. The roses will protect you, I promise.” 
It sounded silly when it came out of her mouth, 

but it seemed to work on Julia. 
They sat in silence in the garden for a while. 

Emily prickled every time a car drove past on the street 
beyond. Half of her wished for it to be Troy, the other half 
was terrified of it. She didn’t want him to find Julia. Julia 
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was hers, and not Troy’s, and she knew he would try to 
take Julia away from her. 

Still, she would have to do something with Julia. 
“How are you feeling now?” Emily asked. 
Julia swiveled her head around slowly. Something 

about her reminded Emily of an owl. 
“I feel okay, I think,” Julia said. 
In time, they found their way back into the house 

and Emily set about making dinner. Julia came up beside 
her in the kitchen, looking curious. Emily showed her 
how to chop potatoes. They ate in silence, watching the 
long yellow of the evening settle in around the garden. 
Julia seemed calm. She seemed to have nothing left to 
say. 

 
 “Will you read to me?” Julia asked. 
 They sat in the living room, Julia curled on the 
couch with the book of fairytales, Emily in the arm chair. 
 “Anything, sweetheart,” Emily said. 

She moved to the couch and Julia opened the book 
and handed it to her. This one began with a small painting 
of a crooked, dead tree with little specks floating around 
it. Emily read aloud. It was a short story, about fairies 
who fought the power of an evil witch. The witch haunted 
the forest, but the magic of the fairies pushed her back 
until her power was broken. 
 Julia nuzzled up next to her on the couch while 
she read. She absently stroked Julia’s hair, the curls that 
were so much like Troy’s and so different from her own. 
 “I’m sure I’m a fairy,” Julia said with a yawn. 
“But we didn’t have any witches in the woods.” Her eyes 
had slid shut and her breath was slowing. “Only beasts.” 
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 Whatever they are, your magic is enough to drive 
them away, Emily thought. She did not doubt the beasts 
that were in Julia's mind, for they were in Emily's mind as 
well. Forever stalking her like prey, they waited and 
watched for a moment of weakness. She tightened her 
grip on Julia’s shoulder. She could be strong now, strong 
for Julia. 
 As if hearing her thoughts, Julia nodded against 
her shoulder. She wished she could carry Julia to bed and 
hold her forever, but Julia was already fast asleep. 
 “Get some sleep,” Emily said, “Tomorrow will be 
better.” 
 She stood and turned the light off in the kitchen. 
Roses tickled the windows. It was a fairy tale house, after 
all. Perhaps the whole thing would prove to be a fairy 
tale, and they would write the story of Emily and Julia, 
mother and daughter, united in the terrible woods. The 
beasts couldn’t get them here. She didn’t need Troy. 
There was magic in the world now, and she was a part of 
it. 
 She looked at Julia, laying quietly on the couch. 
She was breathing, slowly. Emily looked down at her own 
chest. Was she breathing? She was. But she couldn’t feel 
it. The air hitched in her lungs and seemed to cease. All 
the while, Julia breathed on, growing into new life in front 
of her. 
 If fairies were the spirits of the dead, perhaps this 
was the answer to Julia. Emily herself had died. Julia had 
taken her place. That night in the hospital, Emily had 
never woken up. The blood had all drained out of her, 
washed away into the bathtub drain, useless without a 
body. She would give her life for Julia a hundred times 
over, and perhaps she already had. There was nothing left 
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of her worth salvaging. She would give and give to Julia 
until she withered away, and Julia would grow strong and 
free and beautiful. The world didn’t matter anymore. 
Emily didn’t matter. Fuck Emily. Let her burn in the fire 
she’d built beneath her. Let her wander in hell. She earned 
it. 
 Emily slipped quietly from the couch and went to 
grab a blanket. She wrapped it around Julia and Julia 
smiled. Emily shut her eyes, breathed in, and turned to go 
to bed. Outside, she could hear the sound of fireworks, 
rumbling through the sky. Outside, people were happy 
and celebrating and together. She found she didn’t want to 
leave Julia tonight. She curled up in the armchair by the 
sofa and tucked her knees up against her chin, watching 
Julia breathe, making sure she was still alive. 
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Chapter 21) 
 
 This morning, there was something different in 
Julia’s face. Nothing about her looked different, not 
obviously. Emily watched her sleeping. The feeling was 
like learning a new city, the way the roads at first all look 
foreign and unrecognizable, and in time become filled 
with memories. There was something of Emily in Julia’s 
face, something in the way she frowned a little in her 
sleep. 
 Emily reached out to brush a strand of hair that 
had fallen across Julia’s face. She stopped. Something 
was different about her hand, her own hand. It looked 
rougher, dirtier. There was earth packed in under the 
fingernails which were short for a change. 
 Emily bolted up and ran to the bathroom and shut 
the door. The light was off. She flipped the switch hastily 
and the light flickered once, twice. She saw the flash of a 
face in the mirror, so quick in the blinking of the light she 
could not be certain whose it was. The light came on at 
last. Emily stood, clutching the sink for support. She 
stared into a pale face, blue eyes, blond hair. There was a 
smudge of dirt on her cheek. 
 She turned the water on as hot as it could go and 
scrubbed under her fingernails. 
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 She checked the living room again. Julia was still 
there, still asleep on the sofa, curled up under the blanket. 
The book of fairytales sat open on the table beside her. 
 Without knowing what seized her, Emily made her 
way down the hall towards the bedroom. She opened the 
hatch that went up to the attic and let down the ladder. 
She’d only been up there once before. She looked back 
down the hall towards the living room, then quickly 
turned towards the closet and climbed the ladder. 
 The grey light of morning trickled in from a single 
window high on the wall, illuminating swirls of dust 
around Emily’s feet. The floor was soft with dust but for a 
single line of footsteps that ran to the box in the corner. 
Emily’s own footsteps. She followed them, slowly, taking 
care to step in each one perfectly lest she disturb 
something. 
 The brown box was still open. A stack of 
newspapers stood inside it, the same pile she’d removed 
before. She looked at it. Bill Clinton had enacted welfare 
reform. Emily threw that one aside. She dug through more 
layers of newspapers. She felt she was looking for 
something, though she didn’t know what. Something that 
had been hidden. The Oklahoma City bombing. No. 
Nelson Mandela was elected president. No. More and 
more layers until the last paper in the pile announcing 
they’d torn down the Berlin Wall. Too far. Emily 
would’ve been a baby then. Frantic, she went back to the 
stack she’d thrown aside. What was she looking for? 
 “Emily?” 
 Emily froze. She turned, slowly, looking through 
the swirls of dust like a haze of snow to where Julia stood 
next to the open hatch. She hadn’t heard Julia climbing 
the ladder. Julia had the blanket still clutched around her. 
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 “Hi,” Emily started. Her voice cracked. She 
cleared it. “Hi,” she said again. 
 “Are you looking for something?” Julia asked. 
 Emily was holding one of the newspapers. It felt 
something like a shield. 
 “No,” she said at last. 
 Julia looked at her. There was no judgment on her 
face, not even any curiosity, like seeing Emily frantically 
digging through decades-old newspapers made perfect 
sense to her. Did Julia know what Emily was looking for? 
Was she not telling her? 
 Emily tossed the newspaper back into the box and 
stood. She put a hand to her forehead and rubbed her 
temples. What on earth had gotten into her? This didn’t 
make sense. 
 “Come on back downstairs,” Emily said. 

Something in the act of making coffee always 
steadied Emily. Julia sat at the table and talked about 
birds. She liked the blue ones best. Emily agreed, the blue 
ones were definitely best. They ate breakfast and Emily 
drank coffee and it seemed to wash the world right again. 
She needed fresh air, or something. She did, Julia did, 
birds did, everyone did. Air and water and sunshine and 
leave it be, and it would all go right again. 

“Do you want to go somewhere?” Emily asked. 
Julia tilted her head. “Where?” she asked. 

 There was a park just up the street. It was pretty 
and had a playground. Emily had driven by it, but never 
actually set foot in it. She imagined there would be birds 
in the park. She imagined Julia would like it there. And 
being in the house had started to itch at her again. 
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The park was wet and warm and Julia shivered as 
she got out of the car. 

“This is a park,” Emily said. 
Julia said, “I know.” 
She walked unsteadily across the grass in her 

socks until they were soaked with mud. 
“You can take those off,” Emily said. Julia smiled 

and wiggled her toes. 
“What do I do?” Julia asked. 
Emily looked around at the playset, the field, the 

tennis court. She didn’t know how to play tennis. Did 
Julia? 

“You can go play on the swings?” Emily tried. 
Julia frowned across at the swings. There was a 

little boy with black hair standing up on one of them, 
laughing and wobbling as the swing moved back and 
forth beneath him. 

“Okay,” Julia said. She walked across the park to 
him. 

Emily sat on one of the benches under a thick tree 
that did nothing to cool the wet summer air. Julia’s hair 
was wild and curly, so different from her own, and yet she 
had the unshakeable feeling that Julia was hers. She 
looked like her. She was made of Emily somehow, as if 
sheer willpower had called her into being. 

Perhaps she had. Perhaps she had called the fairy 
back from the dead so she could take Julia’s place. Emily 
felt herself sink backwards against the bench. She thought 
of meditating, becoming one with it. Be the bench. 
Because there was Julia, flying back and forth through the 
air on her swing, as if the only thing moving in a world 
that stood still.  
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The little boy with black hair reached out and 
touched Julia’s arm. For a moment, Emily’s heart broke 
open. The little boy reached for Julia’s hand, and he 
seemed so small beside her. Julia looked like Troy. She 
looked like Emily. 
 Then the little boy was on the ground. 

It happened so fast Emily hardly had time to think. 
One second Julia was swinging and smiling, the next she 
was pinning the boy down in the sand by the neck and 
scratching at his face. 

“Julia!” Emily shrieked. She couldn’t make her 
body move. The boy’s parents had run over from across 
the park and tried to wrench Julia off. 

“Get your hands off her!” Emily screamed. 
She ran at Julia and scooped her up in her arms. 

Julia kicked and spat and bit at Emily’s hands. The little 
boy was bleeding. 
 Emily stared in horror from the parents to the 
crying boy to Julia, still struggling in her arms. Julia’s 
eyes were wild. Her heart pounded against Emily’s wrist. 

“Julia,” Emily breathed. There were scratch marks 
running from the boy’s eye all the way down to his throat. 

“He tried to hurt me,” Julia said. Flecks of spit 
covered Emily’s hand. 

The boy’s horrified parents turned to Emily. She 
couldn’t meet their gaze. She clasped Julia firmly around 
the waist and dragged her out through the park. 
 “Hey!” The boy’s father shouted. 

“HEY!” Louder now. 
Emily kept moving. Julia’s heart was a wild 

hurricane under her arms and she carried her all the way 
back to the car. 
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 “Why did you do that?” Emily asked. 
Julia sat across from her in the living room, 

chewing on her fingernail. It had started to rain again. The 
shells of water on the window kept distracting Julia. 

“Julia,” Emily barked. 
Julia fixed her with an unsteady stare. 
“He scared me,” she said. She took the finger out 

of her mouth. “He was going to hurt me, I know it.” 
“No, sweetie, no.” Emily shook her head. “He 

wasn’t going to hurt you. He just wanted to be friends.” 
“Everything in the woods wants to hurt you,” Julia 

said, “If it can.” 
Emily reached for Julia’s hand. Julia pulled it 

quickly away from her and Emily felt herself wilt. 
“You’re not in the woods,” Emily said, “You’re 

home. You’re here with me, in the real world.” 
 “I was home there too,” Julia said, “That didn’t 

mean I was safe.” 
The muscles in Emily’s arms went tense. She 

wanted to hit something. Surely not Julia. But she wanted 
to shake her, to make her understand. 

“You’re safe now,” Emily snapped. “I told you.” 
“How do you know?” Julia shot back. 
“Because I said so!” 
Julia looked up with wide eyes. She looked more 

terrified than ever. Emily let out a breath. 
“You’re safe. I promise,” Emily said, more softly 

now. “I’ll make sure nobody hurts you, never again. Just, 
please. Don’t hurt anyone else.” 

Julia curled into a ball and leaned into the sofa, 
towards Emily. Emily reached for her, tentatively. She let 
Julia fall against her shoulder. 

“I won’t,” Julia said. “I promise.” 
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Emily put an arm around Julia’s shoulders. 
“It’s okay,” she said. She wasn’t sure what she 

was absolving. “It’s okay, you’re okay.” 
 Julia nodded. 
 Emily put Julia to bed in the study. She thought of 
staying with her, but she couldn’t bring herself to. Julia 
looked at her, almost imploringly, as she shut off the 
light. The room snapped into darkness and Julia’s face 
disappeared. 
 Emily turned down the hall. Little specks of light 
danced around her eyes and she blinked them away. 
Something crooked wound its way around the base of her 
mind. She shut the bedroom door and crawled under the 
covers, hugging her pillow to her chest. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 139	

 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 22) 
 
 She stood in a field of roses, wild and tangled in 
an unending stretch that sloped away up a hill and further 
than she could see. She carried a long knife that gleamed 
in the sun. It was hot and dry. The roses were red and 
bloody but drooped a little. She revolved slowly, and 
everywhere around her the roses grew higher. Higher and 
higher until they arched over her head and she could 
barely see the sun. 
 She slashed with the knife. Branches fell away and 
rose petals littered the ground. She took a step into the 
clearing she had made. She cut through the roses again. 
The petals on the ground were brown and soggy. With 
each new slash into the field, all the roses around her 
grew browner. They hung loosely on their branches. 
Slash. The petals fell freely. Slash. The leaves were 
brown. Then grey. Then coated in a layer of ice. She 
could see her breath before her, fogging up the space 
even between her and the roses. She turned around to see 
the path she had carved so far, but her breath was now so 
thick that everything was mist and all she could see was 
her own hand and the long, curved knife. 
 

Emily woke in darkness. She checked the time on 
her phone. It was almost one in the morning. Something 
crawled inside her skin. A familiar feeling, a grip that 
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would not let her go. She thought of the witches in Julia’s 
book. She felt trapped, under some strange spell that was 
all too familiar. The world beat like a drum within her and 
she stood and walked across the room, feeling its rhythm 
in her head. 

She checked the sofa in the study. Julia was 
asleep. She passed quickly and headed into the kitchen. 
The light swam above her. She’d forgotten to turn it off.  

She blinked and the light seemed brighter. Too 
bright. She rummaged in the fridge for a bottle of wine 
and drank from the bottle. It was crisp and cold. She kept 
drinking and wiped her mouth when the bottle was dry. 
There was another bottle in the fridge. She drank that too. 

 
A grin slid over her face. She watched her smile in 

the window, bright against the darkness of the yard. The 
rose bushes were still just a mess of sticks. Her heart felt 
wicked. 

She opened the front door and stepped barefoot 
onto the porch. She wiggled her toes. The night was warm 
and soft around her. She went to the car. 

Troy had texted her with Pete’s address, in case of 
emergencies. He’d asked her not to contact him unless it 
was important. What he wanted didn’t matter. He didn’t 
exist. Nothing did. Nothing got to rule her by its terms 
anymore. She would see him for no reason. She would 
speak to him as she wanted to, regardless of whether or 
not he could stand it. 

She was too drunk to drive, she knew that, but she 
started the car all the same. She drove slowly through the 
empty streets, letting the streetlights wave above her like 
flickering hands. They beckoned her on. 
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She felt reckless and free. Hang the whole world. 
If she died, if she crashed and killed someone, the world 
wasn’t much worth it anyway. She could spare them all 
from her curse. She pressed hard on the pedal. 

 
All she wanted to do was talk to him. It was 

innocent. A clarifying conversation, quick and dirty so 
they could air it all out. She hadn’t been ready before, but 
she was now. 

She parked across the street and walked to a small 
apartment complex. Pete’s door was upstairs. Emily 
leaned against the railing while her head span. A voice 
inside her told her it was a bad idea. But she had come all 
this way. Bad idea. She was too determined now. 

She knocked on the front door. 
There was no answer, so she knocked again. 

Louder and louder. Then punched the doorbell. 
Eventually, a pale man opened it. He was dressed 

only in boxers, his hair matted with sleep. She had met 
him before. 

“Emily,” he said. “What are you doing here? 
Should I get Troy?” 

His face went slightly out of focus. 
“Emily?” he said again. “Are you okay?” 
“Get Troy,” she said. 
Pete returned a minute later with Troy trailing 

behind him. 
“What’s wrong?” Troy said. 
Emily grinned. 
“You,” she said. She ran the speech over in her 

head. You left me when I needed you. You left me long 
before you actually left, and you’re horrible, and I hate 
you.  



 142	

“Are you okay?” Troy said. 
She waited for him to reach out, but he remained 

behind the doorframe. Pete ran a hand through his hair 
and turned around. Emily stared at him until he was gone 
from view. 

“You,” she said again. “What the fuck is wrong 
with you?” 

That wasn’t how this was supposed to start. 
“Em,” he said. “Are you drunk?” 
“Fuck you.” 
“I think you should go home. How did you get 

here? You’re not driving, are you?” 
“You’re a cheat,” she said. Her voice was louder 

than she meant it to be. “You’re a fucking cheat.” 
“Emily.” 
“You’ll fuck everyone but me. Hello world! Come 

meet Troy Carson’s fantastic dick!” She let out a laugh. 
“It is pretty fantastic, I can’t blame them.” 

Troy grabbed her arm and tried to pull her inside. 
She shook him off. 

“Don’t touch me,” she said. 
“I’m driving you home,” he said. He made to 

move past her. She sidestepped him and poked him hard 
in the chest. 

“Emily, stop. I’m taking you home,” he said. 
“Fuck you,” she said again. “You fucking coward. 

You worthless piece of trash.” 
“This isn’t you,” he said. “Come with me.” 
“Is that what you want?” she said with a laugh. 

“Because I thought you didn’t know.” 
He made to move past her again and she shoved 

him back. 
“Look at me when I’m talking to you.” 
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“Emily.” 
He moved again. Her hand did it before she had a 

chance to stop it. She reached up and slapped him hard in 
the face. It hovered for a moment, resting on his cheek. 
She was too shocked to draw it back. 

He pulled her hand down. 
“Just talk to me,” she said, more softly this time. 

“I just want to talk to you.” 
She was crying now. She wished she wouldn’t. 
“We’re going home, Emily,” he said. “I’m not 

going to talk to you like this. Come with me.” 
He walked across the landing and she followed 

him like an obedient dog. His shoulders, so wide and 
sharp beneath his shirt. She wanted to press her face 
between them. 

He turned back to take her arm and she kicked out 
hard. 

“Don’t you fucking touch me!” 
When had she started yelling again? It felt good to 

yell. The world was so quiet here. 
“Lower your voice,” Troy said. 
“Why?” she jeered. “Because the neighbors might 

hear? I don’t care.” 
Then she started to laugh. It made her hiccup. 

Hiccupping was stupid. She was being stupid. She should 
stop. She couldn’t. 

“Let them hear! Let the whole world know about 
our great, beautiful love. You love me so much, don’t 
you? You just care so much!” 

“Don’t make me do this,” Troy said. His voice 
was dangerously low. 

“Do it, you fucking coward. What are you going 
to do to me, hmm?” 
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Then he picked her up and carried her across to 
the parking lot. She shouted and tried to wriggle free of 
his grip. He held tighter. Her heart beat against his back. 
He hadn’t held her in so long. Even like this, it felt good. 

He set her down next to the car and held out his 
hand for the keys. Emily stared from it to his face. He 
looked so stern and serious that she wanted to laugh. She 
reached up to kiss him. 

“Stop,” he said. He didn’t move. There was no 
emotion in his voice. 

“No,” she said. She turned quickly and dug in her 
pocket for the car keys. Troy grabbed her again and she 
screamed. He took the keys from her hand and shoved her 
back against the car. 

“Stop it, Emily. Just stop it. Get in the car.” 
She did as she was told. She made a point to slam 

the door as hard as she could. She sat with her knees 
pulled into her chest as Troy got into the driver’s seat 
beside her. 

“Put your seatbelt on,” he said. 
“No.” 
“Emily.” 

 He reached across her and pulled the seatbelt over 
her waist. She looked away from him out the window. 
Her eyes still burned from crying. 
 He drove her home in silence. She waited for him 
to say something, anything. To criticize her, to scream, 
but all he did was stare at the road. 
 He pulled into the driveway and the lights of the 
car flashed in the windows. 
 “Go to bed,” he said. 
 Emily looked at him. He was staring ahead at the 
house. He turned the lights off. 
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 “Troy?” she said, her voice small. 
 “Go to bed, Emily,” he said. 

She didn’t move. He reached across her and 
pushed the door open. 
 “I’m sorry,” she said. That was what she should 
say. She didn’t mean it. She would in the morning. 
 “You always are,” he said. “Get out and go to 
bed.” 
 She bit the inside of her cheek to stop from crying. 
Troy opened the door and climbed out. Slowly, Emily 
followed. 
 She stalked past him to the door without looking 
at him. She paused at the door, waiting to hear him drive 
away. Waiting for him to come back, to wrap her in his 
arms and carry her to bed and fuck her and lie next to her 
and be there again. 
 “Go to bed, Emily,” he said. 
 She slammed the door behind her. 
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Chapter 23) 
 

There was a strange smell in the house. Emily’s 
head still stung with Troy’s parting words. She was still 
drunk. Emily flicked on the light and blinked the empty 
living room blinked back at her. 

Like a rush of air, she remembered. 
“Julia?” she called, softly at first. There was no 

answer. She turned all the lights on and shut her eyes 
against them. 

She walked to the study. It was empty. She went 
first to the bedroom, the bathroom, the kitchen. 
Something brown stained the kitchen floor. Emily froze. 
She squatted down and touched it. It was fresh and sticky. 
She put her fingers to her nose. Blood. 

“Julia!” she shouted, frantic now. She followed 
the trail of blood to the open door. She slid the door open. 

There was a small answer from the garden. 
“Emily?” 

Two wide orbs shone against the darkness and 
reflected back the light of the kitchen. Julia’s eyes. 

Emily leaned against the door as breath returned to 
her body. “Julia,” she gasped. “What are you – I saw 
blood.” 

A wide smile broke through the darkness. 
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“I caught something,” Julia said. She rose and 
rushed to Emily’s side. Her sweatshirt was wet with 
blood. 

“What did you do?” Emily said. Julia moved to 
hug her and Emily pushed her away. 

“Look,” Julia said. She gestured at something 
across the yard. Emily squinted at it. There was a small 
shape lying in the darkness. 

“There isn’t a lot of meat on it,” Julia said, almost 
sadly. 

Emily brushed past her and over to the shape. It 
was small and brown and furry. She turned it over and 
retched. The stench was horrible. She recognized it. It was 
a little brown dog, the same one that she’d seen in the 
ravine. It had a collar around its neck. The tag read, 
“Macho.” There was no phone number. 

Julia bounced up and down behind Emily, anxious 
and eager. Emily turned slowly. 

“Julia, what did you do?” she said again. “This is 
someone’s pet.” 

“What do you mean?” Julia said. Her face fell. 
“How could you do it?” Emily said. 
Julia’s face was pale and grey in the light of the 

kitchen. Her sunken eyes were dark as the night. She 
looked haunted, like the ghost of something. 

There was a knife lying on the ground. It was 
serrated. Emily turned back to the dog. A jagged cut ran 
down its throat.  

“I thought…” Julia started. 
“Julia.” 
Emily made a move toward her and Julia rushed 

away. She thrust the door open and burst into the house. 
Emily ran after her. Julia locked herself in the bathroom. 
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Emily banged on the door until it opened. Julia 
stood there, small and innocent as ever. Emily realized 
she was still holding the knife and hastily dropped it. She 
winced at the clatter it made against the floor. 

“I’m sorry,” Julia said. There were tears in her 
eyes. “I thought I was doing good.” 

“No,” Emily said. “You don’t kill things. Not 
here.” Julia moved towards her again and Emily stopped 
her. 

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” she said with a sigh. 
She made for Julia’s sweatshirt and Julia pulled away 
from her. 

“What are you doing? Come here,” Emily said. 
She tugged at the jacket again. Julia backed into the 
corner of the bathroom. 

“Don’t be stupid,” Emily snapped. “Take it off.” 
“No,” Julia said and hugged herself tight. Emily 

pushed herself up against Julia and grabbed the 
sweatshirt. Blood oozed into her hands. Julia cried out 
and made to scratch at Emily but she had the sweatshirt 
up over Julia’s head. She pulled it off and flung it on the 
floor. 

Julia stared at her with wild eyes. She was feral, 
and for a moment Emily saw her as Julia saw herself: a 
demented creature from the wilderness. Not wicked, but 
not bound by any morality beyond survival. 

“Get in the bath,” Emily said, straining to keep her 
voice calm. 

She turned the water on as Julia removed her 
pants. Emily washed her slowly, rinsing the blood from 
Julia’s hair and arms. Julia said nothing, only hugged 
herself and sat in the water. 
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She wrapped Julia in a towel and pushed her out 
the bathroom door. She couldn’t tell if Julia was crying, 
or if her face was still damp from the bath. Julia stood in 
the kitchen, hugging the towel to herself while a little 
puddle of water dripped onto the floor. Emily took the 
knife from the bathroom and washed it in the sink. The 
handle was sticky with dried blood. She washed her hands 
until they were red and raw. The whole time, Julia stood 
silent in the kitchen, watching her. 

When she felt clean, Emily stepped briskly toward 
Julia and wrapped her in a hug. Julia tensed at first, her 
body rigid and cold in the night air. Emily rubbed warmth 
into her back and tried to relax. It was only a dog. They 
could just bury it. 

She sent Julia to the other room to find clothes and 
dug around in the garage for a shovel. A soft knock came 
on the door to the garage, and Julia opened it. She was 
wearing one of the sweaters Emily had bought for her. 
She’d forgotten to put on any pants. 

“Julia,” Emily said. 
“What is that for?” Julia asked. Emily held the old 

shovel in one hand and ushered Julia back inside with the 
other.  

“When things die, you have to bury them,” Emily 
said. 

“Why?” Julia asked. 
Emily took a deep breath in through her nose. “It’s 

what we do,” she said. “It’s how we show respect to the 
dead. We give them back to the earth.” 

“Why were they ever taken away from the earth?” 
Julia asked. 

 “I don’t know,” she said. “They just are.” 
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Emily paced around the edge of the garden, testing 
the soil with the shovel. She’d never dug a hole before, 
not a real one. If only Troy were here, he would know 
how to do it. 

The ground was hard and Emily found herself 
drenched in sweat before long. Julia watched her, seated 
half naked on the ground next to the dog’s carcass. Julia 
leaned over to pet it. 

“Don’t touch that,” Emily said. 
Julia withdrew her hand. Whether or not she 

understood why, she seemed to sense that she’d done 
wrong. It made Emily angry. Anger wasn’t really the 
word for it. She wasn’t sure what was. The whole night 
had been such a torrent of uncertainty and distress, and all 
Emily wanted to do was sleep. 

She kept digging. It took what felt like hours, but 
she couldn’t let herself stop. Deeper and deeper, 
wrenching out the green plastic mesh that lay under the 
grass with her hands. When the hole was deep enough, 
she motioned for Julia to move and dragged the dog into 
it. She buried it as quickly as she could, wishing for the 
image of its bloody throat to be erased permanently from 
her mind. 

They didn’t mark the grave. Emily left the shovel 
sitting in the garden and walked back inside. Julia trailed 
along after her, her hands clasped in front of her stomach 
like a small child. 

Emily sank to the floor and put her head in her 
hands. No tears came, but she shook with every breath. 
She felt Julia come up beside her, lay a hand on her 
shoulder. She wanted to shake her off. It was all too 
much. Troy, the dog, the world. 
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Emily raised her head and looked at Julia. Her 
curly hair and freckled skin and green eyes, so easy and 
beautiful and fragile. But there was something in her eyes, 
some fierce roughness that would not go smooth. She was 
of a world not akin to Emily’s. 

And yet, she felt more real to Emily than anything 
she’d ever known. 

She took Julia’s hand and held it against her chest. 
She wanted Julia, in some way deeper than her own desire 
for a daughter. We make our children into the people we 
wish our parents made us. She wanted to be her. To 
consume her, to live inside her flesh. And yet, she 
recoiled from her. Something about Julia felt vile, almost 
evil now. She was flirting with a dangerous world, one 
that lived beneath the surface she walked on and 
beckoned to her in whispers. 

She could fall. Fall and never return to this, to the 
cracked shell she forever wandered inside. Fuck it all. 
Destroy it. Be free of it. 

Julia let out a sharp noise and Emily realized she 
was squeezing her hand too hard. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, and let it go. “I’m so sorry, 
Julia.” 

She had failed her. She could not be strong for 
Julia, never strong enough to drive away the beasts. 

She knew it now, that she would have to let her 
go. 
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Chapter 24) 
 

There was no discussion in the morning. Emily 
asked Julia to get in the car, and she did, and they drove. 

The hospital wasn’t far from the house and there 
was a small urgent care clinic at one end. The waiting 
room was almost empty. Emily filled out all the insurance 
information with her own. She listed Julia’s name as 
“Julia Carson.” 

Julia sat in the corner next to the fish tank, rotating 
her head back and forth in tune with the movement of the 
fish. She made no comment about where they were, what 
they were doing, and Emily offered no explanation. Emily 
watched her for a moment and wondered if Julia had seen 
fish before. Before the woods, she must have. If there had 
been anything before the woods. If she was a girl, and not 
a fairy, or a ghost, or a demon.  

Emily looked around to the mirror in a corner of 
the room. She checked her own face, she checked Julia’s 
reflection. Julia was still there. Girl, not fairy. Not ghost. 
Girl with a past and a family and a history and a future. In 
that great gaping invisible stretch Julia believed didn’t 
exist, the time before time began, there must have been 
fish. 

“Mrs. Carson?” the receptionist asked. Emily 
handed over her insurance card and driver’s license. The 
receptionist made a note. 
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“Julia is your daughter?” she asked. 
“Yes,” Emily said, watching Julia watch the fish. 

The fish weren’t watching her. The receptionist frowned. 
“How old is she?” 
Emily shrugged. “Sixteen, I think.” The 

receptionist’s frown deepened. 
“And what’s her date of birth and social security?” 
Emily shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. 
There were two fat women in matching pink 

sweaters looking at her now. Looking at Julia. Looking 
back at Emily like a tennis match. 

Girl. Girl. Real. This was good. 
“I can’t process her without proof of identity,” the 

receptionist said. Emily bent low to the window. 
“I can explain everything to the doctor,” she said, 

“You can charge my insurance.” 
“Is she a dependent on your insurance? Because if 

–“ 
“Who cares?” Emily cried. The pink sweater 

ladies were really interested now. 
“Mrs. Carson –“ 
“She needs help. I’ll pay for it out of pocket if I 

have to, just get us in to see the doctor.” 
“She’s a minor who isn’t your daughter?” 
“I’m caring for her. I’ll explain it to the doctor.” 

 Julia was tapping on the fish tank and smiling. The 
receptionist and her frown made another mark in 
whatever book she had. Emily folded her arms and 
waited. The receptionist looked up from under heavily 
plucked eyebrows. 
 “Have a seat and wait for her to be called,” she 
said. 
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 Emily walked back to the fish tank. She saw the 
receptionist on the phone with someone, glancing 
sideways at Emily. Emily raised her eyebrows back. She 
sat in silence next to Julia. Julia reached for her hand, and 
Emily gripped back. 
 A nurse’s head appeared through the doorway and 
he said “Julia?” 
 Emily rose before Julia did. The nurse stopped her 
at the door. 
 “You’re… Julia’s mother?” he asked with a 
frown. It occurred to Emily that if Julia was sixteen, she 
was only twelve years older. No one needed to know that. 
 “Foster mother,” she said. 

The nurse nodded and led them inside. Julia kept 
looking over her shoulder at the fish the whole way out of 
the room. 
 The nurse took Julia’s height and weight. Emily 
couldn’t help but notice him slide the scale down to under 
one hundred pounds. She followed them into a cold sterile 
room and the nurse helped Julia up onto the papered seat. 
The nurse had the same nervous frown as the receptionist, 
but he didn’t speak to Emily. 
 “Why is it so cold in here?” Julia said. The nurse 
busied himself with putting a blood pressure cuff around 
her skinny arm. 
 “They have to keep it cold so you’ll stay awake,” 
Emily said. She wasn’t sure if this was true, but she 
wanted Julia to feel better. 

“You’ll be safe here, I promise,” she added. 
Julia smiled absently as the blood pressure cuff 

squeezed tighter. She just didn’t react to anything. Emily 
watched the numbers on the blood pressure monitor 
change, but she’d never understood their meaning. 
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 “Are you in high school?” the nurse asked. Julia 
looked to Emily like the question was directed at her. 
 “Julia, you can answer,” Emily said. Julia blinked 
at the nurse. 
 “No,” she said, “I’ve never been to school.” 
 The nurse widened his eyes at Emily. He looked 
scandalized. Emily opened her mouth to explain and 
closed it again. Who cared what the nurse thought? But 
the thought of anyone thinking she could mistreat Julia 
made her stomach clench. 
 “What do you do for fun?” the nurse asked. Emily 
tried not to smile. 
 “I hunt. Mostly for squirrels,” Julia said. 

Emily watched the nurse’s face. Really, even if 
everything about Julia were a lie, it would be worth it just 
for the reactions. 
 “Squirrels?” the nurse said. He looked at Emily 
again. 
 “One time she got a deer,” Emily said with a grin. 
The nurse ripped the Velcro on the blood pressure cuff. It 
made a reliably satisfying noise. 
 “Right,” the nurse said. “Well you sit tight, Julia, 
and the doctor will be in soon.” 
  

Julia lay back on the crumpling paper and looked 
at the ceiling. The room was so sterile, even the lighting 
felt skeletal. Emily reached out for Julia’s leg and 
dropped her hand. She just wanted her to be comfortable, 
but Julia didn’t look uncomfortable. She looked like any 
other child in a doctor’s office, crinkling the paper with 
her fingers and staring at the Q-tips and the medical 
equipment. 

“How are you feeling?” Emily asked. 
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“Cold,” Julia said. “It’s too clean in here.” 
Emily laughed. That had been her exact reaction 

to the hospital the first time she had been. It was so clean 
that it made her feel dirty. 

A knock came at the door and a tall woman 
stepped inside. She had high cheekbones and severely cut 
black hair that felt to the shoulders of her white coat. She 
looked from Emily to Julia with a frown. 

“Hello,” she said, and her voice was high and 
crisp. “I’m Dr. Wilson. You must be…” 

She looked at the clipboard in her hands. “Julia?” 
It was so impersonal. Julia just looked at her. The 

doctor sidestepped Julia to frown at Emily. 
“Are you… her friend? Babysitter?” she asked. 

Emily shook her head. The doctor looked at the clipboard 
again. 

“Foster mother,” she said, correcting herself. “The 
receptionist says you didn’t present any documentation 
for that.” 

“Well, I…” Emily started. 
“Are you family, Mrs. Carson?” the doctor asked. 
“Yes,” Emily said automatically. “Well... No. Not 

technically, but.” 
“If you’re not family, you need to leave,” the 

doctor said. Emily opened her mouth to speak. 
“I want her to stay,” Julia said softly. 
“If you’re not a relative, you need to leave,” the 

doctor repeated. 
Emily gathered her sweater into her arms and 

nodded. The doctor seemed tense about something. Julia’s 
eyes went wide as Emily moved to the door. 

“Emily,” Julia said. 
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“I’ll be right outside,” Emily said. Tears were 
welling in her eyes and she blinked them away. She 
turned to the doctor. 

“Let me know if she’s okay, please,” she said. The 
doctor pursed her lips as the door swung shut. 

Emily slid down the wall outside the office. The 
nurse came by again and asked her to move. Emily shook 
her head and put her forehead in her hands. 

“Ma’am, you need to move,” the nurse said. Why 
did people call you ma’am? It was the fluorescent lighting 
of pleasantries. 

Emily nodded vaguely and climbed to her feet. 
The nurse led her back into the waiting room. Fortunately, 
the pink-sweatered twins had gone. She sat in a plastic 
chair and stared at the table of magazines. She didn’t 
recognize anyone on the covers. She got a familiar 
feeling, like the rest of the world kept on turning without 
her. They wore the same clothes and watched the same 
shows and listened to the same music and dropped the 
same names. She just wanted everything to stop. She shut 
her eyes and tried to sleep, ignoring the sounds of people 
coming and going and the feeling they were all watching 
her. 

Half an hour later, the door swung open and the 
severe Dr. Wilson stood, lips pursed, looking at Emily. 

“Can I see her?” Emily asked, half rising. 
“Mrs. Carson,” the doctor said, “Please come to 

my office.” 
Emily folded her sweater in her arms and followed 

the doctor out of the waiting room. She felt like a child 
being led to a principal’s office. The door to Julia’s room 
was closed. The doctor opened a new door to reveal a 
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stern-faced man in a dark blue police uniform. Emily 
froze. 

“Please, have a seat,” the officer said. 
Emily stumbled into the chair he indicated and sat 

gripping the sides of it, not meeting the officer’s eye. 
“Your name is Emily Carson?” the officer said. 

Emily nodded. 
“And the girl is Julia Carson?” he asked. 
“She didn’t have a name,” Emily said weakly. The 
officer’s eyes narrowed. 
“What do you mean?” 
“When I found her, she didn’t know her name,” 

Emily said. “I just called her Julia because –“ 
“What do you mean, when you found her?” the 

officer pressed. 
Emily breathed in deeply through her nose. What 

an impossible story it was. 
“Well, we went camping about a week ago… Troy 

and… well, I went camping, and I went for a walk,” she 
said. 

The officer stared at her, his face impassive. Emily 
looked at her toes. She told the story of seeing Julia for 
the first time and thinking she’d lost her mind. Of finding 
Julia again. Now she was going to lose her. 

“Why didn’t you call the police?” the officer said. 
Emily shook her head. 

“She was frantic when I found her,” Emily 
pleaded, “And scared. And confused. She didn’t need a 
bunch of people in uniforms drilling her with questions. 
Sorry, just… That doesn’t help people… in that state. 
Trust me.” 

The officer said nothing. 
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“She needed to feel safe,” Emily said, her voice 
stronger now. “I wanted her to feel safe. I just took her in 
and gave her a place to sleep, and when she seemed calm 
I brought her here.” 
 The officer frowned. 

“Well,” he said, “That matches the girl’s story, 
though she seems a bit less cognizant of how it all 
happened.” 

“So can I see her now?” 
“Still,” the doctor chimed in, “We need to admit 

her to the hospital. I can’t discuss the details of her case 
with you, but she needs treatment.” 

“Can I see her?” Emily asked again. The doctor 
shook her head, but her face seemed softer. 

“I’m afraid not,” she said, “Not until our 
psychiatrist has had a chance to speak with her.” 

They wouldn’t let her see Julia? This was all 
feeling so hauntingly familiar. The sterile lighting. The 
doctors. Not knowing what was going on. 

“Please, let me see her,” Emily said. The doctor 
reached out a cool hand as if to take Emily’s own, then 
stopped. 

“I can’t,” she said. “You can stay here if you like. 
She’ll be on the third floor and there’s a comfortable 
waiting room there.” 

Emily nodded and tears burned at her eyes once 
more. 
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Chapter 25) 
 

Julia’s room was 37. How curious. Emily’s own 
had been 73. The waiting room outside was lit with dim 
lamps that made the plastic, patterned couches look 
almost inviting. Emily wadded up her sweater and put it 
under her head. She pulled her phone out of her pocket 
and looked at it. No calls, no texts. Troy might as well be 
dead for as real as he still was to her. 

She turned onto her side and stared into the green 
arms of a potted fern. Julia was just down the hall. She 
would feel Emily close by. She would know she was safe. 
Emily closed her eyes and tried to sleep. 
 
 Room 37 was as ordinary as rooms could come. 
The hospital bed was stiff and thin and the lights were too 
bright. Julia sat with her knees pulled up to her chest 
under a knitted blanket that smelled like cleaning solvent. 
There was an old woman in the other bed, but the curtain 
between them was shut. The curtain also smelled like 
cleaning solvent. Everything smelled like cleaning 
solvent. She watched the door for some sign of 
movement. 
 A nurse came in to draw some blood. Julia held 
her arm out and watched the needle slide under her skin. 
The nurse had soft, dark hands that were warm. She 
smiled at her. The nurse gave a nervous smile back. 
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Everyone looked nervous, and Julia felt like the only calm 
thing in the universe. She wondered if maybe they all 
knew something she didn’t. She missed Emily. 
 What felt like hours later, a knock came on the 
door. Julia sat up as a tall man with a clipboard and a 
white coat stepped inside. He had a kind face with lines in 
it. He smiled at Julia. 
 “My name is Doctor Whatever,” or something. He 
was a doctor. The name didn’t really matter. “You’re 
Julia?” he said. 

Julia nodded. 
 “I think so,” she said. “I don’t have a name, but 
Emily’s been calling me Julia and I like it.” 
 “You like Emily?” he asked. He pulled a chair up 
and sat beside her bed. Julia nodded. 
 “Yes,” Julia said. She’s kind, and she wants to 
help me survive.” 

The doctor frowned. “Survive?” he asked. 
 “Yes,” Julia said, “Isn’t that what we’re all 
doing?” 
 The doctor cracked a smile and made a note on a 
sheet of paper. 
 “So, Julia, how did you meet Emily?” 
 Julia shrugged. It was a curious story, she felt, for 
them. It made sense to her. She told him about seeing 
Emily trying to clean the bathtub and being scared of her. 
Then she blacked out. She came to alone, and ran away to 
the parking lot. She saw Emily and the other man come 
back and hid in the trailer. 
 “The other man?” 
 “I think he was Emily’s husband,” she said, “But 
he left. I didn’t meet him.” 
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 The doctor’s frown made the lines in his face look 
deeper. She told him about Emily taking her inside, trying 
to clean her face, the clothes, the food, the grocery store. 
The doctor nodded along, seemingly uninterested. 
 “And what about before you met Emily?” he 
asked. “You said you were in the woods?” 
 Julia nodded. “That’s where I lived. It’s weird that 
all of this is so close. In the woods, you would never 
know.” 
 “Which woods?” he asked. 

Julia gave him vague descriptions, though she 
didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know how far the 
woods were. She’d been in the trailer for a few hours 
before it stopped. 
 “I see,” the doctor said. Did he? She didn’t think 
so. 
 “What about before the woods?” he asked. They 
were always asking this. Why was it so hard for them to 
understand? People didn’t really get time, not the way 
nature did. Trees didn’t worry about things like that. Time 
could stop and start and jump around and they’d just keep 
growing, but people always wanted to put it in order. 
 “There wasn’t anything before the woods,” she 
said. 
 He narrowed his eyes. 
 She told him about being a fairy, about what 
fairies were, and from the moment she began he didn’t 
believe her. Not like Emily, who kept insisting she was 
human out of kindness. He denied it because he didn’t 
like the idea that things could work like that. 
 “I see,” he said again. The blind were always 
saying they could see. He was silent for a long moment. 
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 “So what do you think?” Julia asked. The doctor 
frowned. Could he do anything else? What about smile? 
Would that be so hard? 
  “I think…” he started. He hesitated for some 
reason. 

“I think you’re human,” he said. “You’ve blocked 
out your memories as a coping mechanism. Many people 
experience this with trauma. Your mind erased what 
happened before from your consciousness, but it’s still 
affecting you.” 

Julia shook her head. 
“No, there really wasn’t anything before the 

woods. And the woods weren’t bad. They just didn’t care 
like people do.” 

The doctor’s face made an odd twitch between a 
frown and a smile. At least it was different, but it looked 
uncomfortable for him. 

“You’re in your teens,” he said, “Clearly you had 
a life before this year.” 

“Not if I’m a fairy,” she shot back. 
“But you’re not a fairy,” he said. She rolled her 

eyes. 
“Fairies don’t exist. It’s likely your mind has 

erased all memories of your past. I’ll admit it’s a strange 
case… Do you remember anything? Anything at all?” 

Julia shook her head. 
“Why are you sure that anything happened?” she 

asked. 
The doctor’s face made that odd twitch again. 
“I mean,” Julia went on, “The memories. I don’t 

have them. They aren’t memories. If my life only 
happened to me, and I don’t remember it, then how do 
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you know it happened at all? What is a memory if no one 
remembers it?” 

The doctor breathed in deeply. 
“You asked what I think,” he said. 
“But you’re wrong,” Julia shot back. 
His face tightened. 
“I’ll be back to see you, Julia,” he said, rising. 

“For now, there’s someone who wants to say hello.” 
Julia stared at the swishing of his coat as it left the 

room. It was quickly replaced by a pair of jeans and a 
brown sweater and a face that knew how to smile. 

“Hey,” Emily said and rushed to Julia’s bedside. 
She smiled. She seemed happy. 

Julia was happy to see her too. Emily was so 
unlike the doctors. She cared because she cared, not 
because she needed to know. 

“How are you feeling?” Emily asked. 
Julia shrugged. 
“Fine,” she said. “I didn’t really like that last 

doctor.” 
Emily laughed. “I’ve known doctors like him,” 

she said, “I’ll tell you a secret. I don’t really like them 
either.” 

People were always telling secrets. 
“He didn’t believe me about being a fairy,” Julia 

said with a frown. Emily squeezed her hand. 
“It’s a hard idea for people like him,” she said. 
“But not people like you?” Julia asked. Emily’s 

face did that same twitching thing. 
“For people like me, what matters is that you’re 

here and you’re safe,” she said. “What matters is you 
being healthy and happy. How you got here isn’t as 
important.” 
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Julia liked that idea. Emily had the right ideas 
about things, and she was so kind. Julia wanted to be that 
kind.  

Emily spent the rest of the evening by Julia’s bed. 
Emily asked how things had been, how Julia felt about 
everything. She seemed to not want to say something. 
Julia felt as if she was only getting pieces of Emily, so she 
felt inclined to only give her pieces of herself in return. In 
the end, they didn’t speak much. Emily left with the 
promise to return first thing in the morning. 

 
Emily left the room when visiting hours were 

over. She’d spent the day in the waiting room, waiting. A 
doctor had come to take her to another room. In the room 
had been another police officer. Emily told the same 
story, as best as she could. They asked her more 
questions, about the location of the woods. Somewhere 
near Ithaca. The date when she’d found Julia. July 2nd. 
The tentative location of the bathtub, what it looked like. 
It looked like a bathtub. What they’d gotten up to since 
Emily found her. Food, more food, reading, sleeping, 
trying to calm her down. Any other details about Julia’s 
life and past. Fairy, hunting, beasts, woods. What beasts? 
Hell if she knew. 

In the end, they seemed satisfied. Emily felt the 
opposite of satisfied. She felt completely numb, 
programmed to respond with the facts and none of the real 
truth. 

Seeing Julia had brought back a bit of feeling, but 
she was well aware her heart was blocking most of it out. 
She drove home. She took the book of fairytales to her 
bed and thought about reading it. Instead, she tucked it in 
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beside her, in the spot where Troy didn’t sleep anymore. 
She kissed it. She went to sleep. 
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Chapter 26) 
 

The nurse returned in the morning to take Julia to 
see the doctor. The nurse had no lines on his face. That 
was all Julia could remember about him. It set him apart 
from the doctor and his twitching smile and his certainty 
in things that were wrong. Doctor Whoever was seated in 
an office and motioned for her to take the chair across 
from him. She perched on it, uncertain, as the nurse 
closed the door. 

The doctor asked her a few dull questions about 
how she was feeling, how she was adjusting to the 
hospital. 

After a few moments, silence fell. 
“Do you remember anything?” he asked. 
Julia shut her eyes. The same question. The same 

song and dance from yesterday.  
“I remember lots of things,” she said. 
“Tell me,” he said. 
“What do you want to hear?” 
He made a noncommittal move of the head, so she 

told him. She told him about Emily and the roses and 
treating them like people. She told him about witches and 
fairies. She told him about the woods. She told him about 
the deer, the blood, the girl named Angelica, the boy in 
the ditch, the bathtub. She paused when she got to the 
bluebird. She felt guilty for it. She stopped talking. 
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“Yes?” he asked. 
“I did something bad,” she said. “I don’t want to 

talk about it.” 
“Something bad?” he asked, a constant echo. 
Julia ducked her face away. She didn’t want it to 

happen. She felt embarrassed, extra guilty for the second 
round of feeling, but she cried. She cried and cried so 
much that the doctor handed her a box of tissues and 
fidgeted around unsure of whether he was supposed to 
comfort her or keep his distance. 

“I killed it,” she said at last. 
“Killed what?” 
“The bluebird.” 
“The bluebird? 
Julia looked at him. 
“Why did you kill the bluebird?” 
Julia wiped her eyes with yet another tissue and 

wadded it up in her fist. Every muscle in her arm tensed. 
Wrist firm, ready to fight. She had strength left. 

“I needed to,” she said. “I didn’t, I mean. That’s 
why I needed to.” 

“You killed a bird?” 
“Yes,” she said. “It didn’t do anything to me. It 

wasn’t going to hurt me. It was nice, and pretty, and I 
killed it. Right here.” 

She opened her palm and showed him the tissue. 
“I killed it here, in my hand.” 

“Why did you do that?” the doctor asked. 
Julia breathed in. He’d already asked that. Was 

she going to cry again? She waited, blinking, testing her 
eyes. She wasn’t.  

There was something weighing on her mind, 
something that had bothered her from the moment she’d 
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visited the grocery store with Emily. The way people put 
their food in boxes. 

“Why do we think being human and being animal 
are different?” Julia asked. 

The doctor leaned back in his chair. 
“Well, we are animals,” the doctor said. 

“Scientifically, humans are animals.” 
“Scientifically?” Julia asked. 
“Our brains are structured slightly differently,” the 

doctor said. “We have different mechanisms for 
understanding and planning and reasoning.” 

“What mechanisms?” she asked. 
“The prefrontal cortex,” he said. “It makes us 

aware of our own thinking.” 
“So thinking makes us human?” 
“Not exactly,” he said, “Animals think too. But 

they’re not aware that they’re thinking.” 
“So if I’m not aware I’m thinking,” she asked, “If 

I do things and don’t know why, am I not human?” 
“You’re human,” he said. 
“How do you know?” 
The doctor sighed. 
“What are you thinking right now?” he asked. 
Julia was thinking about how dark the spots under 

his eyes were. Now she was thinking about thinking it. 
She looked him in the eye. 

“Okay,” she said. 
“Okay?” 
“I understand.” 
“That’s good,” the doctor said, as if not entirely 

convinced he knew what he meant by that, or if it was 
actually good. 

“I need you to try to remember,” he started. 
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Julia tensed. 
“Try to remember what happened before the 

woods. Do you have a family? Parents? Did you have 
friends?” 

“I told you,” she said. “I don’t know. Why are you 
so sure anything happened?” 

“Okay,” the doctor said, moving himself 
backwards. “How long were you in the woods for?” 

“Days,” she said. 
“How many days?” 
“All of them.” 
The doctor breathed in again, looked at the wall 

behind her head, and opened his mouth. Then he shut it 
again. 

“What is your relationship with Emily?” the 
doctor asked. 

Julia smiled. “She feeds me, and tells me things 
about how to be a person. She says I’m helping her.” 

“How do you help her?” 
Julia shook her head. “I don’t know. She just 

seems sad, and she says having me around helps.” 
“She doesn’t make you do anything?” 
“Like what?” 
“Anything that doesn’t make you happy.” 
Julia thought for a moment. “She was angry when 

I killed the dog. I didn’t like that. Making her angry.” 
“The dog?” The doctor shook his head. “Never 

mind. What did she do to you when she was angry?” 
And on it went. She felt like they were pressing 

around for something that wasn’t there. Her past, her 
memories, Emily, it all just was. 

“Emily’s never hurt me,” she said finally. “She 
never would. She’s good.” 
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They fell into silence again, and the doctor’s sad 
eyes traveled over his desk. He picked a pen and a pad of 
paper and held it out to Julia. 

“Do you know how to write?” he asked. 
He handed Julia the pen. She uncapped it. 

Something in the action felt normal. She turned it around 
in her fingers. 

“I think so,” she said at last. 
“I want you to write something for me,” he said, 

handing her the paper. 
“What should I write?” 
“Whatever you want,” he said. “Thoughts. A 

story. It doesn’t have to be true.” 
Julia bent over the paper and drew a line. It turned 

into the letter A. She knew that letter. She wrote a B. A, B 
C, D. She knew the alphabet. 

She took a deep breath and started writing 
whatever she could think of. A story, he’d said. She 
wasn’t sure she had a story to tell. She could feel the 
doctor watching her and she clutched the paper closer to 
her chest. 

 
The doctor cleared his throat and Julia looked up. 
“How did the writing go?” he asked. 
“Okay,” Julia said. She’d written half a page. Her 

writing had started out scratchy and uncertain, but it had 
come back easily. 

“Will you read it to me?” he asked. 
“Okay,” she said. 
She wrote: 
The girl wondered if she was the only one who 

could see them. When the snow fell, it fell on the beasts 
and their claws left marks in the dirt. Their tails made the 
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wind. She felt them moving on her skin and they always 
made her shiver. Shivering can be nicer than sitting still. 
She knew this, but no one else did. 

She didn’t love the beasts. She hated them. She 
wanted them gone. But once she saw them, they could not 
disappear. She could choose not to look and pretend they 
weren’t there. But in her heart, she always knew. She 
heard them breathing and smelled their skin and fur and 
teeth. 

She couldn’t run from them. There was nowhere to 
run where they wouldn’t be waiting. They were always 
everywhere, even when she was alone and closed her 
eyes. Especially there. Their teeth were like the stars in 
the sky, and she could see them and no one else could. 
When they walked away, she missed them. She was scared 
of them, and she missed them. 

Because she was a beast too. 
 
 Emily paced the waiting rooms, exploring each 
one in full. It was something to occupy her. They were 
mostly identical, each floor a slightly different color of 
beige. No one knew she was here. Not Troy, not her 
parents, not her old friends from the city. She’d let them 
all slip away. They called sometimes, in a halfhearted sort 
of way, but she didn’t miss them. 
 She agonized over Julia. How scared she must be. 
They let her in to see her in the evening, but the doctors 
wouldn’t tell her anything important. Why were they still 
keeping her here? When they couldn’t make sense of you, 
they kept you in a hospital. That was the way the world 
worked. And who could make sense of Julia? 
 She thought of calling Troy. How would she begin 
to explain this? Maybe he would understand. Maybe, they 
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could take Julia back, and be a family. They would break 
her out of the hospital and steal her away and go live in 
the woods forever, the three of them. Julia could be 
Emily’s forever, and so could Troy, and Emily would 
have everything in the world worth having. 
 A nurse passed by and gave Emily a curt nod. 
Emily stared back. The nurse shifted under her gaze and 
kept walking. 
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Chapter 27) 
 
 Emily returned the next day with the leather-
bound book under her arm. She found Julia sitting next to 
one of the nurses, a man with strong, tattooed arms. She 
waited by the door. From the sound of it, they were 
discussing hunting. 
 Emily smiled to herself. Julia was still as strange 
to the world as ever. 
 When she arrived, the nurse rose and left the two 
of them alone. Emily reached for Julia’s hand. 
 “Hi Emily,” she said. 

Emily squeezed her hand in response. 
“How are you?” 
Okay, was the answer for both of them. There was 

so much to say, and also nothing. 
“I brought the book,” Emily said. She held it out 

to Julia. “I thought maybe we could read a couple of 
stories before the doctors come back.” 
 Julia nodded eagerly and Emily opened the book. 
She read the story about the fairies and the witch, about 
ridding the woods of evil. She wanted to give it as much 
feeling as she could, but the words sounded dry in her 
mouth. She could feel them falling like sand from 
between her lips. Julia stared mutely at the wall, whether 
lost in some fantasy world or not paying attention, Emily 
didn’t know. 
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 The story came to a close and the evil witch was 
driven from the forest. The fairies danced in victory. The 
end. 
 Silence fell between them. 
 “What are you thinking, fairy?” Emily asked. 
 Julia turned to look at her for the first time since 
she’d started reading. Her eyes were wide and looked 
brown today, so much like Troy’s. The feeling struck her 
again, that wherever she went, whatever happened, Julia 
belonged to her. She belonged to Julia. They were one 
and the same, a part of some whole together that no one 
else would ever understand. 
 “Why did you take me here?” Julia asked. “I don’t 
like this place.” 
 Emily moved to put her face in her hands. Julia’s 
hand reached out and grabbed hers, holding her back. 
Making her look while she spoke. 
 “I’m sorry,” Emily said. “I didn’t know what else 
to do. I’m so, so sorry.” 
 The tears, how they always came. 
 “We could have gone to the woods,” Julia said. 
“We could have gone back. I could show you, if you 
want. How to live there, and everything.” 
 “I can’t,” Emily said. “I want to, I want to. But I 
can’t. I can’t just do that, not to you. You have the chance 
for a life, a real life without all of that. No beasts, no more 
fear. I had to give you that.” 
 “Why couldn’t I stay with you? At the house. I 
like it there. We could keep growing the roses and –“ 
 She stopped as Emily couldn’t hold back the 
crying any longer. 
 “What did I say?” Julia said. 
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Emily took her hand back to wipe away the tears, 
and Julia let her have it. 
 “Julia,” she said. The name stuck in her mouth. 
All she’d ever wanted was Julia. But this girl, the only 
Julia she’d ever had, couldn’t stay Julia forever. Whoever 
she had been, wherever she had come from, she had to 
have the chance to grow and live and be free. Emily 
couldn’t hold her back. 
 “The fairytale had to end,” she said. “You’ll 
always be my fairy, but we have to find your home. A real 
home. It can’t be with me, not forever.” 
 “Why not?” 
 She knew the answer in her heart, though she 
didn’t dare speak it to Julia. 
 “I can’t,” Emily said. “I can’t trust… me.” 
 “Why not?” 

Emily ran her hand absently over the scars on her 
arm. Little white lines, like someone had drawn on them 
with light. 

“Because I don’t know how long I’ll be here to 
take care of you,” Emily said. 

Julia’s eyes followed Emily’s gaze down to her 
arm. Emily drew her arm back. 
 “I’ve been to the hospital before,” Emily said. “A 
few times. It was never very nice. The last time…” 
 She took a breath. 
 “The last time was because of something I did. I 
wasn’t sick. Well, I was. I am sick, sort of, but not like 
most people here. I was very sad. And I hurt myself. I 
wanted to end my life. So I tried to.” 
 The scars on her arms seemed to scream at her. 
 “Why?” Julia asked. 
 “Why did I try to end my life?” Emily asked. 
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 “Yes,” Julia said. “Why?” 
  
 “I don’t know,” Emily said. She blinked. She did 
know. 
 “I was sad,” she said. “I was so sad, because it felt 
like nothing I did mattered. Nothing good ever came of it. 
My life didn’t mean anything. All the things I did, they 
didn’t mean anything.” 
 “What things did you do?” 
 Emily told her vaguely about work and New York 
and her friends and even Troy. 
 “Why didn’t that mean anything?” 
 “It just… it didn’t. It used to, or it felt like it did. 
But not anymore,” Emily said. She noticed she’d stopped 
crying. 
 “What was it supposed to mean?” Julia asked. 
 Emily opened her mouth. 
 “I don’t know,” she said. “Something more. More 
than just every day.” 
 “Like fun?” Julia asked. 
 “Yeah,” Emily said, “Like fun.” 
 Silence fell again. 
 “So that’s why I can’t stay with you?” Julia asked, 
looking at the wall again. 
 “That’s why,” Emily said. “I wish you could, little 
fairy. I wish I could take care of you—“ 
 “But I can take care of you too,” Julia said. “Like 
in the story. We’ll be the fairies and we’ll make all the 
evil leave and everything will be good and beautiful.” 
 Everything will be good and beautiful. And it was, 
it always had been, but for Emily alone. She wasn’t a 
fairy, she was the witch. She was the one all this magic 
was meant to drive away. Julia looked away. 
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“Julia?” Emily said tentatively. 
 
Julia glared at her, the pretty blonde hair always in 

place. How could Emily have tried to kill herself? How 
could Emily have wanted there to be a world without 
Emily? 

She cared about kindness. Life and the beasts were 
cold and unforgiving, but Emily would give anything to 
be warm. She wanted things for Julia, she’d given her a 
name and food and a home. What a horrible waste, to give 
such love to someone who couldn’t share it. The world 
was cruel if it had ever allowed Emily not to love herself. 

Julia held her knees close to her chest and closed 
her eyes. She could feel Emily there. 

“I’m sorry,” Emily said. Emily reached for her 
shoulder. 

Julia shook her head. 
“You shouldn’t be sad,” Julia said. Emily 

deserved only happiness, only the best. 
The hand refused to remove itself from her shoulder. 
 

Emily bit the inside of her cheek. Julia was right. 
That was what was infuriating. She had money and 
health, and back then, she’d had a husband and a job and 
a beautiful apartment in a city everyone wants to be a part 
of. She had no right to be sad. Sadness was off limits to 
her. 

But how dare Julia judge her? Who decided what 
qualified you for sadness? It wasn’t like happiness was a 
checklist (husband, house, job) and Boom, life is worth 
living. She didn’t owe anyone her happiness. She could 
spit on what everyone else envied, disdain what everyone 
else strove for, hate what everyone else loved, and she 
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could do it all with impunity. Sadness was her birthright 
because free will was her birthright. Death was her 
birthright. Suicide, too. 

She could sit here all day, hating Julia and still 
willing to do anything to make her smile. She could pity 
her and envy her, study her and never understand her 
fully. She could try to control her, but never catch her and 
pin her down. Julia was the formless possibility of life, 
and it was so addicting to be with her. 

She needed to get home, to think, but she couldn’t 
lift her hand from Julia’s shoulder. She wanted Julia the 
way she wanted beauty, she wanted love. To surround 
herself with it and be it at the same time. 

Slowly, she lifted her hand. 
“I’ll come back tomorrow,” she said, and left 

before Julia’s sad eyes could call her back. 
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Chapter 28) 

 
As Emily made her way down the hall, Julia’s 

doctor emerged through one door. He stopped as Emily 
walked by and watched her with a frown on his face. Just 
as she passed him, he said, “Mrs. Carson?” 

She turned abruptly. “Yes?” 
“I’m Jim Wales, I’m the psychiatrist on Julia’s 

case,” he said. 
Emily nodded and shook his hand. She’d seen him 

coming out of Julia’s room before. 
“Would you mind speaking with me a moment?” 

he asked. 
He led her down another hall into a small office, 

and Emily was starting to wonder how many of these 
conversations she was going to have before it was all 
over. They kept questioning her like it was her fault the 
girl weighed ninety pounds and couldn’t remember a 
thing. She would never hurt Julia. She would let the rest 
of the world burn before she hurt Julia. 

Doctor Wales seemed kinder than the others had 
been. He smiled and seated himself comfortably across 
from her. 

“As you know, I’m afraid I can’t discuss the 
details of Julia’s case with you,” he said, “But I can tell 
you that we’re worried.” 
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“Worried?” Emily asked. “What’s wrong with 
her?” 

“Well,” he said slowly, “There isn’t a lot I can tell 
you. I was hoping you could tell me more about Julia.” 

“I told them all—“ 
“Less about the facts, and more about her 

emotional state,” he said. Emily frowned. Julia’s 
emotional state was that she didn’t have one. 

“She’s very passive,” Emily said, “More like 
impassive. She doesn’t react to anything. She doesn’t 
have much in the way of opinions, but she’s sweet. She’s 
good.” 

It was imperative that they understand Julia’s 
goodness. 

“She’s taken a liking to you,” the doctor said. 
Emily shook her head. 
“I’ve just tried to make her happy,” she said, 

“Make her feel safe.” 
The doctor’s face was soft and she liked the 

wrinkles around his eyes. Crow’s feet. The kind of 
wrinkles you got from smiling too much. 

“Is there anything else you’ve noticed?” the doctor 
asked. 

Emily bit her lip. 
“She can’t remember much,” Emily said. She 

didn’t want them to think Julia was crazy. She wasn’t 
crazy. “She said she lived in the woods for months, and 
she was dead before then. She thinks she’s a fairy, and 
she’s worried about time… And these beasts. She said 
there were beasts in the forest who were angry with her.” 

The doctor nodded and frowned a little. 
“I see,” he said. Emily waited for more clarity, but 

none came. 
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“I think your visits with her are helpful,” he said. 
Emily frowned and nodded. She said she would 

return in the morning. 
“Is that all?” she asked. 
The doctor hesitated. 
“We’ve spoken with the police. They think they 

know who she is,” he said. 
Emily’s mouth dropped. Who she is? But Julia 

wasn’t anyone, not yet. She was a blank slate. They think 
they know who she had been, was more like it, but who 
could that be? 

“Who?” Emily asked. 
The question sounded strange. 
The doctor smiled sadly and shook his head. How 

strange that people could smile with sadness. His crow’s 
feet drooped a little. 

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that,” he said, “Not yet, 
anyway. We’ll need to contact her family.” 

“Her family?” Emily barked. “The family that left 
her to die in the woods?” 

“We’re not sure it’s that simple,” he said. He 
looked even sadder now. She felt like she’d barked at a 
puppy. 

“Mrs. Carson—“ 
“Emily,” she interrupted. 
“Emily,” he said, “I wish I could tell you more. 

It’s clear you care for Julia, and I think you’ll agree that 
whatever we can do to get her better is the best course of 
action.” 

Emily opened her mouth to retort and a strange 
squeak came out instead of words. He was right. Julia was 
the important thing now, and her own needs would have 
to take a back seat. She nodded and rose to leave. 
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“Do come back to see her,” he said. 
He held out a hand. It was strong but smaller than 

Troy’s. It didn’t make her feel like she was disappearing. 
She shook it. 

“Take care of her,” she said, and bowed her head 
as she stepped through the door. 
 

Julia stayed in the hospital for the rest of the 
weekend. Emily came and went, and brought her food, 
and they talked a little about nothing in particular. They 
let Julia walk around the hospital with Emily, and they 
played hide and seek in the plants and Julia laughed. Julia 
liked it here better now. It was too clean, but like Emily 
had promised, it was safe. 

On Monday morning, the doctor interrupted their 
game to take Julia back to her room. 

“Can I come with her?” Emily asked. 
The doctor shook his head. Emily sat in one of the 

plastic chairs and waited. 
 
When Julia got back to the hospital room, the 

doctor pulled up a chair close to Julia’s bed. 
“There are some people who want to see you,” he 

said. 
Julia blinked at him. “What people?” 
“Their names are Mark and Sara Gallagher,” he 

said. “Do you remember those names?” 
Julia inhaled, trying to breathe the names. They 

felt weirdly normal in her body. Still, she shook her head. 
He didn’t understand, she didn’t know any people. Except 
Emily. She knew Emily. The rest of them all passed by as 
bodies. The doctor was kind, but she didn’t know him 
either. 
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“They’re driving in from upstate now. They’ll be 
here soon,” the doctor said. “Do you know who they are?” 

Julia frowned. Was she supposed to? 
“What about the name Lily Gallagher?” he asked. 
Julia bit her lip. The name stirred something in 

her, like the wisp of a long forgotten dream. But she 
couldn’t place it. Lily. It floated through her mind. She 
could see it spelled out on a piece of paper in crude 
handwriting, then in cursive, but the rest of the page was 
blank. 

“You remember the name,” he pressed. 
Julia gave a noncommittal shrug. 
“I don’t know,” she said, “Maybe.” 
He nodded and marked something down on his 

sheet. She felt like she’d done well. She should remember 
the things they told her more often. 
 

Another knock came on the door. The doctor was 
gone and Julia looked up. Were these the mysterious 
people she was supposed to remember? 

Blond hair shimmered from the corner of the room 
and Julia smiled. 

“Emily, you came back,” she said. 
Emily smiled and sat in the doctor’s chair. She 

took Julia’s hand. 
“How are you feeling?” Emily asked. 
“Good,” Julia said. 
Everyone kept asking her that. She was fine. It 

was the rest of them she worried about. 
Emily looked sad, so sad. Julia squeezed Emily’s 

hand and Emily’s eyes got all watery. 
“Are you upset with me?” Julia asked. 
Emily let out a choked sob and shook her head. 
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“Of course not,” she said, “Never. It’s just…” 
She shook her head and looked away. Julia 

squeezed her hand again. This seemed to get her to talk 
more. 

“Every time I look at you, I get this feeling,” 
Emily said. It’s like nostalgia, or homesickness, or loss 
and the need to go find again. And the more words I put 
to it, the further away it gets from me. When I look at you, 
my chest hurts. It’s like looking into childhood and seeing 
how beautiful it was, and I want it back. I want you 
always. I want this. 

Julia leaned her head on Emily’s shoulder. Emily 
sniffed. 

She loved Julia, but it was more than that. It 
wasn’t love so much as longing, but not a longing not just 
for Julia as a person. Julia as an idea. She wanted to be 
her. She wanted to be free like Julia was. She wanted to 
be blank and experience the world fresh before everything 
had grown so complicated. 

She longed for a time before time and reason. A 
time before the beginning. 
 
 Julia looked up. Someone new was at the door, a 
face that was almost familiar but still unknown. She was 
an older woman with sunken brown eyes and dark skin 
and dyed blond hair. Julia could see the brown roots. She 
was followed by a man with freckles and green eyes, 
dressed in a suit. Their eyes went wide as they fell on 
Julia. 
 The woman gripped the wall beside her. The man 
froze. 
 Emily tried to release Julia’s hand, but Julia 
grabbed it back. 
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 “Lily,” the woman breathed. 
Emily jumped to her feet and wrenched her hand 

away from Julia’s. The couple rushed to Julia’s bed and 
Julia shrank away from them, her eyes perfect circles. 
They put hands on her and she shook them off. They 
backed away. Emily backed away. 

“Emily!” Julia said. 
The couple looked to Emily. 
“You’re…” the woman said, “You’re the one who 

found her.” 
Emily blinked. She felt herself nod. 

 “I’m Sara,” she said to Emily, her eyes still on 
Julia. Emily shook her hand. She looked from Sara to 
Julia, to the man, and back. 
 The man was staring at Julia with something 
between shock and horror. Sara kept holding Emily’s 
hand well after they’d finished shaking, still looking at 
Julia. 
 The man pulled up a chair. He reached out for 
Julia again and she shrank away from him. He let out a 
howl of a sob. 
 Emily wanted to bolt for the door, but the woman 
was still holding her hand. 
 “Do you remember me?” he said. 

Julia looked at him. 
 “Almost,” she said. “Like a dream.” 
 Sara took her hand back and put it to her mouth.  
 “I should go,” Emily said, and moved towards the 
door. 
 “No!” Julia shouted. “Please stay, Emily.” 
 Everyone was putting hands over their mouths and 
Emily was starting to cry. Julia didn’t want Emily to cry. 
Emily didn’t know what she wanted. Everyone was 
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crying. Julia screwed her eyes up and tried to join them, 
but the tears didn’t come. 
 “I’m…” the man said, “This is. We’re… 
you’re…” he hesitated. 
 “I’m your mother,” Sara said. “Mark is your 
father. You’re our daughter, Lily. Do you remember us?” 
 Julia bit her lip. She was Lily? No, she was Julia. 
Or she was no one. She was a fairy, she thought. Lily? 
Fairy. Emily shook her head. 
 “I don’t think I have parents,” she said. She 
looked to Emily. “Do fairies have parents?” 
 Emily was really crying now, crying and not 
looking at anyone. 
 “Fairies?” Mark looked up at Emily. 

Emily took the hand away from her mouth and 
tried to speak, but it came out as a choked sob. 
 “You aren’t a fairy,” said the woman, Sara, her 
mother? 

But she sounded like she herself didn’t believe it. 
They were clustered around Julia’s bed. Lily’s bed? But 
they were only half there. They looked at Julia like an 
apparition, with more fear than love. 
 “You’re our daughter,” Mark said. “You were 
stolen from us. Do you remember? In the winter. Do you 
remember?” 
 “Stolen?” Julia said. Lily said. This was all so 
confusing. 
 “A man, he took you,” Sara said, “We thought you 
were dead.” 
 Dead? Well, she had been. She was a fairy, 
clearly. The way they were looking at like they didn’t 
believe she was alive, and weren’t sure they wanted her to 
be. 
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 “Oh God,” Emily said. She sat in a chair and put 
her hands over her face. Julia tried reach out to her. Emily 
could only see the palms of her hands, and they were 
dark. 
 “Do you remember?” Mark repeated, the father, 
who? 
 She shook her head. Julia or Lily or whoever 
shook her head. 
 “I just remember the woods,” she said, “And 
Emily finding me and going home with her. And here.” 
 They looked so disappointed, so she pressed on. 
 “I think I remember you, I do. But it’s like a 
dream. It’s so far away, like another life. I don’t think I’m 
your daughter. I’m not anyone.” 
 “Lily,” Sara snapped, “You’re here, you’re ours, 
you have a body. You’re a girl. You’re our daughter.” 
 She didn’t like the way Sara said it.  
 “We thought you were dead,” Mark said and he 
collapsed against the bed. 

Emily wandered towards the door in a daze, half 
blind through tears. She couldn’t watch this. She let the 
door shut behind her. She could still hear them, the 
crying, the questions, the assertions that Julia was Lily 
and theirs and not Emily’s and a girl and not a fairy and 
not magical and she’d been through horrible, horrible 
things. She kept walking until she couldn’t hear them 
anymore. She sat in the hall, in the corner. 

She wondered why both couldn’t be true. 
Psychologically traumatized teenage girl, and fairy. Lily, 
and Julia. All of it at once. 

The door to Julia’s room opened and Mark 
Gallagher stepped out. His face was wet and shining, 
completely drained of color. His face was freckled. His 
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eyes were green. How stupid she’d been, to think Julia 
looked like Troy. Lily looked like the Gallaghers. 
 
 “You found her,” he said, “You found our Lily.” 
 Emily tried to smile. Their Lily. Her Julia. She 
nodded feebly. He stayed at the door, and slowly she rose 
and walked to him. 
 The man grabbed her in a hug and sobbed against 
her shirt. Emily stood frozen. The door was still open. She 
could see Julia out of the corner of her eye. Lily. She 
could see Lily. 
 “Emily!” 
 “Lily,” said the mother. 
 “Stop calling me Lily!” Lily said. Julia said. This 
wasn’t right anymore. Everything was collapsing in on 
itself. They made their definitions and then the definitions 
didn’t stay defined. 
 “Your name is Lily,” Sara said, “Lily Gallagher.” 
 Emily frowned. Mark Gallagher slowly released 
her. Lily. 

Lily Gallagher. 
The name stirred something in her. She’d read that 

story in the news in the winter, just after losing… She 
blinked. A family from Ithaca, Cornell professors, their 
teenage daughter, Lily Gallagher, was kidnapped. 
Presumed dead. Here she was.  
 “I need to go,” Emily said. 
 “Emily,” Julia said. Lily said. Emily shook her 
head. 
 “We found your family,” Emily said, not looking 
at her. “You can come back to life now.” 
 With that, she turned to leave. She could hear Julia 
crying “Emily” behind her and she shook her head to 
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block it out. She let the door swing closed behind her and 
stood in the silence of the hallway. 
 So that was the secret. 

Lily Gallagher. Kidnapped fifteen-year-old, 
reunited with her family. It was a beautiful ending to a 
horrific story. Patches were still missing, but the ending 
had come and gone. They’d found the man who 
kidnapped Lily Gallagher before Emily moved 
Westchester. There was a makeshift torture chamber in 
his basement. Lily was supposed to be dead. The man was 
in prison now and Lily had never been found. That was 
how the story had gone. And somehow, a girl had ended 
up in the woods, and come back as Julia. It was a kind of 
reincarnation, but they were dragging her back now. Why 
couldn’t they let Julia live? 
 The door opened and Mark Gallagher stepped out 
again. 
 “Thank you,” he said, “For finding our daughter.” 
 Emily tried to smile at him. The freckles, the nose, 
they were Julia’s. Lily’s. 
 Mark took Emily’s hand and pressed something 
into her palm. She looked down as the door closed again. 
It was a check for five hundred dollars. 
 Stamped, Mark and Sara Gallagher. 
 Five hundred dollars. 
 That was Julia’s worth. 
 She leaned over and dry heaved. She wanted to rip 
the check apart. Ripping wasn’t enough. Burn it. Burn it 
all. Burn the entire world that had invented people like 
this. Her parents. White beauty pageant debutante dresses 
and Ivy League halls and people named Mark and Sara. 
Let it all burn. A world where someone could hand you a 
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check for finding their daughter. Flood it again. Burn it 
all, just punish it for becoming what it was. 
 She stomped down the hallway to the elevators. At 
the balcony, she crumpled the check up and threw it. It 
landed in a small, square fountain beside a plastic fern. 
Emily kept walking. 
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Chapter 29) 
 

The view of the hospital faded into the distance as 
Emily drove away. No more Julia. No more Lily, or 
whoever. She didn’t know where she was going, but she 
had to get out. She didn’t know from where, just out. Like 
a spiritual kind of thing, she thought. What she needed 
was a sign for her door that read, Closed for Business. It 
was time to officially boycott everything. The sign could 
say, Wake me up when something starts going my way. 

One of the headlights in her car flickered out and 
half the street snapped into darkness. She laughed and 
turned the lights off altogether.  She drove past a stop sign 
without slowing down. It was dark out and the car was 
dark blue, and she would be invisible to anyone else on 
the street. 

Good. 
She thought back to the winter, her downward 

spiral. Everyone thought her so brave and wise for pulling 
out of it, but it just keeps spiraling on. You can try and try 
and try and things still won’t get better. Everything goes 
to shit and the world keeps turning whether or not you 
want it to. 

She hit a red light with a camera on it and had to 
stop. She looked down at her phone. The next stoplight 
felt too long, and she took it as a sign of what she was 
supposed to do. She pressed Troy’s name in her contacts. 
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The phone rang over the speaker once, again, 
again, on and on until voicemail. Hi, you’ve reached 
Troy. I’m not here right now, please leave a message at 
the tone. 
She didn’t. 

At the next light, she called again. Hi, you’ve 
reached Troy. Again. Hi, you’ve reached Troy. I’m not 
here right now. I’m never here when you need me. I don’t 
give a shit anymore. Again. Hi, you’ve reached. Hi, I’m 
not here right now. I don’t love you, you needy bitch. You 
mental patient. You headcase. Hi, you’re so far away 
from reaching Troy, you can’t remember what he looks 
like. 

The next time she called, it went straight to 
voicemail. She threw her phone across the car. 
 

Emily drove home alone and turned on the lights. 
She sat on the couch for as long as she could, tapping her 
foot and looking at the cover of a photo album. She 
opened it to her wedding photo with Troy. They were 
looking at each other in black and white, still and perfect 
forever. She was beautiful because she wasn’t smiling. 
She took a marker from the table and drew a thick smile 
over her face. She drew one on Troy as well. She drew 
little halos over their heads. 

This was all wrong. She could hear cars outside. 
She could hear the neighbors, being neighborly. She got 
up and went to the kitchen. What she needed was noise, 
not quiet. She banged a knife against the side of the pot as 
she cooked, but she wasn’t hungry. The noise was making 
things worse. She took the knife and shut the burner off 
and went into the bedroom. Here lay the memory of Troy, 
of all the nights he hadn’t spent there, written in the sheets 
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like a headstone. She could see his big hands. Hear him 
calling her Em, calling her Sick. She watched him leaving 
again and again. She left the bedroom and shut the door 
and leaned against the wall. What she needed was to get 
clean. She needed a bath. She needed to feel calm and 
relaxed and happy. She went into the bathroom and set 
the knife on the sink. 

Every sound ran through her body like thunder. 
The whine of the faucet, the rumble of the cars on the 
street marching towards her like the goosestep of some 
approaching invasion. The clatter of forks in the house 
next to her, such a distant tinkling clack, clack, clack 
sparked in her mind and it went up in flames. She had to 
get out. But the noises were in her body now. They 
clouded her mind and blocked the horizon from view. She 
wanted only to clarify it, to pick apart danger from safety 
and friend from enemy, but when the lines were so 
blurred everything was an enemy. Her hands were 
enemies, her face was unrecognizable. She wanted to 
break the mirror. She wanted to break, and she was so 
close to it now that it almost felt attractive. Entropy was a 
natural part of life. There was too much fire now and it 
was burning through her like a wick wound too thin. 
Clack, clack, clack. It would be so sweet. 

The phone rang from somewhere outside. She 
knew it was him. She went into the hall to check, and 
there was his name on the answering machine. 

Hi, you’ve reached the Carsons. 
She ran back into the bathroom. She had to get 

away from him too. 
She shut the door and sat on the toilet and put her 

arms over her head. Shut her eyes tight. Tightened her 
elbows next to her ears. She could hear Troy ringing on 
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the telephone. She didn’t know how long she sat. The 
phone rang again. Again. There was a message. There 
was “Emily?” in the distance and it ran through her like 
thunder. Then there was Troy on the other side of the 
door, knocking, and she wished his hands would fall off 
and crawl away. 

Her head felt like static. Like noise. Little 
pinpricks of light and dark burst everywhere and she 
couldn’t keep her hands still. She hated it all, the world, 
everything, herself. 

She didn’t want to die. 
She wanted to breathe. 
You couldn’t breathe if you were dead, but living 

was strangling. Maybe ghosts breathed too. Maybe Julia 
was right all along. It wouldn’t be so bad, to be a ghost. 
She could live in her garden and sleep beside the little 
brown dog. The noise would stop then, and stop was all 
she wanted to do. 

The knife lay silent on the sink. 
There, on the other side of the door. 
“Emily?” 
Her own name. 
“Emily,” and “Open the door.” 
Why did she have to be Emily? It was her 

mother’s decision, not hers. Why did she have to obey 
that command? Come when called? She didn’t want to be 
Emily. 
The only name she really loved was Julia. 
 “Emily.” 

Julia. Emily. Julia. Which name was she? 
She glanced around the bathroom. “What are you 

doing here?” she asked. 
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“You called me a dozen times,” he said. “I tried to 
call.” 

“Oh,” she laughed, “Sorry. I must have missed the 
phone.” 
 How could he not see? He, Troy, the doctors, 
everyone. He. She, herself, was Emily. Was Julia. No. 
Wait. It had all made sense only a moment ago and now 
her mind was lost on a spin cycle. Dry it out. Get it clean. 
She had to focus. 
 Emily stood abruptly and went to the door. Her 
hand rested on the handle. She could turn it. She could 
turn it and fall into Troy’s arms and disappear and the 
world would right itself, just for a moment. 
 But a new face looked back at her from the mirror. 
Tan and freckled, with wide brown-green eyes that shined 
like a forest in the morning. She ran her finger over her 
lips. 
 “Emily?” 
 The voice faded away. She studied her cheeks. 
She blinked her great round eyes, still so sunken in her tan 
face. The face that had never grown tame, whatever 
Emily had tried to do. She raised her hands, calloused and 
rough and wild. She picked up the knife. She did what she 
was born to do. She made a cut, deep into Julia’s skin, her 
skin. Her body had killed Julia once before. She could do 
it again. 
 No. This was not her. It was wrong. Everything. 
She struck out at the mirror, savoring the sweet crack of 
the glass as blood burst from new cuts on her hand. The 
first piece fell, and then the second, and then like a 
waterfall it all collapsed against the sink and spilled over 
the floor. 
 “EMILY.” His shout was so distant now. 
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 There was no more Julia. She had come and gone 
like a flicker of the light. The world was dark and broken 
here, and it would never be put back together. She turned 
the light off. She found the knife again. 
 “Emily?” 
 Banging at the door. She put the knife between her 
teeth and bit hard. She didn’t want to do it. She wanted to 
turn the light on, put the mirror right, walk out into Troy’s 
arms. Why did she have to do it? They were forcing her 
hand. They were coming for her. They would know if she 
disobeyed. 
 This was the point of it, after all. The final sea to 
which every river of her life had rushed, bubbling 
happily, winding away until it all dropped off into this. 
She took the knife back in her hand. 
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Chapter 30) 
 

The bathroom was gone. The lights and the tile 
and the sound of Troy at the door faded into nothing. 
Emily was moving fast, flying down a road that ran up to 
a wooden sign. She floated down a dirt road. It led to a 
parking lot. At the top of the parking lot was a hill. 
Reality. Cold, sensible reality. She stopped and 
everything faded into the half-darkness of evening. 

She held the knife up and stroked the blade. She 
put it against her cheek to cool her skin. Her face was hot, 
though she felt cold. She had to move. Something had to 
be done to stop this, to start it, to make sense of it again. 
Everything, everything is senseless. Sense is just a way of 
putting the world into boxes when at its heart, it is 
formless. God made the heavens and the Earth because he 
could not stand the formlessness. God had no stomach. 

She climbed the hill and followed a path deep into 
the woods. There was something gleaming in the distance. 
Something utterly familiar. Even in darkness, there was 
still the bathtub. 

She pulled the knife from her pocket and scratched 
it along the porcelain. There was a scream of metal. She 
drove the knife at it hard and the porcelain cracked. She 
drove it in again and again, bearing down until everything 
was broken. She stumbled backwards. The porcelain 
shattered before she hit the ground. She pushed herself 
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upright and dove at it again. White shards flew around 
and for a moment the bathtub could be bone. Pine needles 
slumped against the ground and blended into the others. 
She stabbed again, stumbling each time and pressing 
herself back up until the bathtub was nothing but a 
scattered mess of white buried in the dirt. Until the form 
was gone, and all that remained was chaos. The knife was 
broken. Pine needles tumbled down the hill and the 
bloated corpse of a dead bluebird was carried down with 
them. 

Death, now, this was what it looked like. The sun 
was setting but it was already dark in the trees. Julia’s 
home was blown to bits. Julia didn’t exist. There was only 
Emily, Emily and Lily. 

The end of her marriage shot through her harder 
than a bullet. She was the real cheat. Troy just fucked 
other women. Emily loved Troy, but she loved oblivion 
more.  
Against the insurmountable wall of oblivion, she felt 
more powerless than Troy could ever make her. He made 
her feel small, but oblivion made her cease. Oblivion was 
romantic like a battle she knew she could never win.  
Thousands of people die trying, but they try because it 
gives them something to do that will never seem 
meaningless. Everything can feel like minutia if you sit in 
it long enough. Even love. But that wall of oblivion, 
cresting over your head like a dark wave so tall it blocks 
out the sun, that never gets old. It never gets smaller, and 
you never stop living on the edge of battle. 
 

She set the knife down in the dirt and sat beside it. 
She took off her shoes first, then her shirt. She wanted to 
peel off every layer and get down to the only thing that 
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remained underneath. If it was nothing, she wanted to be 
sure. She lay down naked next to the bluebird corpse. It 
had started to smell. 
 She nestled her head in the pine needles, between 
the shards of porcelain, and watched the light drain out of 
the sky. The broken knife was right beside her, itching for 
skin. She let it sit in silence, for now. 

The light faded and the air grew cold and she 
shivered alone in the blackness of the woods. 

All this time, she had been wrong. 
Like the darkness, once she had seen the light of 

the world, it could not be unseen. It was there in every 
face as it had been in Julia’s that first day in the woods. 
She could no longer pretend that all was bleak, when 
there were things growing all around her. Growing even 
in the darkness. 

The rivers had carried her into the wrong sea, and 
now she was drowning in its depths, unable to reach air. 
Madness was an elevator shaft with no elevator. It served 
no purpose but to be fallen into. Hitting bottom had 
sounded romantic, but in truth, it was cold. It was hard. It 
was dirty. It was jagged and ugly and so painfully 
difficult to extract yourself from. She had been wrong to 
let go. The thrill of freedom had seduced her, but freedom 
was only a frame of mind. She could be free and be loved 
and be alive. She did not have to burn the world in order 
to see its light. Bones were not the truth of a person, and 
ashes were not the truth, and sadness was no truer than 
joy. 

Now, when it was too late, it all came together. 
Still, happiness seemed so far. Possible, maybe, 

but a horizon away. The well she’d fallen into was so 
deep that the light at the top was a pinprick. She heard it 
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took eight minutes for the light of the sun to reach the 
Earth. Maybe the thing she saw glowing was just a 
memory. The light wasn’t there anymore. 

She closed her eyes and let the world go black. 
The wind rustled around the trees and everything fell 
quiet. 

 
She couldn’t say what woke her. Something had 

shifted in the ground beneath her, and she opened her 
eyes into darkness. It was dark, but not still. She could 
feel something moving. She could hear breath, great and 
low, not far away. She lay as still as she could. 

The ground shifted again as something moved 
beside her. She kept her eyes fixed on the trees, but she 
could just see it out of the corner of her eye. Great, black 
and hulking, the size of a car. It breathed slow, snotty 
breaths that came deep from its throat. 

The thing padded towards her over the hill. What 
was the thing? She couldn’t be sure. She lay as still as a 
skeleton, her heart hammering. It was some beast, and its 
great feet shifted the pine needles and made the dead 
bluebird jump. The beast was almost invisible against the 
darkness, but she could feel it like electricity through her 
skin. It was so close now that its hot, wet breath wafted 
against her arm. It sniffed the dead bluebird and picked it 
up in its teeth. 

This is how it ends, she thought. Survival. Dinner. 
The beast waited just beside her, breathing, 

declaring its life. Life feeds on life, and she had no hope 
of getting away. She was naked, alone, in the woods, and 
the beast was sniffing her. 

She closed her eyes and tried to relax into it. The 
night was cold, and the breath was hot. It could almost be 
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pleasant. But it was death. As hot as the air on her skin 
was, it made her cold. Now that it was on her, she 
couldn’t stomach it. The only thing she wanted in the 
world was for the beast to move on. Walk away down the 
hill. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, and in the blackness 
that looked back at her, all she could do was pray. 

If there is a God, now is the chance to show 
yourself. I’ll build you an ark. I’ll nail myself to a cross. 
Give me grace. Give me life. I don’t want to die. 

The beast’s breath traveled down her arm and 
back up to her shoulder. Snot drizzled onto her skin. 

Please, God, give a shit about me. Let me live. 
The earth shifted and the beast stepped again. Fur, 

whiskers, something soft and slimy touched her arm. 
I want to live. 
She opened her eyes and stared into the face of the 

beast. She could see herself, small and white reflected 
back in the beasts eyes against the darkness of the world. 
It blinked. 

She said aloud, “I want to live.” 
The beast opened its mouth in a wide, sinister 

grin, and she stared into its teeth. 
The breath moved away. The earth kept shaking 

and the beast kept walking. The dead bluebird was gone 
and the only smell on the air was wet ground and old trees 
and fur. 

Emily exhaled. Her heart beat so fast she 
wondered if her veins could keep up. The beast was gone. 
She was resolutely, mercifully, alive. The broken knife 
was still beside her. The bathtub was destroyed. 
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 She sat up and wrapped her arms around herself. 
Her clothes were still there in a dirty pile beside her. The 
trees still grew imperceptibly. The sun would rise again. 
 Emily was still alive. 

And now, after all this time, she knew. Her whole 
life she had wondered at its meaning, and now she 
understood. Not what the meaning was, but how meaning 
was made, and why she had lost it. 

Life didn’t have to be meaningless, but she’d lost 
the life in each day. The things that filled up her hours 
from waking to sleep were so removed from their 
meaning that they were hollow. But she was not. She still 
loved. She still fought. She still struggled and overcame. 
But all that jagged, visceral reality was hidden behind 
layers of clean lines. For so long, she’d felt abandoned by 
life. Left drifting, out in the blackness of the universe, 
wondering what had happened to the earth beneath her. 

Standing in a car packed with strangers on the 
subway, she stood next to people who felt and loved and 
bled. The walls around her were wood and stone, trees 
and rocks. The screens were glass. Lightning hitting sand. 
It was all life. It was nothing but the light that lit up the 
sky, that brought breath into emptiness. 

And none of it had to mean anything. When she 
said it was worthless, it was. When she said it was 
beautiful, it was. Her life meant whatever she chose it did 
in each moment, and that choice meant more than any 
truth. 

She felt her place in the world loosen. She had not 
before seen the world around her, forever blinded by what 
she thought it was. The thing itself was formless. She 
drew lines around it, carving it into a shape that fit easily 
into the stories she’d learned to believe as true. But 
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beneath it all was a singularity, a constant hum that united 
all things to where the difference between spaces and 
times could be recognized as an inorganic lens. She could 
change the story she told, tell herself things in a new way 
that fit, molded to her. She could choose not to tell herself 
anything. What was oblivion through one lens was a 
blank canvas through another. Behind the lenses, beneath 
the stories, a feeling persisted: that the nothingness itself 
was something. That emptiness was full. The end, the 
beginning, the path between the two was open to be 
redrawn in every moment. With practice, the redrawing 
would grow faster and easier. 

Her work was to bring life into everything that she 
did. To inhale. To generate. To begin again and again. 
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Chapter 31) 
 
 Something beeped quietly beside her. Emily 
opened one eye into bright white light. Her body was 
clothed in something thin and sterile. She shut her eyes. 
Back where it all began. Back in a hospital bed. 
 Troy was asleep in the chair beside her, his head 
thrown back and his mouth open, snoring lightly. He 
seemed to sense her awaken, and his head slumped down 
to his chest. His eyes flickered open. 
 “Emily,” he said. 

She tried for a smile. She tried to put everything 
she could in that smile. How sorry she was, how much 
she missed him, the love she had, however much that was. 
 There were bandages around her wrist and hand. It 
all stung painfully. So it had happened all over again. And 
here Troy was, swinging back to her like a pendulum, 
unable to let her fall. 
 “I heard on the news,” he said, “About you and 
that girl. Lily. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 Lily. The name stung something in Emily’s brain. 
Lily, not Julia. There was no Julia. Julia was a dream that 
she had finally woken up from.  
 “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I never should have left. I 
never should… I love you.” 
 Troy took her hand, and Emily laced her fingers 
through his and gripped tight. For once, she didn’t want to 
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disappear inside him. She wanted the full force of her 
weight in the world to be felt. 
 She said, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I know.” 
 
 She didn’t try to talk her way out of the hospital 
this time. She let them test her, talk to her, question her. 
Troy came and went, bringing her food and books and her 
makeup from home. She hadn’t worn makeup in months, 
but she put it on in the bathroom mirror. Under the sterile 
lighting, she looked almost grotesque with lipstick and 
eyeliner. She smiled. She stuck out her tongue. 
 More than anything, she wanted to go home. She 
told them that the roses would be dead by the time she got 
there, but Troy said that didn’t matter now. 
 “It matters,” she pressed him. “Don’t let them die 
while I’m here.” 
 So he drove home and watered them and came 
back and told her they were all still alive. 
 “Good,” she said. And, “Thank you.” 
 There was news about Lily Gallagher on the TV. 
There was a mention of Emily, that she couldn’t be 
reached for comment. Emily watched for as long as she 
could before turning it off. They interviewed the parents. 
There was Julia, Lily, standing quietly beside them, her 
mother’s arm firmly clamped around her shoulders. She 
was wearing a blue dress. 
 The world flashed through Emily’s eyes in colors 
and sounds, none of it forming into anything concrete. 
Troy’s hand, his voice, the touch of his fingertips on her 
scalp. It came and then it went. What she looked into 
wasn’t darkness. It wasn’t anything. The world had grown 
formless again. 
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 And here she was, alive again. Hello, world. She 
smiled at it, just to see how that felt. She could leave 
anytime. But as long as she was here, she wanted to be 
here, and as long as she wanted to, she would stay. She 
powered down reality and shut her eyes. 
 Wherever was here was where she was and all that 
happened was now. 
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Chapter 32) 
 

One evening in the hospital, one of the many 
nurses arrived to take Emily to her first group therapy 
session. She’d never had therapy in a group before. 
Always one on one, talking through things as if that 
would change what they were. 

Emily walked into the room, dressed in her own 
clothes for a change. She sat on a white plastic chair. The 
walls were beige and covered in construction paper 
posters that looked like a children’s group had made 
them. There was a draft in the room, and she sat on her 
hands to keep them warm. 

“Hello everyone,” said a woman. She had a mess 
of henna-dyed hair piled on top of her head that looked 
likely to fall at any moment. 

“My name is Genevieve, and I’ll be your 
facilitator tonight.” She finished each sentence like a 
question, turned up at the end. There was a badge hanging 
around her neck that read “Genevieve.” 

“Why don’t we start with a game so we can get to 
know each other?” Genevieve said, “I see some new faces 
tonight?” 

She smiled at them like she expected them to do 
something. 
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“So, here’s the game,” she said, “You’re going to 
spell your name backwards and tell us something that you 
love. Ready? You, you start.” 

She gestured to a gaunt boy with two thick rings in 
his lower lip and an upside down cross tattooed above one 
eye. The boy eyed Genevieve. 

“Uh, hey,” he started, “My name’s J-” 
“Spell it backwards!” Genevieve burst. Her hair 

wobbled dangerously. The boy blinked. 
“Backwards?” 
Genevieve grinned and nodded. 
“Uh. E, O, J.” 
“E, O, J?” Genevieve said. “Hmm….” She put a 

finger to her lip as if deep in thought. 
“It’s Joe,” the boy said. He scratched idly at the 

skin behind his ear. Genevieve’s face fell. 
“Very well, tell us something you love.” 
“Uh, I like taxidermy,” Joe said. 
Were they supposed to applaud? Emily looked at 

him, trying to catch her reflection in one of his many 
silver piercings. 

“You next,” Genevieve said, turning to a fat young 
woman with blond bangs. 

“Okay,” the woman said brightly, “E, I, N, N, A.” 
“Hmm…” Genevieve said again. 
“Annie,” Emily barked, and folded her arms. 
“Very good!” Genevieve cooed. She turned back 

to Annie. “Why don’t you tell us something you love?” 
“My husband!” Annie gushed, “He’s a two-time 

cancer survivor.” 
And on and on it went. On until Y, L, I, M, E, who 

loved her garden, and Troy. 
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“It’s time for the sharing circle,” Genevieve said 
like this was something to be excited for. 

“I see we have some new faces today, so how 
about some of our older friends share first so they can see 
how it’s done?” 

E, O, J went first. He introduced himself again, 
(Hello, Joe) bent his head and ran a hand through his hair. 

“I guess I’ll share the story of how I wound up in 
prison,” he said. Genevieve smiled. Emily tried to smile 
too, but she couldn’t quite make it work. 

Joe was in a gang, got arrested selling coke to an 
undercover cop, wound up in prison, tried to kill himself, 
and was transferred to a psychiatric ward. Now he was in 
treatment for schizophrenia, which he said he didn’t really 
have. Now he was trying to get his life in order. (Thank 
you for sharing.) He threw in a quick quip for his 
taxidermy business. 
 

E, I, N, N, A got to go next. She spoke cheerfully, 
the kind of voice that made tragedy sound enviable.  

Annie was molested by her uncle as a child. Isn’t 
that darling? In high school, she started gaining weight by 
the ton to keep men away from her. Shucks. She dropped 
out of college and tried to kill herself, then had a heart 
attack at age thirty. Now she was in therapy, with a 
pacemaker. She had a wonderful husband who got 
testicular cancer, so they removed one of his testicles, and 
then he got cancer in the other one. 

And Emily thought about how this story was her 
husband’s, and yet it was Annie’s. Annie seemed cheerful 
about her suffering. Not confident the way Joe was, not in 
an honest way, but like she just had to make it all sound 
okay. She didn’t have to. 
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N, E, R, A, K also had cancer. Karen wrote a 
haiku about her missing breasts. But it was all okay, 
Karen said, because cancer had given her faith in God. 
She said that Jesus loved her, and maybe he did. 
 Genevieve turned to Y-L-I-M-E. Emily looked up 
in alarm. 

“Me?” she said, “No, I don’t really have 
anything…” 

“Come on, I’m sure you have something you can 
share?” Genevieve pressed. 

She wanted Emily to share? Share wasn’t the word 
for what they were doing. Perform came to mind. Display. 
Zoo. She wanted Emily to expose her darkest thoughts, to 
flaunt her trauma. She wasn’t traumatized at all, not the 
way Annie was. 
She looked from Joe the gang member to Karen the 
cancer survivor to Genevieve, whatever she was. What 
could she say to explain it all? What did she even need to 
explain? 

“I’ve had a happy life for the most part,” Emily 
said. “My parents are… well, they’re good people. They 
are. They’ve never hurt me, nothing like that.” 

She wasn’t sure where she was going with this, 
but she needed them to understand. She couldn’t stand for 
them to think that she’d been abused or neglected or hurt, 
not the way these people had. 

“I’ve never been raped, or beaten, or addicted to 
drugs,” she went on. Why was she talking? All of these 
people, they had real pain. True horrors in their pasts. Her 
pain was nothing. 

“We had plenty of money. Still do, I think. I have 
a husband. He loves me, I think.” 

She was rambling now and she knew it. 
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Um. 
She stared at the legs of her chair. She could just 

see them poking out beyond the seat, right on either side 
of her shoes, holding her in place. Every eye was on her 
now. The room was silent. 

She was meant to tell them her pain, but she just 
wanted to tell them the truth. The truth, today, was that 
she wanted to live. That she couldn’t speak for tomorrow 
because it hadn’t happened yet. That this could only be 
the last try if it didn’t have to be. That she loved every 
scar on her wrist and she didn’t want them to fade. That 
they were her map, the only road back to life. 

She realized she’d stopped speaking. They were 
all still watching her. 

“Okay,” Genevieve said slowly, and turned away. 
“Wait!” Emily said. “Sorry. I wasn’t done yet.” 
Genevieve’s smile widened in a way that was 

unsettling. Emily was afraid of speaking. Afraid that they 
might not understand, they might lock her up for good if 
she told the truth. She was afraid, but she still wanted to 
try.  

“About three months ago, I tried to kill myself. 
The first time,” she said. She could feel tears stinging in 
her eyes, and she wished they wouldn’t.  

“I got into the bathtub in my old apartment in New 
York and sat there cutting my arm up with a knife until I 
blacked out I guess. I thought I would just slip into the 
water and drown, but my head went sideways. Troy, 
that’s my husband, he came home and found me and 
called an ambulance. I don’t remember it. The cuts 
weren’t that deep so they let me go. Troy and I decided to 
move out to here so I could relax. I lost my job there, in 
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the city. We had a huge deal to close after I got out of the 
hospital and I missed it, so they fired me.” 

That part wasn’t even relevant.  
“And we thought I was getting better. Everyone 

did. But I wasn’t, not really. And then we went camping 
in the woods and I found her. Julia.” 

She closed her eyes. 
“Lily, I mean,” she corrected herself. Several 

people looked up. They were interested now. They had 
heard about Lily Gallagher. Everyone probably had by 
now. She was all over the news. Emily was too, probably. 

“After I brought her here, and she had to go with 
her family, I did it again. The shit wouldn’t stop. I didn’t 
know where I ended and everything else began, or if I 
started anywhere at all. It just, it didn’t make any sense. 
So I tried to end it again. Same way, like that worked so 
well last time. If I’d had a gun, I wouldn’t be here.” 

She tried not to sneer at Genevieve.  
“The thing is,” she looked up at the ceiling, “I 

don’t know why I wanted to die. I didn’t want to die when 
I woke up the next morning. Nothing was wrong. It was 
like something else took over, I wasn’t the one driving the 
car. I just kept thinking that I made up the whole world, 
and I didn’t like it anymore, and I wanted to erase it and 
start over. I don’t know.” 

She shook her head. The tears were threatening to 
come back, and this wasn’t the time for them. Everyone 
was watching her now. She had to be strong. Or at least, 
look strong. 

“But that’s not really true.” 
She felt her mouth talking without her. This part 

of the story she’d never told anyone. This part of the 
story, she’d never even let herself think. 
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“I do remember most of it. I think I wanted to be 
dead. Not to die, just be dead for a while and see what 
that did to everyone. I didn’t want to be me anymore. I 
wanted to go somewhere else and just step outside my 
brain and let it fuck itself up without me. But I wanted to 
try to die. I wanted everyone to know I’d tried to die. I 
wanted them to know how bad it was. The world, I mean. 
All of them and us and me, how bad we are. Even though 
everything was fine. I had a great job, and Troy… but I 
just couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t stand it, and everywhere I 
went, I had to smile and be pretty and be Emily, and I 
don’t want to be Emily. I didn’t, I mean.” 

This wasn’t making sense, was it? Everyone was 
still watching her. She shook her head, tried to focus on 
the lines on their faces, the eyes, the frowns, the pain. 

“There’s just so much pain,” she said. “People are 
so awful so much of the time. And I don’t want to hear 
it’s just my mindset. It’s not. Look at you, all of you. 
Look at what they’ve done to you, what you’ve done to 
each other. The glass isn’t… The glass is just a glass and 
there’s water in it. You can say it’s half empty or half full, 
and that doesn’t change what it is. But that’s all that 
matters. What you choose. Knowing you can choose, that 
you have that power. 

“I don’t know if that’s what everyone always 
meant and I’m just slow catching up, but I think if 
everyone meant it like that, the world would look really 
different than it does.” 

 “I’m here. I don’t want to kill myself today, but I 
might tomorrow. And that’s okay. Because without that, I 
couldn’t be here. 

“Anyway, that’s it,” she said at last, “That’s my 
story.” 
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She should smile. Smile like it’s all okay. It was in 
the past, and it was. The only way to get to the present 
was through the past, and here she sat, the whole history 
of her life lapping at her mind like a wave. There were 
still white marks on her wrists from the knife. Red marks 
form the second one. No Julia. She still couldn’t stand to 
be back in New York. It had happened, and it still scared 
her, and it still hurt. There hadn’t been enough back then 
to make her want to hold onto life, and now there was so 
much less. No job, no Brooklyn. 

But she still had Troy, maybe. She still had her 
garden. What she had was the freedom, to choose to live 
or die. And now, she had said it all. It was out there in the 
world. She couldn’t take back the truth. 
 

Emily walked back to her hospital room in a daze. 
She went through another evaluation. They were pleased. 
They told her that was it. The last hoop to jump through. 
They were letting her out, but advised her to stay in 
therapy. Troy would be there when he got back from 
work, tomorrow he would take her home. 
 She looked through the books he’d brought for 
her. There, on the bottom of the pile, was the brown 
leather-bound volume. Old Fairytales. 
 She flipped open to the story about the witches 
and the fairies. She read voraciously, devouring each 
word. She turned to the story with the house that looked 
like hers. There were fairies in this story too. There were 
fairies everywhere in whatever world this was. 
 Out the window, she thought she could just see 
them. Little tiny wings, beating in the air, like light 
against light. When she breathed in, she felt them enter 
her lungs. Fairies were not real and Julia was not real, but 



 216	

maybe nothing was. What mattered was, there was 
something in the world that made it sparkle for her today. 
Troy would be back tonight. She would be home 
tomorrow. 
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Chapter 33) 
 

Morning was well worn on by the time Emily got 
home. There were weeds in the front garden and the lights 
were off in the house. Troy came in behind her and 
unloaded a bag she hadn’t noticed he was carrying. How 
long had she been in the hospital? They must have told 
her. It all felt like a cool blur. 

The house was cold, but she didn’t feel much like 
turning the heat on. She pulled a blanket off the couch and 
sat in the window seat that looked out into the front yard. 
The roses by the window were brown and drooping. The 
ones in the back garden were better tended to, but they 
were probably all on their way out. 

The glass was cold and spotted with water from 
the sprinklers. She prayed for rain. That was the way she 
liked the light best. She closed her eyes while Troy said 
something from the kitchen. 

“Coffee?” he said again. Emily nodded. She 
couldn’t bring herself to apologize again. She wouldn’t 
even know what to say. 

Instead, she said, “Thank you.” 
She thought she could hear him smile. 
 
There was a shuffling sound and something 

slipped through the door. Emily looked up. A rectangular, 
yellowish thing was sitting on the doormat. She walked to 
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it as if in a dream and picked up the envelope. She got on 
her knees and flipped open the letter slot. Whoever had 
delivered it, she couldn’t see. 

The envelope just read “To Emily.” 
She sat on the floor and tore it open. Inside were 

two pieces of paper. One was a typed letter, the other 
written in blue pen on a white notebook page. She looked 
at the notebook page first. 

At the top it said, “A. B. C. D,” scratchy like it 
was written by a child. Emily frowned. She felt intrusive 
for reading it and turned to the typed letter instead. 

It began, “Dear Emily,” 
“Thank you for finding me. I am back with my 

family and I’m going to learn how to be Lily. I think I 
could be happy as Lily. I don’t want to be a fairy 
anymore, I think I want to be human. I’m remembering, 
and it is hard. I think I’m healing, though. I like being 
here, and they say they love me, but I think they’re 
learning how to love me again too. I wanted you to know 
that I love you, and thank you for being so kind. 

Love, 
Lily” 
 
Emily looked down to the bottom of the page 

where more childlike script had written, “P. S. I wrote a 
story when I was in the hospital about the woods, but I 
added something to it for you.” 

 
Emily took the written letter back out. A, B, C, D. 

Beneath that, it said “Julia.” Beneath that, “Emily.” The 
story began on the next line. 

The girl wondered if she was the only one who 
could see them. When the snow fell, it fell on the beasts 
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and their claws left marks in the dirt. Their tails made the 
wind. She felt them moving on her skin and they always 
made her shiver. Shivering can be nicer than sitting still. 
She knew this, but no one else did. 

She read the first paragraph and found she 
couldn’t take it anymore. She wanted Julia back, she 
wanted her here. She wanted to hold her and comfort her 
and teach her all about the world. She wanted to teach 
Julia how to make roses grow. She wanted to learn how 
herself. She wanted to clear out Troy’s study and make a 
permanent bedroom that could stay Julia’s even when she 
grew up and moved away. 

But there was no more Julia. There was just Lily. 
Emily stood up and crossed the room. The letter was left 
sitting on the doormat. Her head was buzzing and she 
closed her eyes to clear it. Troy was still making coffee, 
or pretending to. She grabbed the blanket off the window 
seat and pulled it around her shoulders again. She found 
the diary she’d bought when she first arrived in the new 
house. She hadn’t opened it in weeks. 

The first words she saw were “Safe, happy, 
normal.” 

She laughed. Troy said, “Em?” 
She said, “Nothing.” 
When you insist on unraveling, she thought, 

there’s only so long you can keep up the delusion that 
anyone else can hold you together. 
 She opened to a new page and wrote, “I am a ball 
of yarn that has come unknit.” 
 She stopped and laughed at it for a moment. 
 “Em?” Again. 
 “Nothing.” 
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 She pulled the blanket tighter. Was she really that 
unraveled though? Was she beyond repair? 
 She went back to Julia’s letter – Lily’s letter – and 
read the rest.  

She couldn’t run from them. There was nowhere to 
run where they wouldn’t be waiting. They were always 
everywhere, even when she was alone and closed her 
eyes. Especially there. Their teeth were like the stars in 
the sky, and she could see them and no one else could. 
When they walked away, she missed them. She was scared 
of them, and she missed them. 

Because she was a beast too. 
It went on, in a different color of pen. 
The thing about being a beast is that you’re 

strong. You can fight back. The next time the beasts came, 
the girl took a stick off the ground. The beast opened its 
mouth to eat her and she stabbed it with a stick. Straight 
down the throat to the heart. The beast died and she grew 
stronger. 
 Then one morning, there was light in the distance. 
The sun was yellow and the sky was blue and it made the 
forest brighter. The light made the other beasts hide away 
and the girl could see the sky for the first time. The beasts 
were always there, but there was space between her and 
them. They would always be there, if you looked for them. 
But as the sun grew brighter, the beasts moved further 
away. She smiled, and they moved further. Infinity opened 
up between her and them. She could run through the 
woods and the beasts would still not find her. They would 
always be there, but everything else was there too. The 
forest bloomed around her. Flowers and fruit grew 
everywhere she went, and everything grew under the sun. 
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A tear rolled all the way down her cheek and onto 
her lip. It was hot and tasted like salt. Emily looked out 
the window where the clouds had closed over the street. 
There was no sun here, and yet she was warm. The silver 
light of a rainy day made the green of the grass look 
brighter, the wood of the trees darker. She’d prayed for 
rain, and it had come. 

The letter was signed by Lily, the story by Julia. 
Why couldn’t both be true? That the girl was a magical 
gift and a terrible tragedy in the same breath. That from 
the start of time to the end, each moment had always been 
so small it might not have happened at all but still it was 
everything. That everything was an accident and 
everything was fate. That it was all a waste and a miracle 
at the same time. She could hold it all in balance and walk 
forward, deciding with each step where to land. She alone 
could call her world into being. Like a little god, maybe. 

The edge of reality was not right there. There was 
space between her and it. With each new step she took, 
she created more distance. She came to see that all of it: 
the roses, the woods, the soup, the knife, the bathtub, it 
was all a part of some long beginning. Through each day, 
she had been created, and she was still creating. Every 
moment, she threw another rock and the horizon grew 
further. 
 There would be therapy to go to. A job to get 
back, maybe. The house to clean again. It would be so 
much work to make things right with Troy, and she was 
so tired. 
 She could hear him behind her, feel him watching 
her. He was afraid of her still, afraid of the things she 
might do. She was afraid too. 
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The truth was, it still wasn’t okay. It would not 
become okay easily. The path to reform each day would 
take time to become routine. She would be patient with 
herself. Patient and kind. She would be open to whatever 
shape she took as she pieced herself together again. 
Perhaps she would fit with Troy, perhaps not. Perhaps 
New York, perhaps nowhere. The uncertainty was okay. 

Of this she was certain: that she would never again 
feel the full totality of despair. Fall, break, doubt, suffer, 
but never obliterate, not like she used to. Because if she 
did, she would know, it was she that chose it. That in 
choosing, she could never be destroyed.  

She had come to the bottom and found there was 
none. She had entered the fullness of oblivion and 
something still burned there. She had razed herself to the 
ground and found there was still something. Formless, 
nameless, indefinite as nothing, there was still something. 

In the absence of a story, insanity and truth could 
meet. There was oneness even in the most incongruous of 
things. She was as crazy as she was correct. What had 
happened was everything and nothing. 

She paused then, and checked. The room smelled 
like coffee. Silver light came in through the window. She 
felt her breath in her throat. She wiggled her toes. Nothing 
beyond her own feeling.  

She held the letter out in front of her face. It was 
heavy in her palms, like stone, alive with a new weight. 
The texture of the paper, the curve of the letters, the 
words from Lily, from a girl that was now wholly not 
hers. It was a token, a constant reminder that this was real, 
this feeling was as real as anything could possibly be. It 
existed for her to trust that it was real, that trust could 
only exist after doubt. It would keep her steady as she 
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navigated the work yet to be done. Maybe she was a wife. 
Maybe a mother. A daughter. A worker. A woman. 
Emily. Julia. But those were only stories, and sometimes 
they were true, and sometimes they weren’t. The change 
was the truth. That there could be void without oblivion. 
Formlessness could feel safe.  

She turned on a light in the living room and the 
world outside did not grow darker. She found she wasn’t 
ready to die, not yet. It would come someday, invariably 
it would come, and her task before then was only to begin 
in as many new ways as she could. 

 
In the end, she chose to live. But this was not the 

end. This was only ever the beginning. 


