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Abi Maxwell is the author of an acclaimed story collection, LAKE PEOPLE, and her fiction has also appeared in McSweeney’s. She studied writing at the University of Montana and now lives in New Hampshire, where she grew up, with her husband and son.


About the book

Henrietta and Jane are growing up in a farmhouse on the outskirts of town, their mother a remote artist, their father in thrall to the folklore and legend of their corner of New England. When Henrietta falls under the spell of Kaus, an outsider and petty criminal, Jane takes to trailing the couple, spying on their trysts, until one night, Henrietta vanishes into the woods.

Elspeth and Claire are sisters separated by an ocean. Elspeth’s pregnancy at seventeen meant she was quickly married and sent away from her Scottish village to make a new life in America. When she comes to the attention of the local mill owner, a series of wrenching and violent events unfolds, culminating in her disappearance.

As Jane and Claire search in their own times for their missing sisters, each uncovers the strange legend of Cold Thursday, and of a family apparently transformed into coyotes. But what does his myth really mean? Are their sisters dead, destroyed by the men who desired them? Or have they made new lives, elsewhere, beyond the watchful eyes of the community they longed to escape?


ALSO BY ABI MAXWELL

Lake People



‘We must not always talk in the market-place of what happens to us in the forest.’

– NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE, The Scarlet Letter
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LATE JUNE, an afternoon some twenty years ago. The fact that my sister could disappear not even a speck in my consciousness yet. The sun was high and shining, and Henrietta and I were just about to see Kaus, the one who started all of this, for the very first time. We had some money – I don’t know how, we weren’t babysitting yet – and because it was summer we had the time. Our father worked and our mother shut herself off in her studio on the third floor, so there was no one to stop us from going to the little store to buy candy. The owner kept a rack of smut right there in the open, and for this reason our father had prohibited us from entering, but no matter. This was the summer my sister had turned fifteen, started wearing an underwire bra, blow-drying her hair, and saying easily, ‘La, de, da,’ to every command our parents gave.

Anyway, we didn’t look at the smut. Just bought our candy – loads of it – then walked on. I had thought we were headed home, but when we reached the abandoned mill my sister didn’t lead us back over the bridge but instead a little farther along. She strutted a few paces ahead of me as we went, and both of us stuffed our mouths. I can still remember the strange coating all that sugar gave my tongue.

Eventually we reached Church Street, which was not a street I had walked before. It ran along the river, and the far side of the road was crowded with a thick line of trailers. I knew I ought not to stare, but just the same I could not stop myself from taking in long, aching glances of life over there. We lived in an old farmhouse on a virtually empty road, so this hubbub seemed a dream. Women were out in their lawn chairs with cigarettes and portable phones and magazines; babies were in plastic pools; and everyone, from my view, was loud and happy. The sun was at our backs, and before us stood the trestle, which was yet another place we were not supposed to go. That abandoned railroad bridge rises roughly forty feet above the river, and it continues to be the spot where all the bad kids congregate to smoke and spit and jump into the water all summer long. The bridge’s iron trusses run beneath the tracks, and on that day with my sister their X’s seemed to gleam like the most tantalizing of warnings. The reflection of the trees – pines, mostly, and maples – danced upon the water, and I wanted desperately to join with them in that cool, fresh place. And so I was shocked, and disappointed, when I looked ahead and saw that as Henrietta walked she let all her candy wrappers fall in her wake, then blow over the bank, toward the river.

‘Litterbug,’ I scolded her. She didn’t respond, so I repeated myself, and when she still didn’t respond I just kept at it. Not yelling, because I didn’t want to be heard by the neighborhood, but hissing. Loud enough, surely, for Henrietta to hear over the river. Still, she went right on ignoring me. I knew that if I really cared I could have just picked her trash up for her and dealt with the injustice of it later. But I was getting angry. We both had thin hair, mine mousy and nondescript and Henrietta’s, back then, a dark, shining brown that somehow hid the thinness. Her hair was long, too, so when I could bear her haughty strut no longer I reached forward and tugged. When my sister spun around that hair flew up and circled her pointed face and remained, a momentary defeat of gravity. I had a flash just then of my Henrietta transforming into a wild, yellow-eyed animal.

She didn’t say a word. Just grabbed my bare arm and pulled me toward her. She kept holding on to me, and her nails began to dig into my skin. I wanted to call out, but I understood this as her vicious command to shut up. We had come to a red two-story house that didn’t quite fit in. It wasn’t a trailer, there was that, but there was also something uncanny about the place. Where all other yards on the street were small and crowded with people, this one was oddly spacious and vacant. The curtains were drawn and the windows closed. I would have thought that the house itself was empty, had Henrietta not waited there so expectantly. But there we stood, together in the loudest of silences, until a teenage boy emerged from the house and stood on the front step, bathing in the sun’s rays.

Kaus. According to Henrietta, this was the first time she’d ever seen him, though she too must have been a liar. Kaus. Over and over again I would repeat his name, just to feel its sounds emerge from the back of my throat and cross the length of my tongue. Kaus – a soft, pillowed name, or a sharp and biting one?

He stood there gazing toward the river while we stood there gazing at him, and then he shifted and withdrew a cigarette from a pack in the pocket of his cutoff jean shorts with a motion so fluid it was preternatural. Despite the breeze that skimmed up off the river, he lit it the first time he tried, and then that boy walked our way. He didn’t speak to us, and we didn’t speak to him. Still, his intention was clear. Kaus cut across the street to walk right by Henrietta, and as he passed her he turned his head and blew a long, gentle stream of smoke her way. And my sister, she cocked her head and opened her thin lips and drew it right in.

We didn’t make it to the trestle that day; my sister just turned me around and led me back home. That night, when I took my bath, I saw that she had left five little welts on my upper arm. A sign, I later decided, of the beginning of the end.

Our house was half a mile up the hill from town. The way our parents told the story, they had gone for a drive through the countryside when they were young and in love, and had passed our house for the very first time. Or barn, really, because the barn was the thing. It was the largest in the entire county, and it was the whole reason we had ever ended up on this land in the first place. On that drive our father had pulled over and walked right onto the property without worrying over whether or not anyone lived there (no one did), and he ran his hands over the barn’s shingles as though they were the skin of a lover. Hand-hewn beams, he said when he slid open the door, and, Christ! That one sill extends nearly seventy feet!

Our mother, once brave enough, tiptoed to the house and peered in the windows. ‘That godforsaken wallpaper,’ she would say when our father told the story. At the time, Henrietta was in her belly, taking hold of life, though my mother didn’t know it yet. They went home to their apartment in the little city to the south, and our father lay on their mattress on the floor and dreamed aloud, and our mother, because she just wanted sleep, said something like, ‘For Christ’s sake, Charley, then do it,’ without thinking he ever would. A week later they owned the place – the down payment made with the bit of inheritance they had received from our father’s parents. The floors were dirt and the stairs, our mother claimed, were planks weaker than her own hands, but it was cheap and, as our father said, it was theirs.

By the time Henrietta and I came along, there were barn cats and chickens, and once in a while two pigs or a meat cow, and always there were Shania and Dolly, those strong black mares with coats and gallops sleek as oil. Our father claimed he’d had those mares forever.

Our father did not make much money – he was a cook, and eventually the head cook at the hospital – but with that house and barn he had his dream, and I suppose that is why he seemed compelled to sacrifice all else in order to give our mother her dream, too. He supported her choice to stay at home while we went to school, despite the fact that in addition to working it was also he who cooked, cleaned, and performed nearly all other household tasks.

But our mother was an artist – a painter, though she rarely ever sold a piece – and a woman who, I am sure, never fully wanted children. This fact kept her at a remove, and at night, when dinner was through and the dishes were done, she would open the family heirloom box of real silver, remove the velvet caddy that held the dinnerware, and reach into the bottom, beneath the velvet sheath of grapefruit spoons. There she would find one of her thin joints. She would swipe a wooden match across the top of the woodstove, take a few puffs, and then our mother would transform into a woman so distant, and so fully within herself, that Henrietta and I – spying from the top of the staircase – would be stunned and overcome with a disconcerting mix of desperation to be seen by her and to disappear and become her.

‘Sylvia,’ our father would sometimes say, and each time I heard that – her first name – a little swell of fear would rise up in me. Sylvia, a name so singular, so volatile. Not our mother but a woman who, at any moment, could leave this little life of ours.

Henrietta, though, the fact that she – her whole self, spirit and body and all – could leave our life, that had never occurred to me, not yet. I was twelve years old that summer of Kaus and always told my sister everything I had to tell. I would have told her anything at all. And I knew my sister, through and through I did. She had perpetually tanned skin and short toes. Her thumbs arched gloriously backward, and she was double-jointed in her fingers, so that she could bend the top portion of each finger downward while keeping the rest of it perfectly straight. At night she stuck her chewed gum to her headboard, and she could sniff a thin rope up through her left nostril and pull it out through her right one. She could do a backbend and three perfect cartwheels in a row and even a front handspring. She dreamed about boys, not ‘smut dreams,’ as she called them, but just peaceful little dreams in which she and a boy would drift along in a rowboat or walk hand in hand. She also dreamed about riding horses, and in nightmares she dreamed that a giant wave crashed over her. But that summer, after I saw that boy, I had the strange sensation of beginning to realize something that I had always known. My sister – there was a layer to her, invisible but palpable as her skin itself, that would not ever be opened to me.

The day after I saw him for the very first time, my sister dragged me along with her to town once again. Typically I would have gone without hesitation, but on that day I’d happened to be immersed in a new book: Flowers in the Attic by V. C. Andrews. Reading, I’d understood even back then, was my particular gift. The one thing I could invariably do better than my brave sister. I was fast, but there was also a deep, peculiar understanding I received by letting my eyes rest hazily upon a page. I turned pages virtually by the second, and just as I had a strange sense that my mother would flee, I also felt this gift would, and so each night I stowed my book beneath my pillow, where no one could get at it. I read undiscerningly – mysteries, romances, horrors, anything. I felt it my duty in life. But uncharacteristically, my father had taken note of that particular book and said I could not read it, that it was beyond my age. My mother had heard him and said, ‘Jesus, Charley,’ and that had been that – I had kept on. I’d stayed up half the night with that book, feeling that I’d better finish it before my parents came to their senses and tore it from my hands. I wasn’t finished when Henrietta showed up at my door to drag me into town, and I would have just as soon kept on reading. But Henrietta told me to go with her, and so I went.

She vomited before we left the house. This, of course, was early in the mess, so I hadn’t quite caught on yet – maybe I didn’t want to. I said, ‘Don’t you want to lie down?’ or something of that nature, and then, eventually, when she shuffled me out the front door, ‘Well, I better not catch it.’

‘Can’t catch hotness, sister,’ she said, and tossed her hair back.

I followed her as she strutted down the center of our road like she owned it, her newfound maturity made even more brazen overnight. When a car rolled toward us, Henrietta didn’t even move out of the way. It was Mr Cutler, our only neighbor, whose house lay up the hill, just barely out of sight. We had always known him, at least vaguely, but he was a strange, overeager man whom we did our best to avoid. He must have been in his fifties, yet despite his age, when he caught us on the road he would always ask us what was new and cool. ‘Are these jeans cool?’ he would say. ‘What music are the kids listening to these days, anyway?’

Today he leaned out the window of his yellow sports car and said to Henrietta, ‘You have yourself a boyfriend yet?’ The question alone surprised me, but when she responded simply that she did, my jaw dropped.

Mr Cutler let a smile spread over his clean-shaven face, and then he eased his car down the hill and out of sight. My sister continued walking. I scurried after her, calling, ‘That boy’s your boyfriend?’ and, ‘The one from the red house?’ and, ‘How do you know he’s your boyfriend?’ plus a handful more varieties of the same question, none of which she would answer. She just waltzed ahead of me while I followed like a dog, over the bridge and into town.

I never did figure out what exactly made Henrietta go to that little store on a daily basis in the early days of that summer. On that first day after Kaus, though, rather than going straight in as we always had, my sister just leaned against the building and bent one leg up so that her foot rested flatly against the brick. She tilted her head back, very exhausted, very adult, and she said, ‘God, I could kill for a cigarette.’

I don’t know that I said anything to that. I don’t know that I could overcome my shock in order to do so.

She said, ‘God, what?’ and, ‘Don’t look at me like that,’ and then, as insurance against my tattling, she marched right into that store and spent five whole dollars on five hundred Sour Patch Kids for me.

In the previous school year, I had entered the upper middle school, a building shared with the high school, and there I had come to understand that my sister was not popular. Henry-shmeta, they called her, and Hairy-etta, and the worst, born from nothing I knew of, Bloody-hairy-letta. My sister. Thin and wispy, made of wind. When she was mocked, she would steadfastly look the accuser in the eye. It was a powerful, deadening look, one she had learned from our mother, and cruel though it was, it only increased my awe of her. I was bewitched by my sister, loved her to a dangerous degree.

That sticky afternoon, I followed Henrietta away from the store. I stuffed penny candy into my mouth by the handful and I rattled on about those children in the attic, all the horrors of the novel I was devouring. I was aware as we walked that she didn’t listen to a word I said, but it didn’t stop me. That story was so good. I could have gone on retelling it forever, but suddenly my sister swung around and swatted me. Once again, for the second time in my life, we had walked down Church Street, and now we had approached that red house. I shut up. My sister looked upward, put her hands on her hips, and said, ‘I knew it.’

I must have asked what she knew, but she paid me no mind. She just went on. She said, ‘He’s not home. That jackoff.’

‘Who?’ I asked, though of course I knew.

‘His bedroom window would have been open.’

Bedroom window. I latched right on to that. His bedroom.

‘Anyway, his stupid grandmother’s home,’ she said. She began to chew at the left corner of her mouth, which sent her pursed lips to the opposite side. It was a habit our mother frequently told her to quit, saying it made her look like a horse. Sometimes Henrietta chewed so hard she would bleed. Now, though, she stopped right away to announce: ‘The bitch.’ Then my sister turned smartly on her heels and soared down the road toward the trestle. I chased after her. The sun glared before us, and in its blinding light I could make out only the shadowed forms up on the tracks above the water, and their occasional, ghostly leaps downward. I could hear their hollers and splashes, but so far as I could tell, even when we reached the base of that massive bridge, our own presence remained unnoticed by the jumpers.

The trail to the trestle had been carved up an eroding bank beneath the bridge where the tracks crossed over the road. My sister scurried right up it like a single-minded bug. I followed her haphazardly, increasingly aware with every step that I was once again headed somewhere I was not supposed to go.

There had been at least one teen death there. I never knew anything about how it had happened, and I’d never been even remotely sensitive to the fact that an actual boy had been lost to an actual family. I’d simply let his death open in my mind like the fiction I read: troubling, compelling, capable only of creating the sort of emotion I could enter or exit at will. It would have been dramatic, his life and subsequent death. A pregnant girlfriend? A murder? A half-hearted fall, not entirely on purpose. A terrible, hungry mystery.

By the time I had made my way to the top of the path, I was covered in dry silt. My sister had already crested the hill. I peered over the edge to watch her walk onto the tracks, but just as I gathered the nerve to continue after her, she threw her chin back over her shoulder and glared at me. I understood. I squatted back down, then inched my way over to the safety of an old pine. Tucked behind it, I spied. The voices were too distant to discern, so I took in all the details. Graffiti on the iron sides of the bridge: Mike loves Amanda and Tammy loves Rob and Tammy is a whore and PEACE. Litter, too – old Pepsi cans, empty bags of Fritos, empty and stomped packs of cigarettes. Four girls, not including my sister, and three boys. The boys held hands and launched themselves over the edge. I heard their splashes, and soon I heard their voices become ever clearer. It took a moment for me to realize that their route back up the bank would cross right by me. Quickly I slid around to the far side of the pine as their scrawny, sun-darkened bodies climbed that path and returned to the trestle. If they saw me hovering there, they didn’t let on.

And then came Kaus. Where the other boys had scrambled, and grabbed for limbs or roots, and lost their footing more than once, Kaus seemed to simply glide up that bank. When he spotted me behind the tree he gave a wink, and then he held his pointer finger in front of his mouth and blew. Shhh.

Kaus, glistening. One time I would hear him speak his ancestral language, but it wouldn’t be for me. It would be for Henrietta, who’d begged and begged. They’d been naked, stretched out on the old afghans she’d spread on the floor of the barn. First he whispered in her ear and then he put his hands under his resting head and just kept on talking. It didn’t occur to me then that his words carried any meaning. I’d been on my tiptoes, hidden outside the barn, spying, and this speech of his was the most magical thing I had ever heard.

Of course, in our town, we had never heard any other language but English, save for the French and Spanish learned in high school. Until his family moved in that summer, I don’t know that we’d ever even seen anyone from another country walk our streets. Which surely contributed to the oncoming trouble.

Emboldened by his kind gesture, when he was back on the trestle I scampered higher up the bank to watch. Once again there was no mistaking his direction or purpose. Straight to my sister that boy walked. When he reached her he grabbed her hips and pulled her forward, toward his own body. My sister curved her back, their middles pressed together momentarily, and then, smooth as dancers, those two folded open to stand side by side. Kaus tucked one of his hands into the backside of her shorts, and in this way they walked down the tracks, away from the others. Everyone kept watch. Besides the shock, I remember being aware that this scene was the best thing I had ever witnessed, better even than a book.

When my sister and Kaus stopped walking, they sealed their bodies back together, but this time they both faced the river, with his front pressed against her back. He reached his hands around her waist, right down into her shorts. Henrietta, from what I could tell, kept her vision fixed on the water below, and Kaus kept his own face buried in her neck. Then, suddenly, my sister’s head burst back. The kids on the trestle laughed and clapped. In response my sister, without a trace of preamble, stepped forward, right off that bridge.

And still the show wasn’t over. I panicked with her down there in the water, but she came up soon enough. I had moved completely out of my hiding place by now, and I ran right over to meet her as she approached, but she neither scolded me nor stopped to speak with me. She just blew a kiss on her way past, then walked right back up into that crowd. This time Kaus had a cigarette lit, and when my sister approached him he held it to her lips. She drew in deeply and somehow, despite all that had just occurred, this was as sexy an act as I’d ever seen.

I don’t know that I ever even finished Flowers in the Attic, or any other book that summer. All I know is that even more alluring than anything I could read was Henrietta, her unfolding. That summer she transformed out of my sister and into a girl – a woman, really – whom I scarcely recognized. She’d been the only girl to jump off the trestle that day, and when she fell her arms had been stretched out like wings. On our walk home she showed me what this meant. The underside of her arms, their light, nearly translucent skin, had already turned a terrible, yellowish shade of purple.

‘Dad is going to kill you,’ I said.

‘He won’t know.’

‘What are you going to do, wear long sleeves all summer?’

She did. It became her signature style. The next morning she walked downstairs wearing a long-sleeved flannel that she’d cut off just below her bra, so that a long, thin expanse of belly was exposed. At some point that summer, there was a baby in there. The start of a baby, I mean. That infinitesimal cell that would have grown into one.

The very next morning, I woke early from a fitful, anxious sleep. The knowledge of my sister’s love affair tormented me. I ran across the hall and knocked on her bedroom door. When she didn’t answer I turned the knob, but it would not open. I turned it again, and I rattled it, and finally I realized that my sister had locked her door. So far as I knew, she had never done this before.

‘Henrietta?’ I called. I knocked and knocked, and when she still would not answer I began to imagine what she might have done: snuck out the window, or maybe even snuck her boyfriend in. Eventually, I pounded at the door and yelled her name.

‘Damn you,’ she finally yelled back. I froze and waited for her footsteps across the creaky wood floor. But all that came was more scolding: She was sleeping, she said, and if I didn’t leave her alone I would be dead meat. I left her door. I went downstairs, sat on the couch, and turned on the TV but really just watched the clock. My sister slept and slept and slept. It was afternoon when she finally emerged. I had made sandwiches – making lunch, during our summer days, was something Henrietta had long ago come to rely on me for. Without me she would have lived on plain saltines and once in a while a spread of fluff. But now she refused my offering of an egg-salad sandwich.

‘Smells like ass,’ she said. She threw open the fridge door and just stood in front of it.

‘Waster,’ I snapped. ‘You’re wasting electricity.’ It was what our parents would have said.

‘God,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing to drink in this house.’

We were a family of milk and water and orange juice. Was it a can of soda she was after? Or alcohol? She slammed the fridge and walked out. Out of the kitchen, out of the house, out of the driveway. Gone until evening. And when she returned, my parents said not a word.

For weeks it continued in this way. Emerging late, disappearing, and thoroughly done with me. Once, early on, I followed her, but just as she crossed the little bridge into town she turned around and spotted me. It was enough. I went home. My desire, at least in the beginning, to stay on Henrietta’s good side won out over my curiosity.

Still, I was sick with worry. She was getting rapidly thinner. She’d started vomiting each day before she left the house, and in this new, vanishing body her legs stuck out like broomsticks from the wide breadth of her shorts, and her arms seemed so weak they might as well have been crafted from the broomsticks’ brush counterparts. My question, called from outside the closed bathroom door, ‘What are you doing in there?’ and her flippant response – ‘Just pulling the trigger, god’ – had become practically our only interaction.

And so, while my sister was out, I began to scour her room for clues. For years she had written in a journal, and though I had always been hopelessly nosy, I’d also always understood this particular activity as her private affair, and a sacred one. I had never so much as glanced at those pages. Yet now I flipped relentlessly through them, searching for his name. What I found, though, was both shocking and unsatisfying: page after page of my sister’s journals was dedicated solely to our father’s horses, to their conditions. All this time, I discovered, Henrietta had been keeping copious notes about the temperature in the barn, and whether or not there had been rain or snow or wind, and the horses’ perceived comfort, and their measurements, and their diet. I had never known my sister to do anything so careful and routine, and I was mystified. Yet nowhere in that room was one single trace of Kaus and her secret life with him.

But I did not have the courage to go out searching for her, not yet. So, to occupy my mind, I began to write imaginary stories of their love affair. It was my first attempt at fiction. The names I always kept the same – Henrietta and Kaus – and I always included that trestle in the story. I would write their meeting, their compulsive need to be together, and ultimately, every time, their eventual ruin. This was no happy love story; no matter what I intended, Kaus would break Henrietta’s heart over and over again.

I scared myself with those stories I wrote. They became so real to me. If I imagined Henrietta thrown into the river by her lover, I would spend the entire day terrified not only that it must be true, but that my thinking it had made it so. And in this terrible way, the heavy, endless summer days passed ever forward with me at their center, alone. Only occasionally would my mother emerge, and then only to grab something to eat. She never took the time to prepare whatever it was – she just grabbed a block of cheese or the jar of peanut butter and then retreated back upstairs without a word. Sometimes, on days when her work must have been going along poorly, I could hear her pacing overhead. I could hear her hit a wall sometimes, or throw what I assumed was a paintbrush across the room. Yet she would not give up for the day until dinnertime, so for the first time in my life I was left entirely to my own imagination. Finally, it took me over. I became so certain that my sister was in terrible trouble that I marched right into town to search for her.

This would have been mid-July. The tiger lilies were out in full force. Their fiery heads lined the roadsides, burning a path to my sister. They led to town first. Up and down Main Street I walked, without sign of her. I ducked into the little store, but even then I understood this simply as preparation; she wouldn’t be there, not now that she had him. Finally I gathered my courage and I marched myself down to Church Street. Determined, I climbed up the bank and onto the trestle. I stood at the start of the bridge, right in the center of the tracks, but even so, I kept my arms stretched out for balance. I was aware of being unwelcome, but that did not matter to me; as that particular afternoon stretched on it seemed ever more dire that I find my sister, that I save her.

‘Henrietta?’ I called pathetically to the teenagers on the bridge.

They all looked at me, laughed and smiled and shook their heads, and then they went back to spitting and jumping off the bridge, and Henrietta, I understood they were saying in these careless movements, had moved on. Henrietta was now that kind of girl.

Of course she was. I ran off the bridge and straight to the red house where he lived. I pounded on the door. I hadn’t thought of what to ask, but it turned out I didn’t need to ask anything. It must have been Kaus’s grandmother who answered. Her cheeks were like soft, full balloons.

‘No,’ she said when she opened the door. ‘No, no, no.’ Just a little puff of a word. I wandered home, sick for my sister to return.

Finally, I resorted to tattling on Henrietta, though of course my parents already knew that she was perpetually absent. Still, my speaking up made my father do the same. He told her she could not traipse around all day. My mother, though, she sighed and said, ‘Let her have her freedoms, Charley.’ This had been after dinner, after Henrietta and I had gone upstairs and then been called back down. After our mother had smoked a bit of her little joint, too.

‘Then she has to take Jane with her. Henrietta, when you go out in the day you have to take Jane with you.’

‘La, de, da,’ Henrietta said.

And our mother, ‘For Christ’s sake, Charley.’

During that period, there were just two shining moments when my sister spoke about Kaus. Once was when I found her on the living room floor, our father’s oversized atlas spread open before her. ‘Luang Prabang,’ she said easily as she ran her pointer finger over the dim orange border of the place he had come from. ‘Muong Beng,’ she said. But when I crouched down next to her and asked her what she knew about that place, she cackled, slammed the atlas shut, and said, ‘It’s shaped like a limp dick, that’s what.’

The only other time was when my mother, sister, and I happened to be in the kitchen together. It was then that my sister said dreamily, ‘I’d do anything for Kaus.’

We were eating the red pistachios that our father loathed and drinking a rare treat of lemonade made so thick with sugar that we could feel the grains on our tongues.

‘Don’t you let your father hear that,’ our mother said sharply, and then, without washing the red dye from her hands, she returned to the safety of her third-floor studio, leaving us girls, once again, to fend for ourselves.
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