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Present Day



DISMANTLEMENT EQUALS FREEDOM.

Suz is there, whispering the words in his ear, each syllable hot and twisted. Shes glowing, radiant, still twenty-one and burning with the fierce need to fuck up the world.

The dead dont age.

He finishes the knot, his hands steady, without the slightest tremble, then climbs onto the chair and throws the rope up over one of the beams in the kitchen. Old, hand-hewn beams his builder rescued from a salvage yard. Theyd reminded him of Vermont. Of the cabin near the lake.

In his mind, he goes back ten years, sees Suz coming up the path, stepping into the clearing, pole in one hand, string of fish in the other: bass, sunfish, trout. They glisten like jewels, strung on the braided nylon rope shes carefully looped through their mouths and gills.

Suzs walk is a dance, her movements fluid, the silk tunic she wears flutters around her, making it seem as if the wind itself is carrying her, buoying her along like a kite.

She winks at him.


He loves her.

He hates her.

He doesnt want to be here, but theres no way he could ever leave. Once youre in her orbit, its impossible to pull yourself away.

The others gather around as she lays the fish out on the table to clean them. She pulls the trout off the braided rope, lays it flat on newspaper, and slides the knife in, slitting it open along its belly from gills to vent. The fish opens its mouth, sucking at air. Suz smiles, showing crooked teeth, pushes her fingers gently inside the fish, widening the opening with her hand. The skin stretches; the movement of her fingers produces a wet, tearing sound.

To understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart, Suz says, tugging out a string of entrails, sticky and shimmering with rainbows, like oil on a puddle.



YOU NEVER REALLY GOT it, did you, babycakes? he hears her whisper in his ear.

No, he tells her, slipping the rope around his neck, pulling the postcard from his pocket to look at one last time. But I do now.

He steps off the chair.

The postcard falls from his hand, drifts to the floor in slow motion, turning: moose, words, moose, wordsuntil it lands, the carefully printed words facing up, the last thing he sees before losing consciousness:



DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM



THE COMPASSIONATE DISMANTLERS WERE HERE
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Nine Years Ago



WHEN TESSS WATER BROKE, she was staring into the long-forgotten aquarium, her eyes fixed on the bodies of the frogs floating like lost astronauts in oversize spacesuits, something clearly not of this world. They were pale and spongy, having frozen and thawed with the cruel cycles of winter and spring. It was, somehow, to Tess, as if they were stuck in limbo, waiting to be rescued, to rise singing from their own tiny galaxy of stagnant water; calling out in deep, vengeful bullfrog voices, How could you leave us here? How could you forget?

And they stank. God, how they stank. They reeked of cruel abandonment. Of things gone terribly wrong.

It was the first of May and Tess and Henry had hiked up to the cabin to take a look around. What they were looking for exactly, neither of them could say. And even if they could have named it, this thing that they hoped to find, they wouldnt have dared utter it out loud.

They were a week away from Tesss due date and the trip had been her idea. She thought they should visit the place one last timethe cabin where they had conceived their child, where so much of their lives had both begun and ended. The building, and everything in it, had been abandoned nearly eight months beforethe night Suz diedjust left as it was, nothing taken with them but the clothes on their backs, the summer of the Compassionate Dismantlers left entombed within the cabin walls.

The building was a hunting camp built sometime in the late sixties and the only access was up an old logging road, impassable by car most of the year. Henry and Tess opted to walk up, as the road was still soft and muddy from snowmelt and spring rains. The cabin itself sat in a clearing at the top of a steep hilla simple single-story box twenty-four by thirty feet, with a gable roof that made room for a sleeping loft. The outside was sheathed in plywood once painted red, now warped and faded by years of snow and rain, chewed through in places by porcupines with a taste for wood, glue, and the sweat of human effort. The roof was rust-splotched tin, layered with years of pine needles and maple leaves that had formed a rich compost where baby maples sprouted and grew, stunted, with no hope of ever fully developing.

They arrived in the clearing out of breath, their shoes caked with mud, blackflies buzzing around their heads like angry halos. Several times on the way up, Henry had suggested they turn back. He was worried about the strain on Tess, who had a difficult enough time traversing flat surfaces with her large belly, much less mountain climbing. Surely it couldnt be good for her or the baby. But Tess was determined to stick to the plan, to make it to the top.

To the right of the clearing was the path that led down to the water. The lake and the land around it was a protected watershed area and threatening TRESSPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED signs were nailed to trees every twenty-five feet or so. The lake, referred to on maps only as Number 10 Lake, was not accessible by the main road and theirs was the only cabin even close. About fifty feet up the driveway to the cabin, there was a turnoff leading to the little beach they used, but the brush and weeds made it almost impossible to recognize it as a road. In any case, youd never make it to the water without four-wheel drive and a lot of clearance. Theyd never attempted it in Henrys van, sure theyd lose the exhaust system or put a hole in the gas tank. The entire summer they spent there, they never saw a single person anywhere near the lake.



TWO TRASH CANS LAY tipped over outside the cabin, their contents scattered in a wide swath: rusted cans, wine bottles, plastic containers torn to shreds. Henry picked up a ripped-open Hersheys syrup can.

Bears, he said.

Tess nodded, gave a little shiver as she scanned the treeline at the edge of the clearing. Henry dropped the ruined can and touched his wifes shoulder in what he hoped was a reassuring way. She wasnt expecting it, and jumped, startled. As if his hand was a thick brown paw with razor-sharp claws.

Sorry, he muttered, knowing already that hed been right all along: they shouldnt have come.

Above the rough-hewn door (which Henry found to be unlocked, just as theyd left it at the end of August) were the words THE COMPASSIONATE DISMANTLERS WERE HERE. It had been painted in dripping black letters the week theyd moved in, mid-June of last year, when they were all sure they were going to have the most exciting, important summer of their lives. The words were a way of marking the building as theirs, the way gangs tagged their home turf with graffiti. Henry couldnt remember who had painted themhim, Tess, Winnie, or Suzand this surprised him; he had already forgotten a piece of their puzzle.

Circling the cabin, like alligators in a moat, were the cats. Yes, hed forgotten the cats too; they both had. Not forgotten them exactly, but just assumed theyd gone elsewhere, found some other home. They now seemed more wild than tamemangy, skin and bones, their fur dingy, their eyes weeping, ears torn. At first, just a few, then more gathered, until Henry and Tess were surrounded by ten or twelve feral cats, half starved, who seemed to remember that these were the people whod once fed them. The cats mewed and screeched, their voices ragged and pleading as they circled Henry and Tess, followed them inside, hopeful, insistent. Henry kicked at them, while Tess hurried to the kitchen.

Maybe we left some cat food. Friskies. If theres water, I could mix up some powdered milk, she said.

Henry bit the inside of his cheek, knowing it was hopeless to try and stop her.

The air in the cabin was stale and smelled like mice: a sour stink came from the ceiling and walls, where Henry imagined the insulation torn into nests, pockets, cities of hidden condos, dampened by the urine of generations of its residents. Behind the mouse smell was something more sinister: the damp smell of rot and decay.

There might be a dead animal in here, Henry called from his spot near the front door. Maybe one of the cats got stuck.

Tess only grunted, focused on her search through the kitchen cabinets.

The cabins downstairs was one large room divided into living room, kitchen, and dining area. In the far corner of the living room, tapestries hung from the ceiling to separate off the space where Suz and Winnie had slept. Henry did not pull back the curtain and look in, unable to violate their privacy even then. Instead, he focused on the chair by the window, just to the left of their curtain, and felt slightly queasy when he saw the pieces of rope still looped around the arms and legs. He remembered the feel of the rope in his hands, stiff and bristly, like an unwieldy animal, as he made the knots.

Tighter, Henry, Suz had told him. Tie it tighter.

Tuna! Tess exclaimed, holding two cans in her hand and turning back to lean into the cabinet, her enormous belly bumping against the counter, to pull out a can of condensed milk. She gave a little cry of triumph. The cats screamed. Henry drew in a breath and surveyed the inside of the cabin while Tess got down bowls and began pulling open swollen, reluctant drawers, rattling silverware, in search of a can opener.

Nothing had been touched. No vandals had come. No kids looking for a place to get stoned and screw around. Everything was just as theyd left it, frozen in time like some museum diorama. Henry half-expected Suz to come flitting in, gesturing madly as she went off on some new tangent, the sleeves of her silk tunic like butterfly wings.

On the table was half a bottle of tequila, and five empty glasses. Inside the bottle was a dead mouse. Lucky fucker, thought Henry, staring down at the drowned rodent, a wave of nausea washing over him.

There were five plates out, dirty silverware, used napkins. The mice had taken whatever crumbs remained from their last supper, licked the plates clean.

In the corner of the table was the ransom note, never sent, a jigsaw of letters and words cut carefully from newspapers and magazines. Henry read the last line: If you do not follow our instructions, we will kill your son.

On the coffee table in front of the couch, Henry found Winnies old Polaroid camera and a handful of snapshots, scattered like tarot cards spread out to tell not what will come, but what had been. Henry glanced over at Tess, who was too busy with the cats to notice what he was doing. Without looking through the photos, he scooped them into his knapsack. Underneath the photos was Suzs journal: a heavy hardcover black notebook with the words DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM painted on the cover in red nail polish. He traced the glossy words with a trembling finger, then the journal went into the bag too, unopened. He shouldered the knapsack, impossibly heavy already, and looked longingly at the open door. He fought the urge to run from the cabin, lungs gasping for fresh air. Cold sweat prickled between his shoulder blades. Wing bones, Tess called them.

Wings.

Suz always wore those tunics, long and flowing, in muted earthy colors. Black leggings beneath. And beat-up combat boots. Standard Suz uniform.

We shouldnt stay long, he mumbled, more to himself than to his wife. Shouldnt have come at all. This wasnt part of the deal. They promised, that last night, to never speak of what had happened. To never return. And if anyone should ever contact them about Suz, they were supposed to say that at the end of the summer, last anyone saw her, she was headed west, for California. She was always talking about California. And wasnt it Suz herself who told them that the secret to telling a really good lie is to make sure theres a shiny pearl of truth hidden deep inside?

Henry glanced over at Tess, who was setting down bowls of tuna and canned milk. She bent at the knees to get down to the floor, and hoisted herself back up with both hands on the counter. The cats fought for places at the bowls.

Careful, Henry warned. They dont know you anymore. He had always hated the cats, could never keep track of their names and little histories. Now he had reason to believe they could be dangerous, and Henry saw his biggest job as husband and soon-to-be father as making things safe. He couldnt control what happened, but he did his best to be prepared. Hope for the best, but prepare for the worst. A good Vermonters motto.

They had been married four months, out of college not even a year, and Henry still found himself staring dumbly at the gold wedding band on his finger. Tess. The girl he never meant to end up with who now stood in a wrecked kitchen feeding starving cats, a matching gold band around her own swollen finger, some physical, tangible thing that linked her to him. Proof. As if the baby wasnt proof enough.

His father paid for the small wedding, persuaded them to move in with him afterward. Henrys mother had died the year before and the large, rambling farmhouse left his father lonely. There was plenty of room for all of them, plenty of room for privacy. And there was the inground pool Henrys mother, Ruth, had insisted on years before. Tess loved the idea of having a pool.

Babies come out of the womb knowing how to swim, she told Henry. Its instinct. Well get her right in the water and our baby will be swimming before she can crawl.

Henry cringed, silently thinking, Well see about that. Henry hated the pool. An inground pool was an extravagance in and of itself, but to have one in Vermont where it could only be used three months out of the year seemed like pure foolishness. Not to mention the fact that it was just plain dangerous.

Henry worked full-time with his father at DeForge Painting, saving money for the baby. He kept busy. He went out on crews all day, wearing a crisp DeForge Painting T-shirt tucked into white painters pants, and came home in the evening to work on the house. He got a nursery ready for the baby and cleaned up one of the small sheds out back for Tess to use as a painting studio. He baby-proofed every room, putting safety covers on all the outlets, installing plastic locks on the cabinets that contained medications and household cleansers, placing foam padding over the sharp corners of furniture. He drained the pool. He even cooked dinner most nights for his father and wife. When he finally got to bed, he slept a hard, dreamless sleep and woke up rested and ready for whatever the day before him held. There was no time in Henrys life for looking back, for thinking about what had happened at the cabin. He lived in a world ruled by the present and immediate future. So when Tess had insisted they go back to the cabin once the snow melted, he put up a fight.


Why would you want to do that? We swore wed never go back, he told her.

I want to take one last look around, before the baby comes. Its something I need to do, Henry.

But we made a pact, he reminded her.

Im going with or without you.

Henry knew better than to argue with Tess, especially now that she was pregnant. If she said she wanted fettuccine carbonara at three in the morning, she would damn well find a way to get it, even when it meant sending Henry to the all-night grocery store and cooking the meal herself.

Henry had no choice but to join the pilgrimage. To do his best to make things safe. But here, in the cabin, that felt like an impossible task.

He climbed up to the loft where he and Tess had slept, where theyd made a baby together. Their bed was an old futon laid out on the floor, piled high with sleeping bags, now chewed through by mice. Like a thief in a hurry, he quickly sorted through their things: clothes stacked in milk crates, mildewed books, Tesss paints and brushes, his wood-carving tools. He grabbed the canvas roll of chisels, gouges, and knives and stuffed it into his pack along with some of Tesss better brushes. The paints he left.

The loft felt small and airless. Henry made his way back to the ladder and down, going straight for the hanging tapestries this time, pushing his way through quickly as if he half-expected to catch Winnie and Suz there if he moved fast enough. Privacy be damned. But their bed was empty. Clothes lay scattered on the floor. Combat boots and white canvas sneakers with intricate designs hand-drawn on them. A spilled box of crayons. A bong made from a plastic bear that once held honey. An empty wine bottle with a candle shoved in its neck, red wax drips covering the glass like coagulated blood. And there, taking up the entire wall behind their makeshift bed, was the moose. Not the wooden sculpture that Henry knew lay in pieces behind the cabin, but the paintings: nine canvases put together to make one large moose, a study Suz did before tackling the real project: the sculpture, which would be the ruin of them.



TESS STOOD OVER THE cats, watching them choke the food down, listening to the low drone of their purring. She contemplated ways to convince Henry to take the cats home with them. Maybe not all of them. Shed just start with a couple. Surely Henrys father wouldnt object. And though Henry was allergic, there were medications available, right? It wasnt too much to askjust one or two of the cats. Carrot definitely, because he had been the first. And maybe little Tasha with no tail. The rest they could at least take back to town. But how would they get the cats down the hill? She didnt believe the animals would follow them, even if they led with open cans of tuna, fishy Pied Pipers. She began searching around for something to put them ina large box or crate. Thats when she noticed the aquarium, set up just where theyd left it, on the counter to the left of the sink. She immediately understood that was where the dead animal smell was coming from.

She remembered the day she and Winnie brought home from the lake an old peanut butter jar full of dark eggs in a gelatinous mass. It was the beginning of summer. Anything seemed possible.

Oh, was all she could say as she stood before the glass tank now, the stench overtaking her.

How many were there? Fifteen? Twenty? It was hard to make a guess. The aquarium was thick with partially decayed frogs, trapped in the sickening green gel that had once been water and now more closely resembled primordial ooze.

It was there, standing before the tank, that Tess remembered the way Suz had said the word met-a-morph-o-sis, emphasizing each syllable, promising the same fate lay in store for the four of them, the Compassionate Dismantlers, that they too would each be irrevocably changed and there would be no going back.

It was at that moment that Tesss water broke, the stink of the frogs filling her nostrils, Suzs voice filling her head. Met-a-morph-o-sis.

Oh! Tess cried again, louder this time, more of a moan really. Like a heartsick child crying for home.



AS HIS WIFES WATER broke, the liquid pouring down through her cotton panties, down through the tented opening of her skirt and onto the worn kitchen floorboards, Henry regarded the moose.

He had locked eyes with the animal in the painting and believed the moose pinned him there. He dared not move for fear of startling the creature to life. He noticed for the first time how the shape and color of its iris was not unlike Suzs own eyeslight amber flecked with goldand only then did he imagine that it was Suz looking down, judging him, asking why he had come back, what it was that he had hoped to find.

You, he told her in a whisper, speaking to the moose directly, saying the word at the same moment his wife began to moan.

Henry stepped forward and removed the upper-left-most paintingthe close-up of the mooses left eye and raggedy brown ear. Then he pushed through the curtain and went to find Tess, clutching the painting under his arm. He moved through the sea of cats in the kitchen and found his wife standing in a puddle before the aquarium. At first, he thought that shed been trying to rescue the frogs (though it was clear to him at once they were long past the point of rescuing). He imagined that shed been bailing out the green stinking water with her hands and the very idea terrified him to the point of paralysis.

I think the babys coming, Tess said, hands over her belly.


It took long moments, even after Tesss explanation, for him to understand what had happened, and plan his next move. He carefully orchestrated their escape from the cabin, the slow walk down the hill to the car, painting jammed under his arm at an awkward angle, that big brown eye glancing up in his direction, seeming to ask, What were you hoping to find?









[ PART ONE ]

TO UNDERSTAND THE NATURE OF A THING, IT MUST BE TAKEN APART
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Chapter 1
 Present Day



THE MOOSE, OR RATHER, the left eye, ear, antlers, and snout of the moose, hangs from a nail gone rusty in the front hall of their homethe brick farmhouse Henry himself grew up inwatching their comings and goings, greeting each visitor over the years, sizing them up. Sentry moose. Give him the password and enter. But who knows the password? Not Tess. Not Henry, who moved out of the house and into the barn nearly a year ago. Not Franklin DeForge, Henrys old father who has been dead now four yearsbrain aneurysm. The moose takes pity on all of them and lets them pass, day in and day out. Watches with curiosity as uncountable bags of groceries, boxes of pizza, handfuls of mail, and loads of firewood come in. As snow is shaken off coats, mud scraped off boots, umbrellas left to dry.

Finally, it is their daughter, Emma, who thinks up the password. It is Emma who names the moose Francis, and knows you have to look straight into its one turbulent eye and whisper, Nine, just as you come in. Nine is the magic number. Francis, Emma knows from her parents, was nine paintings big. Eight are missing. Nine would make him whole.


Francis was painted A Long Time Ago by a friend they knew in college. Suz, her name was. Whenever Emma asks questions about Suz or the mooselike, How long did it take Suz to make Francis? or What happened to the other eight paintings?her parents shake their heads. Their eyes go blank as dolls and they say only, That was A Long Time Ago.

A Long Time Ago is its own country, a place Emma doesnt have a passport for and can only imagine. Its the time before time; the world without her in it.

Emma sometimes stands in the hall and tries to imagine the other paintings, the full effect of Francis in his entirety. Hed take over the wall, the room, be large as life, and yes, maybe if he were whole, maybe then his entire body would movenot just his eye, as Emma swears shes seen. Maybe hed step off the wall and onto the floor, leaving great muddy hoofprints next to their own predictable shoes.

Nine. A lucky number. And just last month, Emma herself turned nine. They had a little party, just Emma, her parents, and her best friend Mel. Her parents had been eager for her to invite more friends, but the truth of it was that Emma didnt really have any other friends. Most of the other kids in school made fun of her, called her a mental case. And even if shed had another friend, she probably wouldnt invite her to her house. Especially not now that her dad was living in the barn. That was not something she wanted going around school.

Mels the only one she trusts. The only one who doesnt make a big deal about her counting under her breath or having to go through the trays at lunch until she finds a blue one without scratches.

On her birthday, Emma, Mel, and her parents went candle-pin bowling, then came home and ate red velvet cake, which was Emmas absolute favorite because its both chocolatey and a strange Mars red color. The other thing she loved about it was that when her mom was growing up, this was the exact same cake Grandma Bev baked for her each year. Emma loved the words Family Recipe, and each birthday, when she took her first bite of the cake, so sweet it made her teeth ache, shed imagine her mother at the same ageseven, eight, ninetaking her first bite, and for those few brief seconds each year, she felt linked to her mother in this fleeting, sugary way.

Emma closed her eyes as she blew out the nine candles on her cake, sure that when she opened them, something miraculous would have happened. She would discover shed sprouted wings, or find herself living underwater with the starfish. Francis the moose would have come to lifenot just a little twitch of the eye, a little wink, but a full-fledged, living, breathing, smelly moose.

But this is not what she wished for. What she wants most, what she concentrated on with all her might as she blew out the candles, was that her parents would get back together again. They would realize they love each other and her father would move out of the barn and back into the farmhouse with them.

Maybe, she decided, as she watched them grinning at her over the cake with its smoking candles, they just needed a little help. A little push in the right direction.



ITS MEL, WHO IS ten, one whole year older, who suggests they start snooping.

We cant do that! Emma complains. Its Monday, the ninth of June, the first full day of summer vacation, and theyre bored already.

Youre the one who wants to get them back together so bad, Mel says, then she starts picking at her cuticles, a sure sign that shes on the verge of losing interest in the problem altogether. Mel is smart, but she hates to be shot down and it doesnt take much for her to get bored and move on to something else. If Emmas not careful, Mel might even hop on her bike and ride home, leaving Emma alone and bored, nothing to do but watch bad reruns. Its the first day of summer vacation. The first day of freedom. This one day could set the tone for the whole summer and Emma doesnt want to blow it.

But hows that going to help? What would we even be looking for? Emma asks, hesitant, knowing that what Mel suggested is wrong, bad, it is not RESPECTFUL, and respecting one another is the biggest, maybe the only, rule of their house.

Evidence, Mel says, her face twisting into a concentrated scowl.

Mels father is a police officer. Her mothers a librarian at the high school. And Mel always gets 100 percent on the weekly vocabulary tests in school, which means Mel knows things. Things like the definitions of abdicate and fortuitous, how to lift fingerprints off a drinking glass with Scotch tape and talcum powder, and maybe even how to get two broken people to love each other again.

Okay, Emma agrees. But if we get caught, theyll kill us.

Mel loops her arm around Emmas neck, pulling her tight in what could be a hug or the beginning of a headlock, and says, You wont regret it. Mels words are hot, sour puffs against Emmas cheek, whispered in a fiery excitement that immediately makes Emma wonder if she should have agreed to this after all.

Their search (now officially dubbed Operation ReuniteOR for shortby Mel) begins with Tesss bedroom. Henrys at work. Tess is in the basement working outEmma can hear the thunk of her mothers gloved hands on the huge black punching bag hung by chains from the floor joist. Everlast, the bag says. Thump. Ka-chang. Thump. Ka-chang.

Emma stands guard in the hall, shifting nervously from one foot to the other, while Mel pokes through all of her mothers things. A closet full of clothes from Lands End and L.L. Bean. Practical shoes. In the drawer of the bedside table Mel finds only a flashlight and a paperback mystery with a noose on the cover.

Emma plays with the brass knob on her mothers bedroom door, turning it to the left nine times, then nine to the right, for luck.

Nothing here, Mel says, dejected. Lets try the office.

They tramp down the stairs, through the living room and into the tiny room that serves as the office. Mel sits in the old leather swivel chair and goes through the desk. Emma gets the file cabinet. All they come up with are monthly budgets, bills, old coupons, and dust bunnies. Emma hates dust. She read once that household dust is 80 percent flaked-off human skin. Gross. People are like snakes, they just shed differently. Emma vacuums her room every day. She ties a bandanna around her nose and mouth, bandit style, while she cleans, to keep from breathing in all those sloughed-off skin cells.

I dont know how you got to be so fastidious, her mom always says.

Youre a super freak, Mel tells her.

No, Emma says. Im just fastidious.

Mel laughs. Like you even know what that means!

But Emma does know. She looked it up. And it has nothing to do with being either fast or hideous. It just means shes careful and particular. Nothing freakish about that. Emma believes in order. In putting things together in exactly the right way so that the universe makes sense. Which is why she wants her parents back together. If things are out of order, bad stuff can happen. Storms, car accidents, brain aneurysms. Right after Emmas dad moved out, a huge tree fell in the yard, almost crushing the house. If that wasnt proof, what was?

Emma closes the door to the file cabinet. Then, worried she forgot to straighten the hanging folders inside, she opens it again to check. All straight. She closes the metal drawer, resists the urge to open it and check again.


Fastidious.

Sometimes, she hates these feelings. This need to make sure things are put together just right. She can get stuck in one spot forever fixing something, then checking it again and again.

She gives in, opens the drawer, runs her fingers over the perfectly straight files, feels her body relax.

Theres nothing here, Mel says, scratching her head. Mel cuts her own hair, so its shaggy, with brown bangs at a funny angle across her forehead. She needs a shower. Sometimes Mel gets so caught up in inventing her own secret language or figuring out how to make cupcakes explode that she forgets about details like eating and taking a bath. Her dad works a lot of extra hours and her moms kind of a hippie, so Mel gets away with stuff most kids wouldnt.

Thump, thump goes Emmas mom in the basement. Left, right. Jabs and hooks.

Now what? Emma asks.

Mel looks out the window, across the yard, her blue eyes glimmering. Your dads barn.

Im not allowed in there when hes not home. Emmas voice comes out as a near whine and shes a little embarrassed.

Do you want your parents back together or not? Mel asks, pushing her glasses with the heavy square plastic frames up her nose. Mel doesnt even need glassesthese are from a costume shop. She thinks they make her look smarter. Emma thinks they make her look like Velma from Scooby-Doowho is, she admits, the smart one.

Yes. Of course. Thump, thump, thump, thump. Ka-CHANG! Emma can feel through her feet the vibrations of her mother pounding the bag, feels the fury and is sure that one of these days, her mothers punching is going to knock the entire house off its old granite foundation. Her mother swears the boxing isnt about anger, its about exercise.


Then quit being a dumbass, Mel says. Come on.

Mel makes her way out of the house and to the barn, Emma behind her, stopping in the front hall to whisper nine when Mels out of earshotsmart as she is, there are some things Mel just doesnt get. Like the importance of Francis. And Danner. Mel doesnt get Danner at all. If Danner shows up when Mel is over, Emma just has to pretend Danners not there. Sometimes this makes Danner madshe doesnt like to be ignored.

It takes Emma eighty-one steps to get to her fathers barn. Very lucky. Nine goes into eighty-one nine times, which makes it the square root. Trees have roots and so do numbers.

It doesnt get much luckier than eighty-one.

When Emma gets to the barn, she sees Mel has lit up one of her homemade cigarettes. Mel uses Wrigley chewing gum wrappers and dried herbs from her kitchen: oregano, basil, thyme.

You cant smoke that inside, Emma says.

Mel rolls her eyes, licks her thumb and forefinger, and pinches the burning end of the Juicy Fruit cigarette until its out. Then she puts the remains into the Altoid tin she keeps her smokes and pack of matches in.

Mel and Emma start with the south side of the barn, the part converted into living quarters. Its a studio apartmentone compact room for cooking, eating, and sleeping, and a bathroom tucked into a corner. Emmas grandpa had it built as a little retirement cottage for himself. He didnt want to be in the way in the main house and felt he didnt need much space of his own. He was ready to downsize. To simplify.

It doesnt take Emma and Mel long to search the small living area. Her dad doesnt have much stuff: a daybed, a desk, some shelves, and a table with two chairs. It feels more like a motel room than a home, and this gives Emma hope. Like somehow he knows its only temporary, that hell move back into the house one day, so its best not to get too settled in the barn.


They move through the kitchenette and open the door to the other side, where her dad has his workshop. Its an old horse barn, but the stalls and loft were taken out. Now its just one huge cavernous space, big enough for a small airplane, Emma guesses. The workshop smells like sawdust and grease. There are metal shelves, workbenches, and tools from three generations of DeForge men: a lathe, drill press, band saw, table saw, seemingly endless hand tools. Her dad also keeps some company equipment in the barn: an extra power washer, scaffolding, broken ladders.

Mel steps through. Emmas heart is pounding. She knows shes not allowed in there. She has this sense that if she passes through the doorway without her fathers permission, something terrible is sure to happen. She hesitates at the threshold, turns the doorknob nine times each way, but the feeling doesnt go away.

Sometimes my dad comes home for lunch, she says.

Mel checks her watch. Please! Its ten thirty, Em. She flips on the lights. Now get in here and help me.

Emma holds her breath and steps through. Nothing terrible happens. Not yet. But the truly horrible things take time.

Global warming, she whispers. Cancer. She imagines one little cell somewhere in her body going bad, dividing into another.

What? Mel barks.

Nothing.

There, in the center of the cathedral-size room, raised up on its own specially constructed frame, is the dugout canoe Emmas dad is making. Hes installed bright track lighting above it, leaving the rest of the workshop in shadow. Large and pale, with graceful curves, the canoe reminds Emma of a long, white dolphin. It makes her nervous, seeing something so obviously meant for water stuck on land. Not just stuck, but held with wooden clamps and braces. Imprisoned.

You look over there, Mel orders, pointing to the metal shelves and cabinets that line the east wall of the workshop. Mel goes to the old wooden workbench, starts picking up tools.

My dad doesnt like people to touch his stuff, Emma complains. Its not RESPECTFUL.

Hell never know, Mel promises, dropping a large metal rasp back down on the bench with a clang.

Emma scans the shelves: chain saw, pruning shears, a burned-out headlight. Mostly what she finds is row after row of half-empty paint cans. She picks one up, reads the top: Bone White. She counts the letters in the name: nine. Emma hears from up above what sounds like a cat sneeze.

There, sitting on the edge of the top shelf, with her long legs dangling over, is Danner, smiling down.

Danner is a girl with dirty blond hair, just like Emmas. Shes around Emmas age. In fact, she could almost be Emmas twin. Her nose is a little different, her chin a little more pointy, but every now and then, Emma catches a glimpse of herself in a mirror or shop window, and thinks its Danner shes seeing.

Sometimes Danner shows up in Emmas clothes, which Emma cant stand, but Danner always puts them back, clean and folded. Sometimes Danner arrives in some outfit of her moms or dads. For some reason, she never puts back the clothes she borrows from Emmas mom. If Danner shows up in Emmas moms new running shorts, you can bet that theyll either disappear forever or turn up ruined. One time, she borrowed Emmas moms cashmere coat and the next day, it showed up at the bottom of the pool.

Today, Danners wearing Emmas dads old fishing vest.

Danner gives a little snicker, which is what makes the cat-sneeze noise.

Emma puts her finger to her lips: hush. Danner puts her own finger to her lips, smile growing wider. Then she takes the finger from her mouth, and rests it on one of the paint cans on the top shelf. Emma shakes her head no! but its too late. The paint can crashes down on the floor, the lid pops off, and a thick, dark green paint splatters everywhere.

Emmas whole body vibrates with panic. How is she ever going to clean up this mess? If theres paint on the floor, her dad will know shes been in his workshop. She should never have come. What was she thinking? She grabs some rags from the shelf. Danner snickers. Emmas too mad to even look up at her.

Ive got something! Mel yells. Shes hunched over an old red metal toolbox.

Emmas skin gets prickly. She drops the rags into the center of the forest green puddle, leaves Danner and the spilled paint, and moves in for a closer look. There, stuffed into the rusty bottom of the toolbox, is a stack of Polaroids and a heavy black book with the words DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM painted across the front.

No way! Mel squeals, picking up the photos and looking at the one on top. Its your parents. Look!

Emma snatches the photo. Her mom and dad are in the picture, but even though Emma knows its her mom and dad, everything about them is different, wrong somehow. Moms hair is long and tangly, and Daddy looks like hes growing a beard. And theyre smiling! They actually look genuinely happy. He has his arm around her. Emma can barely remember the last time her parents touched, with the exception of bumping into each other accidentally, which is always followed by a very awkward Excuse me.

Beside her parents are two ladies Emma doesnt recognize. The lady at the far right has short dark hair and is holding a gun. A rifle, like for hunting. The other lady, a blonde, has her head on the shoulder of the gun lady. And the blond lady is showing her middle finger to whoever is taking the photo, which is a dirty thing to do. Like swearing.

Check it out! Mel says, snickering. Shes giving someone the bird.

Emma looks for a bird, but just sees the gun, the girl holding up her middle finger, her mother leaning in to her father, her head on his shoulder.

Emma stares at the picture so long and hard that she starts to feel dizzy. She knows shes seeing her parents A Long Time Ago. She hardly hears Mel speaking, and when she does, it takes her a minute to remember where she is, how she got here, who it is whos speaking to her.

Its a journal by someone named Suz, Mel says, holding the heavy black book. Youre not gonna believe this, Em! Your parents were part of some group called the Compassionate Dismantlers. They had a manifesto and everything!

Manifesto, Emma repeats, not 100 percent sure what the word means, but thinking it sure doesnt sound like anything her parents would ever be involved with.

Emma looks back across the workshop to Danner, still perched on the top of the shelves, to see if shes catching all this. Danner gives her a wink.

Listen to this, Mel reads, To understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart.

Emma just nods. She thinks of Francis the moose. Nine, she whispers without thinking, looking back down at the photo in her hand. Suz is the lady who painted Francis. Is she the one with the gun or the one giving the camera the finger? And who had taken the picture?

Whatd you say, super freak? Mel asks.

Nothing.

Emma tucks the photo into the back pocket of her shorts, then looks up again, searching for Danner, but shes gone. Danners like that. Here one minute. Gone the next.

Holy crap! Mel says, holding the journal out to Emma. Check it out: there are addresses in the front for all the group members. Weve gotta write to them!

And say what? Emma asks.


Mel studies the names and addresses, thinking. Then, she smiles so big that all her teeth are showing. Oh my god! she howls. This is it!

What? Emma asks.

Mel holds the book out in front of her in both hands, shaking it like a tambourine. Dont you get it? Weve gotta write to these people and find a way to make them come back. Maybe if we can remind your parents of their old college days, theyll like go back in time and be all gaga for each other again. This is our answer. She shakes the book again. Right here. Its exactly what weve been looking for!

But these addresses are like ten years old, Emma says.

Mel nods. They were in college. Which means these are probably their parents addresses. And parents can stay in the same house forever. Trust me. Mel pulls a small spiral notebook and pen from the back pocket of her grungy army fatigues and copies the addresses from the journal. When shes done, she puts the journal and photos back into the toolbox. Ill get the bikes and meet you out front. Go tell your mom were going to D.J.s for Cokes. And get some money.

Emma shakes her head. Ive got to clean up the spilled paint first.

Mel looks over at the huge green mess on the floor. Great going, super freak, she says, shaking her head. Then Mel goes over, grabs a bunch of rags, and starts wiping it up.



AT D.J.S GENERAL STORE, they choose three cheesy Vermont postcards from the spinning rack (each with a moose, in honor of Francis) and stamps. Bernice sells them to the girls, and says, Doing a little correspondence this morning, huh?

Bernice has run the store forever. Even Emmas grandpa couldnt remember there ever having been a D.J.

Yes, maam, Mel says with a proud smile. Were writing to our friends at summer camp.


Mel says that Bernice is a textbook case of split-personality disorder. Sometimes, you walk in and shes all smiles, and gives you a free piece of licorice. Other days, she snarls, This aint the place to window-shop. If you dont have money, go on home.

Maybe its menopause, Mel guesses, and Emma nods, but has no idea what she means.

The best part is, you can always tell which Bernice youre up against by her face: on the days when shes evil Bernice, shes got on makeuplittle circles of pink rouge, orange frosted lipstick put on all wrong.

This morning, shes just plain old friendly Bernice with her gray hair in a ponytail, her pale liver-spotted skin scrubbed clean.

Good girls, she says. Kids can get homesick at camp. A postcard from a friend will put a smile on their faces. You each take a root beer barrel. On the house.

Thanks, Bernice, they both chime, reaching into the plastic bin on the counter.

Mel rolls her eyes, unwraps her candy, mouths the words mental case, and Emma steps hard on Mels foot to shut her up. They both start laughing.

Emma is sure she can still see a trace of green just under her fingernails even though she scrubbed her hands with hot water and a brush. It took them almost forty-five minutes to clean up the paint. Mel kept saying it was good enough, but Emma was sure her dad would be able to tell.

This floor is a mess, Mel said. Its already covered with paint splatters and grease and Christ knows what all. Trust me, Em, the only one whos going to notice whatever little smudge of green we left is you.



ON THE POSTCARDS, THEY write down words carefully copied from Suzs journal: DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM. To understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart. They address the postcards to Spencer Styles, Valerie (Winnie) Delmarco, and Suz Pierce with PLEASE FORWARD in big letters beneath each address.

If you write that, whoever lives there will send it to the right address, Mel explains. My dad showed me. His sister, my aunt Linda, she moves around a lot, and whenever we write her, we put that on the envelope.

Emma nods, watches Mel drop the cards in the out-of-town mailbox outside.

Now what? Emma asks.

Now we wait for something wonderful to happen, Mel says.



NINE, EMMA WHISPERS ONCE theyre back at home, Mel already halfway to the kitchen where Emmas mom is making the girls their favorite: grilled cheese and bologna sandwiches. Mel says bologna is made from the lips and buttholes of pigs, which is totally gross, but makes eating it kind of like a double-dog-dare, which is why its their favorite.

Emma lingers in the front hall, stares into the great unblinking eye of the moose, and realizes for the first time (how could she never have noticed it before?) that Franciss eye, the iris a rich brown flecked with sparkling gold, is exactly like Danners. Then, shes sure she sees it: the lid closing for a mere fraction of a second, the moose giving her the tiniest of winks.
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